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​Chapter 1: I Promised God This Was the Last Time
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The silence of a 3:00 a.m. apartment has a specific kind of weight. It isn’t just the absence of sound; it is a heavy, pressurized thing that pushes against your eardrums and makes the air feel thick, like you’re trying to breathe through a layer of wet wool. I sat on the edge of my bed, my bare feet pressed against the hardwood floor, feeling the chill seep into my bones. The radiator hissed a rhythmic, mocking sound, as if it were counting the seconds since I had broken the world’s shortest streak of sobriety.

Forty-two days.

That was the number. Forty-two days of waking up and feeling the sunlight on my face without the immediate, clawing urge to hide. Forty-two days of going to meetings, nodding my head, and saying the right words—the "Christian" words. I had even started carrying my grandmother’s old leather-bound Bible in my purse again, the edges worn and soft, promising a comfort I thought I was finally starting to earn.

Now, that Bible sat on the nightstand, and I couldn't even look at it. I couldn't even look at the wall where it sat. It felt like a radioactive object, emitting a frequency of judgment that I wasn’t strong enough to endure.

I looked down at my hands. They were shaking—not with the tremors of withdrawal, not yet, but with the violent vibration of a soul that has just betrayed itself. Again. The familiar, acrid taste of my failure sat at the back of my throat, metallic and bitter. It was the taste of a promise turned to ash.

"I’m sorry," I whispered.

The words felt thin. They felt like a lie. How many times can you say "I'm sorry" to the Creator of the Universe before the words lose their meaning entirely? It’s one thing to apologize for a mistake you didn't see coming. It’s another thing entirely to apologize for a choice you walked toward with your eyes wide open, stepping over every boundary, every prayer, and every "No" that your conscience screamed at you along the way.

I reached out and flicked on the bedside lamp. The amber glow was too bright, too revealing. It illuminated the debris of my collapse—the subtle signs that I had let the darkness back in. It wasn't just the substance itself; it was the way I had cleared the stage for it. I had stopped answering the phone when my sponsor called. I had skipped the last two Sunday services because I told myself I was "too tired," which was really code for "I'm starting to want the darkness more than the light."

The self-loathing hit me then, a physical wave that made me double over, clutching my stomach as if I’d been kicked. It started in my chest and radiated outward, a cold, numbing sensation that told me I was exactly who I feared I was: a fraud. A girl playing dress-up in the robes of redemption, only to reveal the same stained rags underneath the moment things got difficult.

I promised Him, I thought, the words looping in my mind like a broken record. I promised God this was the last time. I meant it. I swore it on my life, on my knees, with tears streaming down my face six weeks ago. I told Him I was done. I told Him I wouldn't do this to Him again.

But God isn’t a person you can just avoid at the grocery store after you’ve let them down. He is the air in the room. He is the heartbeat in your chest. And that is what makes the relapse of a believer so uniquely agonizing. You aren’t just failing a program; you aren't just failing your family or your health. You feel as though you are spit-shining the nails that went into the hands of the only Person who ever truly loved you.

I stood up, my legs feeling like lead, and walked to the bathroom. I didn't turn on the overhead light; the dim glow from the bedroom was enough to show me the ghost in the mirror. My eyes were bloodshot, the skin underneath them bruised with exhaustion and the lingering effects of the night’s surrender. I looked at the girl in the glass and felt a profound sense of Revulsion.

"Who are you?" I mouthed.

The girl in the mirror didn’t answer. She just stared back with hollow eyes that knew all my secrets.

I wanted to pray. I felt the desperate, instinctual urge to fall on my face and beg for mercy. But the moment I even thought about framing the words—Dear God—I stopped. I couldn't do it. The sheer audacity of approaching the throne of grace after I had just spent the evening trampling over it felt like a greater sin than the relapse itself.

It felt fake. It felt like I was trying to manipulate the Almighty. Oh, look at me, I'm crying again, please forgive me so I can feel better for a few days before I inevitably let You down again. No. I wouldn't give Him that. I wouldn't offer up a cheap, hollow prayer that I didn't even believe I had the right to utter. I decided then that I would stay in the silence. If I was going to be a mess, I would at least be an honest one. I would sit in the consequences of my choice without trying to bargain my way out of the guilt.

I walked back into the bedroom and sat on the floor instead of the bed. The floor felt more appropriate. The floor was where things like me belonged—down in the dust, where there was no pretense of being "recovered" or "whole."

I thought back to the sermon I’d heard three weeks ago. The pastor had been talking about the "new creation"—how the old has passed away and the new has come. I remember sitting in the third pew, feeling a swell of hope in my chest. I had actually believed it. I had looked at my hands that day and thought, These are new hands. They don't touch the things they used to touch. They don't reach for the escape anymore.

What a joke.

The "old me" hadn't passed away. She had just been taking a nap. She had been waiting in the corner of my mind, biding her time, watching for the first sign of a stressful Tuesday or a lonely Friday night. And the moment I felt that familiar ache of inadequacy—that feeling that I would never be enough for my job, for my family, or for God—she woke up. She didn't just wake up; she took the wheel. And I let her. I hadn't even put up a fight. I had welcomed the numbness like an old friend I knew was bad for me but couldn't help loving anyway.

The weight of repeated failure is different from the weight of a first-time mistake. The first time you fail, there is shock. The second time, there is disappointment. But by the tenth time? The twentieth? By the time you’ve lost count of your "Day Ones"? That’s when the weight becomes a mountain. It’s when you realize that your "I'll never do it again" is worth absolutely nothing. It’s a currency that has been hyper-inflated into worthlessness.

I stared at the Bible on the nightstand again. I thought about the stories inside it—the prodigal son, the woman at the well, the lost sheep. I had taught those stories to kids in Sunday school. I had quoted them to friends in crisis. But tonight, they felt like fairy tales meant for people whose sins were much more "manageable" than mine. Those people had one big fall and then a glorious, linear ascent into holiness. They didn't have this—this stuttering, stumbling, back-and-forth dance with destruction.

They didn't have a God who was tired of hearing the same apology for the same sin for the thousandth time.

Of course, I knew the Sunday school answer: His mercies are new every morning. I could recite the verse in my sleep. Lamentations 3:22-23. But sitting on my bedroom floor at 3:30 a.m., those words felt like paper-thin shields against a hail of arrows. How can mercy be new when the sin is so old? How can God look at me and see anything other than a broken promise?

I reached out and grabbed a pillow from the bed, hugging it tightly against my chest. I was shivering now. The "high" or the "numbness" or whatever you want to call the temporary relief had evaporated, leaving behind a vacuum of cold reality.

I began to play the "what if" game—the most dangerous game an addict can play. What if I just never go back? What if I just accept that this is who I am? What if I stop trying to be "Christian Chloe" and just be "Addict Chloe"? At least "Addict Chloe" doesn't have to worry about disappointing God, because she isn't even trying to please Him.

The thought was terrifying, but for a split second, it was also seductive. There is a certain kind of relief in giving up. There is a strange, dark peace in deciding that you are a lost cause. If you're already at the bottom, you can't fall any further.

But even as the thought flickered through my mind, I knew I couldn't do it. Because as much as I hated myself right now, I still knew the Truth. And that was the cruelest part of all. I knew that God was real. I knew that Jesus was real. I knew that the peace I had felt during those forty-two days was real. I had tasted the light, and that made the darkness feel ten times blacker.

I was stuck in the middle. I was too "saved" to enjoy my sin anymore, but I felt too "sinful" to enjoy my salvation. I was a citizen of two worlds, belonging to neither, drifting in a no-man's-land of my own making.

The clock on the microwave in the kitchen ticked over to 4:00. In two hours, the world would start waking up. People would be getting ready for work. They would be making coffee, checking their emails, and saying their morning prayers. My roommates would stir in the other room, and I would have to put on the mask. I would have to be "Fine." I would have to smile and talk about my "devotions" and pretend that I hadn't spent the night setting my progress on fire.

The thought of the mask felt heavier than the floor.

I closed my eyes and tried to think of a single reason to hope. Just one. But my mind was a desert. All I could see was a long line of "Day Ones" stretching behind me like a graveyard of good intentions. I saw the faces of the people who believed in me—my mom, my pastor, my best friend Sarah. I saw the light in their eyes when I told them I was "doing so much better."

I had lied to them. Not with words, perhaps, but with my silence. I had let them believe I was climbing the mountain when I was really just sliding down the other side.

"I can't do this anymore," I whispered into the pillow.

I didn't mean I couldn't stay sober. I meant I couldn't keep up the charade. I couldn't keep trying to convince God and myself that I was changing when the evidence suggested I was exactly the same girl I had been three years ago. The girl who runs. The girl who hides. The girl who breaks things.

I stayed there on the floor for a long time, watching the shadows shift as the very first hints of pre-dawn light began to bleed through the blinds. It wasn't a beautiful sunrise. It was a grey, sickly light that only served to make the room look even more depressing.

I didn't pray. I didn't open the Bible. I didn't even cry anymore. I just sat there, a heap of failed potential and broken vows, waiting for a morning I didn't want to face.

I felt like a ghost haunting my own life. I was present in the room, but the "me" that had been hopeful, the "me" that had believed in grace, felt miles away, across a vast, impassable canyon that I had dug with my own hands.

The weight of failure isn't just about what you did; it's about the exhaustion of knowing you'll likely do it again. It's the paralyzing fear that your "last time" will never actually be your last time. And as I sat there, watching the world wake up, I felt the crushing certainty that I had finally, truly, exhausted the patience of Heaven.

I was the girl who kept relapsing. And for the life of me, I couldn't see why God would want anything to do with her ever again.
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​Chapter 2: The Prayer I Was Afraid to Pray
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The sun had fully climbed over the horizon now, but it brought no warmth to the interior of my apartment. Instead, the morning light was clinical and intrusive. It poked at the corners of my room, highlighting the dust on the bookshelves and the crumpled receipt on the floor—the one from the convenience store where I’d made the purchase I’d promised I never would again. I watched a single dust mote dance in a stray beam of light, drifting aimlessly, utterly subject to the whims of the air. I felt a strange, hollow envy for it. At least the dust mote wasn’t pretending to be anything other than what it was. It wasn’t carrying the burden of a soul that felt like it was rotting from the inside out.

I needed to move. My joints were stiff from hours of sitting on the hardwood floor, but my body felt anchored by a spiritual gravity I couldn't fight. My mind kept drifting toward the idea of prayer—not a formal, "thee and thou" kind of prayer, but just a simple reaching out. A signal fire in the dark. But every time I moved to form a thought toward Heaven, a heavy, invisible curtain dropped.

It was the silence. It wasn’t the peaceful silence of a quiet morning or the expectant silence of a library. It was a thick, suffocating wall of static. It was the silence of a phone line where the person on the other end is breathing, waiting for you to speak, but you’ve forgotten your own name and every reason why you called in the first place.

I stood up unsteadily, my knees cracking, and walked into the kitchen. I moved on autopilot, filling the kettle with water and placing it on the stove. The blue flame of the burner flickered to life, a small, controlled roar in the quiet house. I stared at the fire, mesmerized by the way the heat distorted the air around it. I thought about the "refiner’s fire" I’d heard about in so many songs and sermons. They always made it sound so poetic, so transformative. But in this moment, I didn't feel like gold being purified. I felt like dross. I felt like the stuff that gets scraped off and tossed into the bin so the real metal can shine.

I should pray, the thought surfaced again, like a bubble of air from a drowning swimmer. I should just say something.

But what? What could I possibly say that He hadn't heard before? I pictured my prayers arriving in the throne room of God like a stack of "Past Due" notices—unopened, repetitive, and increasingly offensive. I imagined the angels looking at my name on the celestial caller ID and sighing, "Oh, it’s her again. The one who was just here yesterday promising she was done. The one who was here the week before that, and the month before that."

The shame wasn't just a feeling; it was a physical barrier. It felt like I was standing on one side of a vast, jagged canyon, and God was on the other. I could see the light of His presence, a distant glow that promised safety and healing, but there was no bridge. Or rather, there had been a bridge—a beautiful, sturdy one made of grace and sacrifice—and I had spent the night sawing through the supports.

I leaned against the kitchen counter, my forehead resting on the cool surface of a cupboard door. The smell of coffee began to fill the room, but it brought no comfort. It just smelled like another day I wasn’t prepared to live.

"I can't talk to You," I whispered to the empty kitchen.

The words felt heavy, like stones falling into a deep well. I felt like a fraud even for addressing Him. Who was I to speak to the Holy? Who was I to bring my filthy, recycled excuses back to the feet of the One who had already given everything? I felt like a guest who had been invited to a beautiful, white-tie gala, only to show up covered in mud and proceeds to spill red wine on the host's expensive rug. At some point, the guest should have the decency to just leave.

That was the thought that terrified me the most: the "decency" of staying away. I had started to convince myself that my silence was a form of reverence. If I didn't pray, I wasn't being a hypocrite. If I didn't ask for forgiveness, I wasn't being a manipulator. I told myself I was "respecting" God’s holiness by staying in the shadows. But deep down, I knew it was just cowardice. I was afraid of the light because the light shows the true depth of the wound.

The kettle began to whistle—a piercing, frantic sound that mirrored the rising anxiety in my chest. I snatched it off the heat and poured the water into a mug, the steam rising up and dampening my face. I watched the water turn dark as it hit the coffee grounds, a slow, swirling transformation.

I thought about the word unworthy. It’s a word we use a lot in church, usually in the context of "but God made us worthy through Christ." It’s easy to say when you’re standing in a crowd of people in their Sunday best, singing a song with a bridge that builds to a triumphant crescendo. It’s a lot harder to believe when you’re standing in your kitchen in yesterday’s clothes, with the taste of your own failure still coating your tongue.

In that moment, I didn't feel "made worthy." I felt like a broken machine that had been repaired so many times it was mostly duct tape and prayers. I felt like a project God had finally given up on, a hobby He had tucked away on a high shelf to gather dust because the parts kept snapping every time He tried to make them move.

I took my coffee back to the living room and sat on the sofa, staring at the blank television screen. My reflection was faint in the black glass. I looked small. I looked like someone who had lost their way and didn't have the energy to find the map.

The silence between me and God continued to grow. It wasn't that He wasn't there; it was that I was actively building a wall, brick by brick, out of my own guilt. Each brick was a memory of a time I’d failed. Each bit of mortar was a lie I’d told myself. You aren't ready to repent yet, the enemy whispered in my ear. Wait until you have three days clean. Wait until you’ve cried enough tears to prove you’re actually sorry. You can't just go back now. It’s too soon. It’s too easy. You have to suffer a little first. You have to earn the right to look up.

And the terrible thing was, I believed him. I believed that my suffering was a necessary currency. I believed that if I felt miserable enough for long enough, maybe the scales would balance out. Maybe God would see my self-inflicted pain and think, Okay, she’s actually learned her lesson this time.

But that isn't grace. That’s a transaction. And as I sat there, I realized that I had spent my entire Christian life trying to turn the Gospel into a business deal. I would give God my "good behavior," and He would give me "blessing" and "peace." When I failed my end of the deal, I assumed His end was voided too.

The weight of that misunderstanding was a physical pressure on my lungs. If I had to be "good" to talk to God, I would never speak to Him again. If I had to be "clean" to approach Him, I was doomed to stay in the dirt forever.

I looked at the window. The world was moving now. A neighbor was walking their dog. A car drove by, the tires humming against the asphalt. The normalcy of it all felt like an insult. Didn't they know the world had ended in this apartment last night? Didn't they know that a soul was currently being crushed under the weight of its own history?

I tried to think of a prayer—just a tiny one. Help. I couldn't even say it. The word felt like it was made of lead. It wouldn't leave my throat.

I am a fake, I thought. A total, absolute fraud. I remembered the last time I’d prayed with someone else. It was only a week ago. A woman at my small group had been going through a hard time—a divorce, I think—and I had reached out, taken her hand, and prayed the most beautiful, "anointed" prayer I could muster. I’d talked about the "peace that passes understanding" and the "unfailing love of the Father." I’d watched her wipe away tears, her face softening as she thanked me.

Now, the memory of that moment made me want to throw up. I felt like a con artist who had sold her a counterfeit bill. I had used those holy words while I was already feeling the pull of my old habits, already entertaining the thoughts that would lead to my fall. How could God listen to a person like that?

The distance between me and the Divine felt like light-years. It felt like I was drifting in deep space, watching the Earth—the place of life and connection—shrink into a tiny, unreachable blue dot. I was out here in the cold, in the dark, and it was entirely my fault. I had unhooked the tether. I had drifted away.

I set the coffee mug down on the table. I hadn't even taken a sip. It was cold now, a thin film forming on the surface.

"God," I finally choked out. My voice was raspy, barely a sound.

I waited. I expected a bolt of lightning, or perhaps a more crushing silence. I expected to feel the weight of His disappointment like a physical hand pressing me into the floor.

But there was nothing. No thunder. No lightning. No sudden, miraculous feeling of warmth. Just the same grey morning, the same cold coffee, and the same heavy silence.

And yet, in that silence, a thought began to flicker. It wasn't a loud thought; it was more like a memory of a sound. It was the realization that the silence wasn't coming from Him. The "distance" wasn't a gap He had created.

I was the one who had stopped speaking. I was the one who had turned my back. I was the one who was hiding in the garden, covered in fig leaves of my own making, waiting for the sound of His footsteps so I could run deeper into the brush.

The shame was telling me that God had moved, but the Truth—the tiny, stubborn ember of Truth that hadn't been extinguished yet—told me that He was exactly where He had always been. He was in the kitchen. He was on the sofa. He was in the mess.

But knowing He was there didn't make it easier to talk to Him. In some ways, it made it harder. It’s easier to ignore a God who is far away. It’s much more painful to realize that the One you’ve offended is standing right next to you, watching you break your own heart, and waiting for you to simply turn around.

I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them, tucking my chin into my collarbone. I felt like a child who had broken a precious heirloom and was now hiding under the bed, hoping the world would just go away.

"I'm
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