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  To Joe Conway. When my credits roll at the end, you’ll be the first name played.








  
  Introduction


Stories like what you are about to read, contain chunks of me, whether I wanted to put them there or not. 
It’s impossible to separate me from them.
I know addiction. 
I know depression. 
I know recovery. 
I know happiness. 
This story is so poignant to me because my favorite five words in the world are; One Day At A Time.
While known in the world of addiction and popularized by AA and the Big Book, the concept has been so powerful for me, not only in sobriety, but in every battle that I have faced since. It’s a tool to chain you to the present, to get you through the next 24 hours, because if you can make it through that, then there is a fresh day on the other side of it that could offer an entirely new life.
The story that follows is very much about somebody maintaining their sobriety in the early stages of the fight, but I think it resonates far beyond addiction only. It can be as much about somebody battling depression, an illness, or a tragedy in their lives. It can be for someone holding on to a dream with their fingernails, stretched to the max and having to do anything but that dream just to survive. But still they keep fighting through that day, in the hopes that the next day the universe will reward them for their sacrifice. 
I’m just trying to make it through to the next day. 
We are all just trying to make it through to the next day. 
The beginning of anything is the easiest part, because you probably long knew that the change needed to be made, so that start for a lot of people is a breeze. You put yourself there, why wouldn’t it be exactly what you wanted. The hard part comes after that initial boost you get, where the staying power gets called into question.
If you got divorced, maybe it’s thinking that you made a mistake, and your ex with the litany of fault you put in your deposition, wasn’t all that bad. If you were struggling to lose weight, it’s that part after you clear the first 10 pounds when your goal was 50.
That ten pounds felt great. 
You’ve never felt better in your life.
But the mountain ahead seems impossible to scale. There was still so much ground to cover before you stood on the peak, before you could call the journey complete.
But like everything, it’s easier if you break it into smaller pieces.
A day feels too long? 
No problem. 
One hour at a time then. 
Too much still you say?
Easy.
One minute at a time.
You only have to get through that moment.
You can make a decision about the next one when it comes up, but ironically, the next moment will be a completely different you, because you will have changed. Every single moment affords you the opportunity to make a radical change in your life. 
I’ve done it. 
I know it’s possible. 
I know what it means to say you’ve had enough, and that you will choose a different path. It’s an awesome power, and it comes free with your humanity. While in many ways it is the aggregation of all the lead up, like a long running drum solo before the final cymbal is smashed. The song doesn’t have to go on forever. The pain doesn’t have to go on forever. 
I wish you all the best in every one of those moments in your day.
I don’t wish you future success, and I don’t care if you hit your goals. 
It’s too far away for either of us to burn time on. But we can 100% find out that you made it to Thursday from Wednesday. 
Tellme that you made it through, that you got battered and bruised, and that you will be back to fight again tomorrow when it comes. 
And I will do the same for you.
EO
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  12:45 AM


“Ijust want to fucking sleep!” Sierra Black yelled to herself in bed, slamming her fists into the mattress, the salesman had guaranteed was akin to being rocked as a baby. 
Maybe he had been raised by wolves. 
She stared up at the ceiling and looked at the beam of light it cast through the broken shade in front of the window. That streetlight was truly in a terrible position. Probably a little bit of her fault.
Today she would buy a new shade. 
And something to help her sleep. 
The no sleep was the worst part. 
She was a zombie at work, and while she wasn’t curing cancer or doing brain surgery, she liked the feeling of actually being able to function while she was there. 
She watched the beam for a while, trying to count the pieces of popcorn, losing interest at 43, and realizing that as far as sleep aids went, it would never be as effective or accepted as sheep. 
Certainly not as cuddly. 
Trying to keep her mind off itself was no small task. She thought she had dozed off for a few minutes, but the dream had felt a lot like just laying here now. Irritated, she rustled with the covers and pressed her eyes tightly into one another, readjusting the pillows. After five seconds, she kicked her frustration out at the covers and stood up out of bed. 
Tea?
Is that what people like her did to fall asleep?
People like her?
She laughed.
Every night no sleep. 
How do they do it? 
No tea. 
TV then. 
I’ll try that. 
Sierra searched the bed for the remote and realized that she must have hurled it onto the floor, so grabbed her phone and turned on the flashlight, not eager to bathe herself in overhead light and fully wake up.
Maybe there was a chance she would fall back asleep quickly. 
The remote search concluded unceremoniously with its discovery near the dresser halfway across the room.
She laughed. 
That was quite an outburst I had. 
***








  
  1:43 AM


Amini marathon of Friendslater and the sweet release of sleep had yet to come. 
Now she was more awake and her mind wandered faster than before, playing out the last three months in her head, like some sort of inescapable movie reel, a screening she was being held against her will for.
What a disaster, and still so many days left to go. 
She was only 39 now. 
Likely a lot of time left. 
Maybe. Her family, had pretty good genes. Except her dad.
Would it still be like this at 49? 
59? 
I fit was still like this at 40, she didn’t know if she had interest in it. 
Too far away. 
What did they say at the place?
One day at a time. 
Ugh.
That was a lot of days. 
A lot of sleepless nights. 
A lot of second guessing. 
They were still selling for another hour. 
No one would know.
Then she wondered if she counted as no one?

***






  
  2:01 AM


She sat at the gas pump staring at the convenience store, the neon lights calling out like red, white, and blue, beacons in the darkness. The lights over the pumps were blinding, but it felt safer over here. There was still some distance to the door. She still had to cross the great chasm of the parking lot. Two cars were parked out front and a man emerged from the store holding a case of beer in one arm and three bags of chips in the other. 
See, he can have fun. Why’s it fun for him?
She thought about filling up her tank while she sat here, but was scared to get out of the car. 
It felt safe in here. 
A dark cloud moved across the sky above. How bad a seed is that cloud, to stand out like that in the middle of the night?
Then rain began to fall, slowly at first, then faster. She watched the drops bounce off the pavement in front of her and thought that if she was going to go, now was the time. 
Then the heavens opened up and sent rain hurling down like tiny wet bullets. 
Little traps were everywhere. 
They would always be. 
Little rescues were too. 
She didn’t know if they would always be there or not, but they certainly did the job tonight. 
***








  
  3:11 AM


She sat out on her balcony now in the darkness and tried to clear her mind. The basil she planted was already starting to make its presence known, and while many hours away from dinner, it felt like a spaghetti kind of night. After the rain passed, the moon snuck out for a brief appearance, and brightened the garden below. 
Gardening had become her new thing … the substitution. 
She loved the tiny garden, the feel of the soil in her fingers, the connection to the Earth. There was something new to learn everyday. There were new tools to buy, seeds to try, and books to check out. 
There was peace back here. 
It was safe from the fray, like the plants represented some sort of impenetrable fortress, that the darkness couldn’t take root in. She felt her eyes droop ever so slightly, said goodnight to the plants for a second time, a ridiculous notion if there ever was one, but she still did it every night. 
Back in her room she crawled into bed, the same comforter that felt like her tormenter an hour earlier, now embracing her like a long lost friend, swallowing her into its grasp. 
Her mind was quiet. She couldn’t remember the last time she was able to say that.
***








  
  4:04 AM


Merciful sleep. 
Short merciful sleep. 
***








  
  5:01 AM


She felt it with each step as she tried to get away, screaming for help, but there was no one on the streets. It was raining out and she knew she was cold. Every side street she ran down, the shadow followed. 
There was no escape.
The water puddled under her feet and her shoes splashed it up onto her calves with each step. It smelled like something. She couldn’t place it. She was dressed in a lavender evening gown, and it clung to her body like spandex with the rain. 
More splashing.
Music played from the empty buildings as she ran, and the shadow closed in. 
She could feel it breathing against the back of her neck and she ran as hard as she could. The neon covered walls of the alley were all on, and shoddy advertisements were pressed against the brick and concrete. Good times.
Friends.
Jet skis and beaches. 
Luscious looking limes and piles of salt mounded a mile high. 
The smell finally hit her. The Oasis. 
The end of the night, the mats sticky with sugar and discarded fruit, the entire place smelling like a distillery. She realized she was getting tired, that the shadow was back again, and she fought to keep running as she sloshed through puddles that weren’t water. 
“HELP!” She screamed. “Somebody help me!”
And then she woke up with a gasp. 
Sweat poured down her temple and matted her hair against the pillow. 
Maybe she was still asleep? Maybe this was dreaming about dreaming?
Tossing the covers to the side she sat up and felt like a hundred pound weight had been lifted from her legs, the skin eager to enjoy the break from the suffocation of the duvet. Her breath was short, like she couldn’t take in enough oxygen. She could feel its presence around her, and her eyes darted around the room to make sure she was alone. The ancient A/C unit kicked on with a clang and a shake, the motor not likely to stay mounted for many more seasons. 
She remembered it all. 
It was so vivid. 
The shadow, the city, the terror. 
The idea of going back to sleep was unappealing. It would probably just be waiting for her when she drifted off again. 
Her legs felt jittery and she tried to control the shaking in them. 
It felt like it was hunting her. 
She went into the kitchen and poured a glass of water from the refrigerator, downing it in three gulps. 
Was this forever with the dreams?
No. 
Nothing was forever. Everything will pass. 
Something would always replace it. 
Good, bad, or ten times worse. 
But the shadow wouldn’t live there forever. 
***








  
  6:02 AM


The gym was crowded already, and she looked for an empty exercise bike, scanning the massive room full of equipment, and finally finding one at the very end by the emergency exit that was open. She walked past the leering eyes, already hungry at such an early hour. They were grunts and moans of effort as people pushed weight around, doing their best to let everyone in the room know that they were working on being their best selves. It was just part of the territory. No matter. Exercise had become important, as important as gardening. The sweat, the effort, the pain. People like her were masochists by nature, happy to drown or dull themselves into cavernous pits of despair. If they were comfortable with that why couldn’t they run 10 miles …20 miles … a hundred miles. 
A friendly face appeared next to her on the bike and smiled. 
“You’re here early this morning,” he said. She was still confused by him. 
Tate.
He was a doctor with a successful, striking, Ivy League air about him, like he was born that way, flawless.
And he talked to HER … and seemed to enjoy it. 
The flawed one, the Poison Ivy League. 
“Couldn’t sleep,” she said, and bumped the difficulty up by three clicks, the screen whisking her to the Swiss Alps where towering peaks stood in front of her and forced her to stand up on the pedals to crank them, her glutes burning with each revolution. They carried on in an invisible race to the top of the mountain, too winded to carry on a conversation. They stayed that way for twenty minutes, until the buzzer on her screen dinged, telling her it was time to move on to the next activity. She watched him cooling down and was surprised he hadn’t said more to her. He usually talked, and she liked it. She liked not having to say a lot. He was interesting, always full of some sort of random fact, more than half the time leading her to reach for her phone when he was out of sight and start searching for more details on the topic. 
“You okay?” She asked, wiping the sweat off her neck. 
Tate shrugged. 
“Okay.” He wound down his workout, the machine literally congratulating him for his time. Golden Ivy. 
“That sounded fake,” she said. He laughed, but his generally boyish laugh sounded sad today.
“It was.”
“Can I…” “Yes you can ask why.” 
“Why?” She asked. “I had a patient die on my operating table this morning.” She felt the words slam into her, stopping her in her tracks.
“I’m so sorry.” He nodded, both people doing exactly what they should be doing in such a situation. 
Then she broke the ritual.
“Was it … you know … your fault?” This brought out a freer laugh in the face of the darkness.
“No, there was like a 1% chance the surgery was going to work. The patient wanted to try though. He didn’t want to quit without a fight.”
She felt something stir inside her, the way he said it, it felt like a challenge, though he would have no way of knowing that she needed to hear it. 
***








  
  7:15 AM


The water in the shower was so hot it stung her skin, but she didn’t care. It relaxed her, comforted her like a rainy emergency blanket. She held her face against the white tile on the walls and felt tears beading up in the corner of her eyes. She didn’t know that person, what could she possibly be upset about. 
Her breaths were long and deep as she tried to settle herself, and she ran her fingers through her hair trying to clear the strands from her face. 
He didn’t want to quit without a fight … he didn’t want to quit without a fight.
It ran in her brain like a loop, like it was a part of a track meet, circling her mind. Was this race going to run all day? This was just the start of the day too, the whole day still ahead and she suddenly realized how tired she was. She turned the water off and stood in the tiny, steam filled bathroom. She wondered how long the patient “fought.”
How many days had he battled his demon, whatever it was? 
121 days for her. 
So far she was winning, but as she quickly figured out last night, winning was far from guaranteed.
“Today… today… today.”
She said it out loud over and over as she dried off, then went and stared at herself in the mirror. 
“Today… today … today.” That’s all we get right? 
Her phone dinged and she walked back in the bedroom to look at it. 
It was him. 
She had finally given him her number, and he texted.
Tate—Thanks for listening this morning.
She smiled. 
Anytime.
There was a long pause with nothing back and she started to get self conscious. 
Then a longer message came back.
Tate—Would it be too quick to ask you to have dinner tonight? We could go to The Taphouse, have a couple beers and a pizza? 
Shit, shit, shit.
She couldn’t think of anything to text back and she dropped the phone down onto the bed like it was on fire. This guy was great, the first in a long time, and of course, of course, he drank. Her apartment felt smaller and she suddenly needed wide open spaces, the cramped confines of the place a reminder of how alone she was. 
Work.
She just needed to get to work. 
Sierra threw on her clothes, grabbed a shake from the fridge and ran out the door, leaving her invitation unanswered. 
***






  
  8:01 AM


Click, clack, click, clack. 
Her fingertips worked the keys like a surgeon, like she was dancing through a field of landmines, like she had to move with the utmost precision. The office was silent except for the keys, no one here at this hour. Most people were still in bed, enjoying the comfort of their blankets, their partners. 
Here she was, sending emails and trying not to go off the deep end. 
She sipped at her second coffee of the day, her favorite little blend from Costa Rica. It had subtle hints of chocolate and vanilla, but with the amount of creamer she put in, it really didn’t matter. 
It was the package that sold her. She wasn’t ashamed to admit it. It comforted her, made her remember her trip there just a few short months ago. Tropical sands, lush green leaves everywhere, and a sense of freedom that she hadn’t felt before. A three day surf camp before jaunting into the rainforest for the next three days. The trip was at day 45 and she had made it through unscathed, even though frosty bottled beers and electric colored frozen drinks had tried to sway her away at every restaurant they stopped at. 
Cerveza… cerveza. 
Tequila… tequila. 
Everywhere she turned, but there was a big difference to this trip. 
She wasn’t alone. 
MaryEllen from the center had organized the trip and everyone there was in the same boat as her.
Like a little safety net. 
It meant that they didn’t go out at night, and no one had to worry about slipping up, because there was a dozen other people watching your back. On her desk there was a photo of them all, suntanned and smiling. She sipped the coffee and smiled back at it, feeling the saltwater against her skin, the smell of the surf wax intoxicating her in a way that other things had never done. 
It wasn’t a life goal to go on that trip. She didn’t even really know about Costa Rica. But it had popped up, like this glorious little excursion to a stunning part of the planet. Life had whisked her away to paradise and she had enjoyed every minute of it, because she had been capable of enjoying every minute. Of remembering. 
Of feeling. 
Of living. 
She wanted more of that. 
Maybe that could be the new drink, the new drug. 
Life.
***






  
  9:03 AM


“You gunning for my job or something Sierra?” her boss Glenn laughed when he walked in the office. 
He had scared the shit out of her, standing there in front of her desk, jamming out to the music in her headphones, running reports like races, and dare she say, having fun doing it. 
She laughed. 
“No, just couldn’t sleep, so I hit the gym and came in early. 
Glenn was a good boss. 
In fact, he had been the one who had pushed her so hard to get into a program. He had been there himself and he knew all the signs. It wasn’t like she had done a great job of hiding it toward the end, but Glenn hadn’t judged her. He just worked hard to help her find a place to get help. 
It had literally saved her life, and somehow managed to feel impossible long ago and simultaneously like it had happened yesterday.
“That’s the right way to do it, I’m proud of you.” She felt a sense of warmth wash over her and smiled as she went back to her work. 
Behind him, three others walked in, their feet heavy over the carpet, like it was velcro trying to keep them stuck to the ground. 
***








  
  10:32 AM


“Hey girl, what’d you get into last night?” Drake Evans from marketing asked her, his voice filled with too much bravado for such an early hour, and the rasp of wherever he had done last call at. She could see him shouting at the bartender like he had at the last holiday party, holding up two fingers, his arm wrapped around the waist of a slim, short skirted woman. He was something to look at, that would likely find dispute with few women. He was also so full of shit, she worried somehow it might spill out of him at every moment. 
“Quiet night at home.”

“Boo,” he said mockingly, slinging his leg over the edge of her filing cabinet in a gesture she was certain he had practiced at home in front of the mirror a thousand times. 
She grinned politely and tried to make herself look busy, shuffling a stack of papers on her desk. To most people this was the universal symbol for, “I have no interest in talking to you anymore,” but not to Drake. Social cues were no this strong suit, unless it was a woman undressing him with her eyes. In that case he was like Sherlock and didn’t miss a thing. 
“I’ve been trying to be good lately.”
Drake scoffed.

“Why? No fun in that.”
Mercifully, her phone lit up on the desk, and she jumped at it like a life-ring in a choppy sea. 
“Hello,” she said intently, nodding her head as if the caller were giving her the directions to a buried treasure and it required every bit of her mental faculty to process it. 
Drake, frustrated now with the lack of attention stood up and nodded a goodbye in her direction as he moved on through the office to his next victim. 
Sierra smiled and hung up the phone, thankful for the offer about her car warranty expiring. 
***








  
  11:55 AM


She liked her desk chair. 
The company was big on ergonomics, the CEO having read an article somewhere that touted the productivity boost that came with employees sitting in comfortable chairs. 
Sierra wasn’t complaining. 
In fact she was enjoying the peace and quiet in the office at the moment. 
She worked diligently for a half hour with no interruptions, shocked at what could get done without other people around to poke their head into her office every two minutes, and interrupt her with their quips and quibbles. She walked into the kitchen to take a break, and brewed a pot of coffee, then grabbed a banana from the “community fruit bowl” on the table and went back to her desk. 
More emails, more things checked off the list. 
She was a machine this morning. 
And then came the wrench … Zoe Bell.
Maybe wrecking ball was a better analogy for the woman. 
Zoe was a free spirit, to put it ever so mildly, and also happened to be one of Sierra’s oldest friends, a woman for who the term “grown up,” fit only in the capacity that she no longer wore child’s clothing. 
At this hour, Sierra knew that Zoe still hadn’t made eye contact with her pillow. 
OMG,I got engaged last night! Call me…911….911
Sierra put her head in her hands and stared at the screen for a long time before deciding to answer. 
Another message. 
I know you’re up. Call me!
Sierra looked again at the phone and knew instinctively the gauntlet she was about to run though on the call. 
She grudgingly dialed the number and Zoe picked up on the first ring.
“Vegas next weekend!” a voice slurred. 

Sierra was stunned but not shocked. After all, it was Zoe’s longest relationship. Three months. Why shouldn’t they make it official for the next twelve?
“Wow, have you been to bed yet?” Sierra asked.
“No! Jason and I have had like, the biggest night ever. Will you be my maid of honor please?!”

“In Vegas?”

“YES! Just a dozen people or so. We’ll rage … I mean we’ll get you whatever like mocktails they make, or as many Red Bulls as you can handle, I just need you there. You’re my oldest friend. Jason’s so excited to meet you.”

Sierra grabbed the creamer out of the refrigerator and poured enough of it into the black liquid to make it qualify for a new name. 
“I like just quit all that a couple months ago. You know that right?”

“I know, and I’ll like totally protect you, I just wanted you to be my maid of honor is all.”
Sierra could tell Zoe meant well. Everyone meant well. But people running different races than you, could only truly know so much. If they knew more or tried to know more, then they would never do half the shit they did. The problem was, that no one had time to learn anymore. No one had time to think before they spoke, because everyone was consumed completely by themselves. 
“I can’t Zo.”
She heard a loud huff from the other end of the line and the clinking of two glasses together, because everyone did shots before noon. There was a long pause. So long that she thought that Zoe had hung up on her. 
“Please! It would mean so much to me. Jason is the guy. I can’t imagine this day without you as a part of it.”
Sierra looked at the break room, at the eggshell white paint, the required signs on things like Fair Labor Laws and OSHA regulations. She sipped her coffee and tried to find a way to answer her friend. Next weekend was so close but it was still so far away. There was a better than average chance that when the two of them sobered up sometime in the next 48 hours, they would either have broken up or pushed the wedding out another two months. 
Whatever it was, there was no need to worry about it right this second. 
Today, she could make her friend happy, and she was on too much of a roll to slow down and let this beat her down. 
“I’ll be there.”

There was a deafening scream and Sierra dropped the phone from her ear onto the counter. 
***








  
  12:22 PM


“Ijust got word that Richard Stevens is flying in next week for a presentation guys. This is a really big account for us so we are rolling out all the stops. Dinner with their team, then a night on the town .” 

Glenn looked stressed. 
Really stressed.
Sneaking a cigarette in the stairwell stressed. 
And now with one phrase, “then a night on the town,” Sierra was too. Nights on the town were how she ended up where she was now. Nights on the town had nearly destroyed her life. A bead of sweat formed at the top of her temple and she felt a lump in her throat. She tried to pull air deep into her nose, anything to settle her nerves. She felt like the room was staring at her, even though no one’s eyes were pointed in her direction. She could hear the questions, the little comments that people would make.
Sierra, why aren’t you drinking? Sierra, what are you like Mormon now or something? Oh my god, she finally got knocked up.  
It would be like this forever. She wasn’t strong enough. Every day was going to belike this and how the hell was someone supposed to be that strong for so long. 
***








  
  1:01 PM


Can you come to my office when you get a chance please? 
It was a text from Glenn. 
She hovered her fingers over the keys thinking about how to respond. The phone felt heavier now, the screen unintelligible to her. This job was great. Glenn was great. How was she supposed to deal with this without jeopardizing all that she had worked for?

I see you debating how to respond haha.
Sierra looked up and smiled. He was standing beside her desk now with a cup of coffee in his left hand and his phone in his right. 
“Sorry,” she chuckled. 
“C’mon, I just need a second.”

They walked to his office and Sierra closed the door behind her. It was a big room, but it didn’t feel ostentatious at all. Glenn didn’t announce his degrees, of which he had three, and the only photos weren’t of famous friends or people whose sole purpose was to make others feel beneath them, but of his wife and three kids. He looked happy in the photos. They looked happy in the photos. There was an authenticity to the smiles that couldn’t be counterfeited.
“I’m sorry about catching you off guard with the announcement,” Glenn said as he sunk into his chair. 
Sierra was surprised, but tried to play it cool. 
“No, it’s okay, I’m happy to help however I can.”

“Here’s how you can help. You can take the lead on the presentation and make sure this team puts out their best work. Then you can be out of town for the night thanks to a family celebration you were already obligated to.”

She grinned. 
“I can’t do that.”

“Your cousin’s wedding. They got a dynamite place on Long Island and had always dreamed of a beachfront wedding, the kind where people send up those candle bags into the night and then idiots confuse them with UFO’s.”

She laughed now, the stress melting out of her body with the noise. 
***








  
  2:33 PM


Some people disliked social interaction and some people seemed so repelled by it that the mere hint of it was enough to make them clam up tighter than a vice. Miriam Baker in the accounting department definitely qualified for that latter, and avoided most people in the office with a ninja like stealth, that made people question openly at times whether or not she still worked there. She was invisible to the world around her, and Sierra, shamefully like most, didn’t know how to handle such people. Polite nods, and half smiles were the norm when she would pass through the woman’s department, but not a single time in her employment with the company had Sierra made an effort to know more than the woman’s name and that she had a thing for giraffes, as evidenced by the collection of small figurines on her desk, screensaver, and purse. 
So when Sierra saw her tight black bun as she walked into the break room, her first thought was to haul ass back out the door and get her coffee at another time. This was not to be though, as she bumped her elbow into a small metal container of plastic forks that clamored onto the floor with a crash. Miriam jumped at the sound, spilling some water from the top of her stainless steel bottle. Sierra put up her palms in apology. 
“I’m so sorry!” 
Miriam managed a frayed smile, and Sierra quickly realized that she had never seen the woman actually smile. It was a nice one, though something seemed to keep the corners from reaching their full potential. There seemed to be an invisible force holding the woman down, and Sierra looked at her eyes, as if seeing them for the first time. 
“It’s okay, just scared me a little is all,” Miriam said in a soft voice. Her accent was vaguely midwestern, but she didn’t seem proud of it. 
Sierra looked at her cheek and noticed the dried tear that had recently taken up residence against her skin. 
“Are you alright?” Sierra asked. 
“Sure.”

Sierra chuckled awkwardly. 
“Do you want to talk about it?”

Miriam cocked her head to the side slightly and her lips opened slowly, the skin staying stuck together longer than she probably wanted. 
“Just a hard day … well week …”

Miriam stopped and shook her head. 
“No I lied. It’s actually been the year. And last one. And the one before. I don’t think you have time to listen to such nonsense. No one likes to hear other people complain.”

Another tear formed in the corner of her eye and Sierra put her hand on the woman’s arm.
“I’m happy to. Someone listened to me a few months ago when I needed it. Now it’s obviously my turn to repay that.”

The light in Miriam’s eyes was faint, but Sierra clearly caught it. It couldn’t be faked, and it made Sierra smile back with a radiance that made her jaws almost hurt. 
***








  
  3:07 PM


In the courtyard, Sierra and Miriam walked over to the back corner and sat at a red wooden picnic table with a large black umbrella spread wide over the seats. Miriam looked uncomfortable and fidgeted on the seat, seeming to weigh the gravity of sharing her story with this random co-worker. But finally she started, and Sierra sat quietly as Miriam poured her heart out, seemingly conscious at first of the possibility of other’s listening, then just as quickly abandoning the concern and laying it out on the line. Sierra listened as intently as she had ever listened to someone before. Her mind didn’t ask to go somewhere else. She didn’t interject so she could hear herself. Her focus was Miriam and only Miriam. Her table-mate poured the story that was haunting her out into the world, letting some of her burden go and be shared by another person. 
Depression, anger, suicidal thoughts, hospitals, and the loss of all hope. 
When she was done, Miriam looked up sheepishly at her, as if waiting for the judgement to come. Then Sierra without a word, walked around table to where she was sitting and hugged her tightly, both of their tears flowing freely. 
***








  
  4:45 PM


Ihope I didn’t read it wrong, but I was hoping we could have dinner. I just really enjoyed talking to you is all. 
The text made her jump and stared at the keyboard on the screen blankly. It feltlike she had never used it before, like it was just supposed to tell her what to say. Here was this amazing guy, and he liked her for her. How the hell did you broach that topic on that first date though? Sorry I can’t drink, but you see it turns me into a completely different person, and I promise you, you will not like the results. Finally she pressed the letters and watched her response appear, like the magic materialization of her thoughts into physical form. 
Crazy day, so sorry! Yes. Dinner sounds incredible. 
There was a long pause with nothing and then the dreaded three dot stop and start that left a person glued to the light waiting for the other person’s response. 
Finally… Whew. 
She smiled. 
Yes, that was the perfect word. 
***








  
  5:01 PM


The office was a ghost town at 4:51, and she sat for a few minutes enjoying the stillness in the room, like it had just finished exhaling after holding its breath all day. She realized she had never heard it so quiet in here before and she rolled her chair to the floor to ceiling windows looking out over the city below her. This morning felt like it had happened a year ago. 
The convenience store. 
The temptation. 
Maybe it didn’t happen. 
She laughed.
It happened, and maybe more importantly it was okay that it happened. Life had a million little temptations every day. It had never been shy about show casing them before and it wouldn’t stop now. It felt no remorse for it, it was simply what it was, the way the whole system danced together. She had read one time that hope was an endlessly renewable spring, this special fountain that never ran dry. 
Was courage?
Was strength?
She stood up and looked down at the commotion of the city below her, the unspoken rhythm of the people and vehicles that shared a tiny space, endlessly fascinating when viewed from the bird’s perspective. It was beautiful. It was fluid. It looked scripted, like it had to be scripted, but she knew it wasn’t. 
It was simply the world operating without effort. 
The world had no reason to try. 
What about her?
Did she have to try to be this new person, or when she said she was ready to change her life, was that enough?
Right now she didn’t need a drink. 
She didn’t need a drug. 
Right now, dancing her own dance, with no one to see her but the reflection in the glass, she was just Sierra Black.
And she felt pretty damn good about that. 
***








  
  6:51 PM


Sierra pulled on a pair of jeans and a light sweater and stared at herself in the mirror, her brain working overtime to craft something witty to open up with when she met him. He was a doctor. He was likely used to talking to other professionals and she wasn’t sure she had the where withal to hold an entire evening’s conversation with him. She hadn’t been on a first date since she got sober. Dating for her previously had been more of a sport than an activity that might ultimately end up in some form of domestic bliss. 

Was that even a thing?
She probably had a better shot at it since she wasn’t out of her mind all the time, but she didn’t know how this worked with the free flowing cogs of intoxication serving as conversation lubrication. Booze made those awkward things easier. 
Correction.
Booze made those awkward things much easier.
How would she navigate the conversation without it?
How would she …
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. 
How’s could take up the entire night. 
There was no word more synonymous with procrastination than how. 
How was like a dress rehearsal. 

There was no harm in how, but there was also no skin in the game. 

How was a thought exercise.
She opened her eyes and stared hard at the woman in front of her. She wouldn’t ask any questions of the night. No demands. No requests. 
Sierra would be herself, faults and all, and that felt pretty damn good. 
***








  
  7:47 PM


She had been to the Taphouse enough times to know where the bathrooms were, but not enough for anyone on the bar staff to know her name. It was far from a favorite haunt, and more the type of place that co-workers gathered to bitch about their jobs, and give liftoff to ill-fated office romances that started when the first person decided to “back everyone up” before Happy Hour ended. 
The decor was upscale and tasteful, something that the ownership likely paid an interior designer with an over-inflated hourly rate to put together. Exposed brick peeked out from the walls, so the story of the place could be told, because everyone needed to know that the building was once a speak easy where politicians and gangsters drank prohibited hooch until the sun came up. Tate was already there, sitting at an elevated booth sipping a foggy looking pint glass of something amber. She thought about turning around. 
How was she going to broach the topic? It would come up the second the waitress asked her what she wanted. 
She could see the entire scene.
What can I get for you?

Sparkling water.
Then he would look at her, his head tilted ever so slightly, like he was trying to calculate the time he needed to stay now quickly.
And it would get worse from there.
Then he saw her and waved her over, wearing a charming smile that settled her nerves some. A couple stumbled past her, the woman using her companion’s arm for leverage like a stranger’s armrest on a turbulent flight. 
“Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” the woman said through gritted teeth. 
“Don’t worry about it,” Sierra said. 
Bars.
He stood up and invited her to sit down across from him. The leather seats in the booth were squishy and her butt sunk into it. It felt comforting, like the kind of spot you could stay seated in for a while. 
“I’m glad we got to do this,” he said. 
Her eyes darted around the room, taking in the well dressed couples, the rectangular plates of appetizers leaving the open kitchen, the flurry of staff members scampering around the crowded room. 
She finally managed to get out a response.
“Me too.”
It took all of fifteen seconds before a woman in a black t-shirt, pants, and shoes, with a maroon apron around her waist pounced on their table. 
“Hi there, something to drink for you?” 
Sierra froze. 
“They have some really good craft beers if you’re into that,” Tate said, sipping his own. 
The waitress seemed to appreciate the compliment and held out a heavy looking black book that served as their drink menu. It was emblazoned with gold inlays on the cover and it felt important. Important enough to charge $17 for a mixed drink. Sierra pretended to flip through and wondered if the good doctor could see the droplet of sweat building up on her temple. 
“I’m actually just going to have a water to start if that’s okay.”

“Of course, I’ll be right back with that for you.”

He looked at her and smiled. 
“Everything okay. You seem nervous. Like beyond “first date” nervous. You’re not like a spy here on a mission are you? If you are, you have to tell me you know.”

She liked his sense of humor and found herself able to relax a little bit.
“I thought that was only if you were a cop or something. Would I be a good spy if I went around and told everyone I was a spy?”
He shook his head.
She folded her hands over each other and sat straighter in the seat.
Honesty. Brutal honesty. Better to get it out in the open than waste a whole night and fall for a guy who was on a different path.
The pep talk worked and she blurted out her thought. 
“I quit drinking a few months ago.”
He nodded, seemingly unconcerned by the revelation. 
“Like a workout thing?”
“Does that help?”

Tate laughed and pushed the beer away from him.
“Does this help?” He asked.
***








  
  8:03 PM


8:03P.M. 
“It’s perfect out,” Tate said as they walked down 5th Ave. 
The night was alive in midtown and yellow cabs and black SUV’s merged with another in what looked like an homage to the Steel City. E-Cyclists with red delivery bags slung across their shoulders, zipped in and out of traffic, testing the manufacturer’s recommended speed limits for what constituted safe use. The city sounded loud if you listened and quiet if you didn’t, the noise merging into a kind of elevator music that got forgotten about when you were distracted. 
“Fallis my favorite time of year,” she said, stepping around a subway grate. 
He looked over at her and grinned, his teeth were perfectly white and straight, like he had most definitely spent middle school in braces. 
“I hate subway grates too.”

Sierra smirked.
“What makes you think I hate subway grates?”

“Okay let’s go stand on one together then,” he challenged playfully.
“Both of us, are you crazy!”
They broke into laughter and kept walking toward the park. It was the first laugh, the kind where someone lets their guard down and shares something about themselves with you. She liked the way his sounded and maybe more than that, she liked the way hers sounded because of him. 
“Can I ask what made you quit drinking?” 
She didn’t hesitate with her response. 
“Life was broken and I wanted to fix it.”
He nodded and looked over at her. 
“I think that’s awesome. My dad never did.”

She was momentarily caught off guard but tried to recover quickly. She had assumed he was perfect. When someone let you in, there was this moment of trepidation that existed where the entire universe of outcomes swirled around each other, forcing you to determine the course of the relationship with imperfect information. 

Empathy, sympathy, evasion?
Sierra opted to drop her guard. 
“Is he still drinking?”

Tate shook his head. 
“He passed two years ago. Cirrhosis.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. 
An armada of pigeons stood watching them from the corner of a small pond, their heads craning in their direction like they were paparazzi angling for a juicy piece of information. 
“Thanks. It sucked.”

He chuckled nervously. 
“You should be proud that you figured it out,” he said. 

She hadn’t heard anyone say it to her like this before and she tried to come up with something clever and self-deprecating to say, but couldn’t find the words. 
She settled for a simple two word response. 
“I am.” 
***








  
  9:22 PM


After a couple slices at Gino’s and a shared brownie at a dessert shop on 14th, they walked past a long black limousine with two girls hanging out of the sunroof at a light. They wore pink necklaces and one had a white veil over her dark hair. Their screams stood out over the city around them, and it was impossible to look away at two people having more fun. They drank from yard long plastic cups with straws that would get them kicked out of a high school cafeteria. 
Sierra felt a tightness in her chest and watched the sleek car roll forward from the light and into the night. Tate didn’t notice right away that she had stopped and doubled back to her. 
“You okay? You look like you saw a ghost?” He asked. 
“The ghost of Christmas future I guess.”

She took a deep breath and stared at the space where the limo had just been now the property of a dozen other cars that zipped past it without regard for what Sierra was trying to process. 
Tate chuckled cautiously. 
“I have an old friend who invited me to be her maid of honor next weekend, complete with a blowout bachelorette party in Vegas. She’s politely at rain-wreck and impolitely a fucking train-wreck.”
He laughed hard this time. 
“Ah, I see. Yeah, that could be a big problem for you.”

She nodded and started walking again. 
“Will.”

“I said, could.”
She smirked and put her hands on her hips mockingly. 
“Okay Mr. Doctor man, tell me how I work around it.”

“Happy to. Is the event tonight?”

She rolled her eyes playfully. 
“I think you know the answer.”

“I do. Is it tomorrow?” He asked again.

She shook her head. 
“This friend, she’s, how do I put this … prone to … impetuous decisions?”

“Yes.”

“And does she know about your changes in life?”
Sierra’s face sunk. 
“She found out about them this morning,” Sierra said. “Well, she knew a few months ago, but was reminded this morning. I haven’t spent time with her since I got sober… for obvious reasons.”

“Do you see where I’m going with this?”  
She nodded and realized that she liked this guy … a lot. 
“Stick with the Ghost of Christmas Present. Got it.” 
***








  
  10:22 PM


The last hour had felt like ten minutes, and Sierra had never experienced a more comfortable conversation with another person. He had three brothers and a sister. His biggest fear was loneliness on his death bed, and he had only been in love with one girl, puppy love in high-school that was destined to be “the one.” She wasn’t of course, and then medicine filled that role. 
She too had let her guard down, having never found a more warm and welcoming set of ears. There was no judgement in his eyes when she told her story. They even linked hands a few blocks from her building and it felt like she floated to her door. Like so many moments in today’s world, this one was broken up by a ringtone from his phone of the caped crusader.
Sierra didn’t try to hide her laughter.
“Batman huh?”

He looked genuinely embarrassed for a second and then regained his composure. 
“Honestly, I forgot to change it before the date.”
“Swooping off into the night to save the city?”

“Something like that,” he laughed, pulling out the phone and looking at the screen.

His face sunk and he looked at her.
“There was an emergency and they need an another ER doc right away.”
“Go get ‘em Bruce,” Sierra grinned.
They faced one another and stared down that awkward moment when one party had to make a decision, had to put themselves out on the ledge. He leaned in first and she moved to meet his lips with hers. The kiss was short, sweet, and perfect. 
“Tomorrow night?” He asked. 
“What are we doing?” 
“I just got the courage to ask, so I’m not super well prepared.”
“Is Bruce or Batman showing up so I can prepare accordingly?”

“Just Tate.”
She smiled.
“Perfect.”
***








  
  11:00 PM


Sweet sleep. 
Sweet, sweet, sleep. 
The sleep of the fighter. 
The sleep of the vindicated. 
But the fight would continue. 
Tomorrow was just an hour away. 
THE END.
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