
Table of Contents

THOU BACKSLIDE

Chapter 1: The Fall

Chapter 2: The Invitation

Chapter 3: Returning to Faith

Chapter 4: The Men's Group

Chapter 5: A New Beginning


THOU BACKSLIDE

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1: The Fall
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The morning light was merciless in its revelation. It crept through the cracked blinds of Marcus Thompson's apartment, illuminating empty whiskey bottles like fallen soldiers and casting accusatory fingers of light across a floor littered with the detritus of a life unraveling. The Bible on his nightstand—a leather-bound reminder of promises broken—gathered dust like old sins.

Marcus jolted awake, his shirt plastered to his skin with cold sweat, Rebecca's name dying on his lips. The dream clung to him like cobwebs, fragments of her laughter echoing in the hollow chambers of his mind. She had been radiant in this one, just as she was before the cancer came. Before the prayers went unanswered. Before faith crumbled like ashes in his mouth.

"Some fucking believer you turned out to be," he muttered, running trembling fingers through three days' worth of stubble. The room reeked of stale whiskey and cheaper regrets. His mother would've been horrified—Sister Thompson's boy, the one who used to lead youth group prayers, now couldn't even look at a church without feeling bile rise in his throat.

The TV droned in the background, a white noise machine of despair. Every channel seemed to mock him: televangelists with their perfect teeth and empty promises, gospel choirs singing about a joy he couldn't remember, news anchors reporting on another tragedy that a supposedly loving God had allowed to happen. Marcus jabbed at the remote, but couldn't escape the sermon the universe seemed determined to preach.

Memory ambushed him like a bitter ex-lover: standing in church as a child, his mother's hand warm and sure on his shoulder, her whispered prayers forming a shield around him. "Lord, watch over my boy," she'd say, her faith as unshakeable as mountains. Now that same God felt like a stranger who'd ghosted him, leaving him alone with questions that burned like acid in his chest.

Evening found him at his kitchen table, conducting a familiar ritual with a bottle of Jack Daniel's. The amber liquid caught the dying light, promising temporary relief from the relentless drumbeat of his thoughts. As he poured another glass, a flyer slipped from the pile of unopened mail, landing like a judgment on his table.

"Join us for healing and hope," it proclaimed in earnest typography, Pastor Elijah's church name and photo beneath. Marcus recognized him—the man who'd baptized him, who'd counseled him and Rebecca during their engagement, who'd tried to comfort him after... after everything.

He crumpled the flyer with unnecessary violence, but something stayed his hand before he could throw it away. Instead, he smoothed it out, studying it through increasingly blurry vision. The paper felt like it was burning his fingers, a hot coal of possibility he wasn't ready to grasp.

"Healing and hope," he read again, the words blending with his bitter laugh. "Where was your healing when Rebecca was screaming in that hospital bed? Where was hope when the doctors said there was nothing more they could do?"

But the flyer remained on his counter that night, defiant in its optimism, while Marcus lay in bed staring at shadows on his ceiling. The Bible on his nightstand seemed to pulse with accusatory energy, a spiritual Geiger counter measuring the radiation of his faithlessness.

Tomorrow, he promised himself as consciousness began to fade, he'd throw the flyer away. Tomorrow he'd stop thinking about God and faith and all the things that had betrayed him. Tomorrow he'd finally accept that some falls had no bottom, that some prayers were just words thrown into an indifferent void.

But tomorrow had its own plans, and God, as Marcus would learn, had never stopped thinking about him.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2: The Invitation
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The church stood against the morning sky like a challenge. Marcus gripped the crumpled flyer in his fist, sweat making the paper stick to his palm. The white facade gleamed in the sunlight, windows reflecting his hesitation back at him. This had seemed simpler in the gray hours of dawn when he'd made the decision to come. Now, standing in the harsh light of day, every instinct screamed at him to run.

The parking lot was filling with Sunday worshippers—families in their pressed clothes, elderly couples helping each other from their cars, teenagers trying to look appropriately solemn while sneaking glances at their phones. Marcus felt painfully out of place in his wrinkled shirt and jeans, like a crow among doves.

"This is insane," he muttered, turning to leave. But before he could retreat to his car, a voice stopped him cold.

"Marcus? Is that really you?"

Pastor Elijah stood in the doorway, backlit by the interior lights of the church. He looked older than Marcus remembered—grayer in his beard, deeper lines around his eyes—but his smile carried the same warmth it had fifteen years ago when he'd baptized a teenage Marcus in front of a cheering congregation.

"I was just..." Marcus gestured vaguely, the words sticking in his throat like thorns.

The pastor descended the steps with the unhurried confidence of a man who'd learned to let God set the pace. "Just checking out the architecture?" His eyes, kind but knowing, took in Marcus's disheveled appearance. "We've missed you, son."

Son. The word hit Marcus like a physical blow. How many times had Pastor Elijah called him that during youth group, during premarital counseling, during those dark days in the hospital when Rebecca...

"I shouldn't be here," Marcus managed, but his feet remained rooted to the spot.

"Maybe that's exactly why you should be." Pastor Elijah's voice was gentle but firm. "God's house has no bouncer at the door, Marcus. Come as you are—that wasn't just a hymn we sang."

Inside, the sanctuary was a study in painful familiarity. The same wooden pews stretched in ordered rows, though the cushions had been reupholstered in a different shade of red. The stained-glass windows cast their kaleidoscope of colors across the carpet, creating patterns that Marcus's feet remembered avoiding as a child, treating the darker spaces like hot lava in a private game.

He slipped into the last pew, as far from the pulpit as possible. The wood creaked beneath him—a sound that transported him instantly to other Sundays, other moments when this space had felt like home rather than hostile territory. The organ began to play, and the choir filed in, their robes a river of purple flowing into position.

Their first hymn pierced Marcus's defenses like an arrow finding a chink in armor. The harmonies wove through the air, stirring memories he'd tried to drown in whiskey: Rebecca in the choir, her voice soaring above the others; his mother singing hymns as she cooked Sunday dinner; his own voice, once raised in praise, now silent for so long.

He gripped the pew in front of him, knuckles white with the effort of holding back tears. A war raged inside him—part of him wanting to flee, part of him wanting to fall to his knees and scream at the God who'd abandoned him, and a tiny, unexpected part wanting to sing along, to feel that connection again.

When Pastor Elijah took the pulpit, his sermon seemed aimed directly at Marcus's heart. "God's love isn't conditional," he proclaimed, his voice filling the sanctuary. "It's not about where you've been, but where you're willing to go. The prodigal son didn't clean himself up before heading home—he came in his rags, smelling of pig slop, and his father ran to meet him anyway."

Marcus's heart hammered against his ribs. The bitterness that had been his constant companion rose up like bile. Easy words for people who hadn't watched their wives die slow, painful deaths. Easy faith for those who hadn't begged God for a miracle and been met with silence.

After the service, he tried to make a quick exit, but the pastor caught him at the door. "Stay for coffee?" The invitation was casual, but Marcus heard the weight behind it. "The donut selection isn't what it used to be, but the fellowship's still good."

Marcus stood frozen between escape and possibility. Through the open doors, he could see his car waiting—a quick getaway back to his familiar darkness. But something held him there, some fragment of his former self perhaps, or maybe just exhaustion with running.

"Just coffee," he found himself saying, the words surprising him as much as they seemed to please Pastor Elijah.

"Just coffee," the pastor agreed, leading the way to the fellowship hall. "Though I should warn you—Sister Lorraine's been praying for you to come back for years, and she's working the coffee station today."

Marcus almost smiled despite himself. Some things never changed—like Sister Lorraine's fierce prayers and endless supply of hugs. Maybe that's what scared him most about being here: not that everything would be different, but that so much would be the same, highlighting just how far he'd fallen.
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Chapter 3: Returning to Faith
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Days bled into weeks, and Marcus found himself drawn back to the church with the inexorable pull of a tide returning to shore. Each visit felt like picking at a scab—painful, yet somehow satisfying. The men's group met in the church basement on Wednesday nights, their circle of folding chairs forming an island of honesty in a sea of polite Sunday smiles.

At first, Marcus sat silent, letting others' stories wash over him. There was Thomas, who'd lost his family to drugs before finding God in a jail cell. Michael, whose gambling addiction had cost him everything but his faith. Each testimony felt like a mirror, reflecting fragments of his own brokenness back at him.

"Faith isn't a light switch," James told him one evening after the meeting. The former addict's eyes held the hard-won wisdom of someone who'd crawled through hell with bloody knees. "You don't just flip it on and everything's bright again. Sometimes it's more like dawn—so slow you don't even notice it's getting lighter until you're suddenly able to see."

Marcus wanted to argue, to point out that his situation was different. He hadn't lost his faith to vice or weakness—he'd had it ripped away by watching the woman he loved die by inches while a supposedly loving God stood silent. But something in James's quiet certainty stopped him.

The church basement had its own particular smell: old coffee, musty hymnals, and the lingering ghost of potluck dinners past. Marcus found himself arriving
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