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It had been nearly two years since
Darren last had a drink.

There were still moments when the
urge would creep in—after a lengthy day at work, after enduring a
heavy silence, or after she crossed his mind. Yet each time, he
recalled the vow he had taken: to God, to himself, and to the
daughter who hadn't talked to him since she was sixteen.

He sat on the edge of his bed, phone
in hand, staring at the last text he’d sent her four months
ago.

“Just wanted to say I’m proud of
you. No pressure to reply. I’m here when you’re ready.
–Dad”

The message had been delivered.
Seen. No response.

Darren released a shaky breath as he
browsed her public Instagram profile. He wasn't obsessing like he
used to; he just wanted to make sure she was doing alright. She was
in college these days, focusing on psychology. Occasionally, she
shared photos of coffee mugs, sunsets, and friends unfamiliar to
him. One picture from last week showed her laughing in a bookstore,
and he found himself gazing at it longer than he
intended.

He recalled bringing her to the
library when she was eight years old. While she was inside, he
dozed off in the car. Upon waking, he realized she was missing. The
police eventually discovered her sobbing behind the building. She
had waited and waited, then wandered away, believing he had
abandoned her.

That was the first time she said, “I
don’t trust you.”

She had every right.

Darren traced his thumb along the
phone's edge, puzzled about why she had unblocked his number.
Perhaps she wanted to check if he was still alive, felt sorry for
him, or maybe it was an act of divine intervention—though Darren
doubted that God would be involved in such matters.

He opened a new text. Typed. Erased.
Typed again.

“You don’t have to forgive me. I
just want you to know I’m still trying. Still sober. Still praying
for you.”

He stared at it.

Then hit send.

The message went through
instantly.

He laid the phone face down on the
nightstand and leaned back against the wall, gazing up at the
ceiling. His mind drifted to the cross his pastor had gifted him
after receiving his one-year chip. It still hung by the door,
sometimes feeling like an achievement, other times like a
burden.

“God,” he whispered, “what if I’ve
been forgiven by You… but not by her?”

There was no thunder or voice, only
the hum of the fridge in the kitchen and the distant noise of cars
driving by outside.

Still, he stayed there, eyes closed.
Waiting.

The following morning, Darren found
himself seated alone in the last row of a modest storefront church
he had begun visiting every Tuesday night. It wasn't anything
extravagant—just some rows of chairs, walls with chipped paint, and
a table with lukewarm coffee by the entrance. Yet, it was the only
space where he felt free from the shadows of his past.

This week’s devotional was led by a
woman named Denise, someone from the recovery group who had a voice
that was always gentler than Darren thought he deserved. She stood
at the front with her Bible open, reading from Luke 15.

“While he was still a long way off,
his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran
to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him…”

Her voice caught slightly on the
word compassion, and she took a breath before closing the
book.

“I used to think this story was only
about the son,” she said. “But lately I’ve been thinking about the
father. The waiting. The pain. The wondering if he’d ever get a
second chance to love his child.”

Darren shifted in his seat, the
breath catching in his throat.

“He didn’t wait until his son
apologized,” Denise continued. “He didn’t demand explanations. He
ran. He wrapped him in grace before a word was spoken. That’s how
God loves us. And maybe that’s how we’re called to love too—even
when the person we’re waiting on… doesn’t come back.”

Her gaze swept across the room
without settling on anyone specific. However, Darren was convinced
she glanced at
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