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​Chapter 1: Saved, But Still Falling
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The air in the sanctuary was thick with the scent of expensive perfume, damp wool coats from the morning drizzle, and the faint, sweet aroma of the communion juice that had been prepared in the back. It was a holy smell. It was a smell that usually signified peace, a coming home to the Father, a sanctuary from the world outside. But today, it felt like a heavy weight pressing against my chest, making every breath a shallow, stolen thing. The overhead lights were dimmed, replaced by the soft, ethereal glow of the stage lamps that bathed the worship leader in a hazy blue light. Behind him, the screen displayed lyrics in a clean, white font—words about victory, words about being more than conquerors, words about chains falling to the floor like discarded rags.

I raised my hands.

It was a practiced motion, one that had become second nature since my baptism six months ago. My arms went up, my palms opened toward the ceiling, and my eyes closed in what everyone else in the third row likely assumed was a posture of surrender. To the usher standing at the back, I was a picture of a life transformed. I was Sarah, the woman who had walked down the aisle with tears streaming down her face in the spring, the one who had declared that old things had passed away and all things had become new.

But as the bass guitar thrummed a steady beat through the floorboards, vibrating in the soles of my shoes, the truth was rattling around inside me like a jagged stone in a hollow box. My palms were sweaty, and it wasn’t because of the heat in the room. It was the withdrawal—the subtle, creeping tremor that started at the base of my neck and worked its way down into my fingertips. Underneath the sleeve of my soft, cream-colored cardigan, my skin felt too tight. My mind was a frantic bird, trapped and fluttering, screaming a silent contradiction to the lyrics I was mouthing.

“Break every chain, break every chain,” the congregation sang.

Then why can I still feel them? I thought, the bitterness of the question tasting like copper on my tongue.

Just four hours ago, in the grey, unforgiving light of dawn, I had been huddled on my bathroom floor. The cold tile had been a sharp contrast to the burning in my gut. I had reached into the back of the linen closet, past the stacks of fluffy guest towels I never used, and pulled out the small, amber plastic bottle I had promised God I would throw away. I had promised Him on the night of my baptism. I had promised Him last Tuesday. I had promised Him yesterday morning before I’d even had my coffee.

“Just one,” I had whispered to the empty bathroom, my voice cracking. “Just to stop the shaking. Just so I can get through the service without looking like a ghost.”

One had turned into three. And now, standing here in the presence of the Almighty, the pills were beginning to wear off, leaving behind a hollow, aching void that was far more terrifying than the physical craving itself. It was the shame. The shame was a living thing, a dark shadow that sat on my shoulder and whispered that I was a fraud. It told me that the water of my baptism hadn't washed away anything; it had just made me a wetter sinner.

I looked at the woman to my left, Mrs. Gable. She was in her seventies, her white hair perfectly coiffed, her eyes closed in genuine, peaceful adoration. She looked so solid, so anchored in her faith. I wondered what she would do if she knew. If the "holy" woman standing next to her was currently counting the minutes until the service ended so she could retreat to the safety of her car and check the bottom of her purse for any stray tablets. Would she pull her hand away? Would she look at me with pity, or worse, with the kind of righteous anger that I felt toward myself?

The music swelled, the drums building toward a crescendo. The worship leader called out for us to give God a shout of praise. I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. How could I praise Him for a freedom I wasn’t experiencing?

“God,” I breathed, the word barely a puff of air, “I love You. I really do. So why am I like this? Why am I still here, in the same pit I thought You pulled me out of?”

There was no lightning bolt from the ceiling. There was no sudden warmth of peace. There was only the steady, rhythmic ticking of the clock in the back of my mind and the suffocating feeling of being an impostor in my own life. I felt like I was wearing a costume—the "Christian Woman" costume. It consisted of a modest skirt, a Bible with highlighted verses, and a gentle smile. But underneath the fabric, I was rotting. I was a sepulcher, just like the Pharisees Jesus talked about—whitewashed on the outside, but full of dead men’s bones.

The sermon began, and I tried to focus. Pastor Miller was a kind man with silver hair and a voice that sounded like warm honey. He was talking about the life of David, about being a man after God’s own heart. He spoke about David’s failures, but he pivoted quickly to David’s restoration.

“God’s grace,” Pastor Miller said, leaning over the pulpit, his eyes searching the room, “is not a one-time transaction. it is a river that never runs dry. If you have stumbled this week, know that His mercies are new every morning.”

A few people murmured, “Amen.”

I wanted to believe him. I wanted to grab onto those words like a life raft in a stormy sea. But my mind immediately went to the math of my own failures. If His mercies were new every morning, I had already used up my quota for the next decade. How many times could a person ask for forgiveness for the exact same sin before the door was finally locked? I pictured a celestial ledger where an angel was tiredly scratching out my name and replacing it with "Repeated Offender."

I shifted my weight, trying to ease the ache in my lower back. The physical symptoms were returning in waves now. The pill-induced haze was lifting, and in its place was the raw, jagged edge of reality. My skin felt hypersensitive; the lace on my camisole felt like sandpaper against my chest. I felt exposed, as if the very walls of the church were closing in to squeeze the secret out of me.

I remembered the night I first walked through these doors. I had been at the end of my rope, exhausted by the cycle of the "fix" and the "fall." I had sat in the very back row, trembling, feeling like I had wandered into a place where I didn't belong. But the music had moved me, and the message of a God who loved the broken had cracked my heart wide open. I had surrendered. I had meant it with every fiber of my being. When I went under the water a few weeks later, I truly believed that the craving would be buried there, drowned in the tank.

For three weeks, I was clean. For three weeks, I felt like I was walking on air. I thought I was cured. I thought the "magic" of salvation had simply deleted the chemical dependency from my brain. I had told everyone at my small group that I was a new creation. They had cheered for me. They had hugged me.

Then came the Friday night when the loneliness hit harder than usual. The silence in my apartment had felt like a physical weight. I had found one single pill in an old coat pocket—just one. I told myself it was a test. I told myself I would throw it away to prove I was strong.

I didn't throw it away.

And now, here I was. Six months into my walk with Christ, and I was a better liar than I had ever been. Before I was a Christian, I was just a woman with a problem. Now, I was a Christian with a secret, and the secret was far heavier than the problem had ever been.

The service drew to a close with a final song. It was a slower, more contemplative melody. The lyrics spoke of God’s faithfulness, of His hand never letting go. I kept my hands down this time. I couldn't pretend anymore. I felt like a lead weight in a room full of helium balloons. Everyone around me was rising, their spirits soaring on the wings of the music, while I was sinking deeper into the plush burgundy carpet.

As the final "Amen" echoed through the room and the lights came up, the social hour began. This was the part I dreaded the most. I had to navigate the gauntlet of smiles and "God bless yous" without letting the mask slip.

“Sarah! Wonderful to see you, dear,” a woman named Martha said, intercepting me before I could reach the side exit. She grabbed my hands, her grip firm and maternal. “You looked so moved during worship. Isn't God just so good?”

I forced my lips to curve upward. I felt the skin around my eyes crinkle in a way that I hoped looked like joy. “He is, Martha. He truly is.”

“How are things going? How is the... you know, the struggle?” She lowered her voice, her eyes filled with a well-meaning but agonizingly misplaced pity. She knew I had a "past," but she talked about it like it was a cold I had finally gotten over.

“I’m doing well,” I lied. The words felt like hot coals in my mouth. “One day at a time, right?”

“That’s it! Just keep your eyes on the prize,” she chirped, patting my arm before moving on to the next person.

I hurried toward the door, my heart hammering against my ribs. My purse felt heavy on my shoulder, the weight of the empty bottle inside—or was it empty? I couldn't remember if I’d taken the last one or if there was one more rattling in the bottom. The desperation to know, to check, to find out if I had a "safety net" for the afternoon, was a physical itch I couldn't scratch.

I burst through the double doors and into the cool, damp air of the parking lot. The grey sky was a relief after the bright lights of the sanctuary. I fumbled for my keys, my hands shaking noticeably now. I dropped them once, the metal clattering against the asphalt. I hissed a breath between my teeth, a sound that was half-sob and half-curse.

I climbed into my car and locked the doors immediately. The silence of the cabin was a cocoon. I leaned my head back against the headrest and closed my eyes, listening to the sound of my own ragged breathing.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry, Jesus.”

I wasn't sure who I was talking to anymore—the God of the universe, or the version of Him I had built in my head, the one who was surely running out of patience with me. I reached for my purse and dumped the contents onto the passenger seat. My Bible tumbled out, its leather cover scuffed. My lipstick, a crumpled receipt, a pack of gum... and there it was.

The amber bottle.

I picked it up and shook it. One. There was one left.

A wave of relief washed over me, so potent and so disgusting that I wanted to scream. I hated that I was relieved. I hated that this tiny piece of chemical comfort meant more to me in this moment than all the verses I had just heard. I was a daughter of the King, an heir to the throne, a woman redeemed by blood—and I was kneeling at the altar of a five-milligram tablet.

I looked at the church building in my rearview mirror. People were still trickling out, laughing, hugging, talking about Sunday brunch. They looked so whole. They looked so "saved."

I put the car in gear and backed out of the space. As I drove away, I felt the distance between me and that building growing, but it wasn't just a physical distance. It was a spiritual chasm that felt wider than the Grand Canyon. I was saved, yes. I believed in the resurrection. I believed in the cross. But as the road blurred in front of me, I knew the truth that no one in that sanctuary would say out loud: you can be saved and still be falling. You can love the Healer and still be sick.

The tears finally came then, hot and stinging, blurring the road as I headed toward the pharmacy, then toward my lonely apartment, and then toward another night of hiding from the light. I was a sheep who had been found, but I was still tangled in the thorns, and I had no idea how to get out without tearing myself apart.

The struggle wasn't just about the addiction anymore. It was about the terrifying possibility that I might be the one person grace couldn't actually change. I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white, the prayer of a desperate woman echoing in the quiet car: Lord, if You’re still there... don’t let go. Please, just don’t let go.
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​Chapter 2: The Night I Promised God I’d Stop
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The rain in my memory is always louder than the rain in real life. It has been three years since that Tuesday night in November, but if I close my eyes and breathe deeply, I can still smell the ozone and the wet pavement. I can still feel the way the humidity made my hair frizz and my skin feel tacky. That night is a permanent landmark in the geography of my soul—the border between the woman I was and the woman I was trying, so desperately, to become.

I had been driving for three hours with no destination in mind. At that point in my life, my car was less a vehicle and more a rolling confessional, a place where I could scream at the dashboard and weep until my eyes were swollen shut, safe from the prying eyes of neighbors or the judgmental silence of my mother’s phone calls. I was twenty-six years old, and I was exhausted. I was tired of the lying. I was tired of the "doctor shopping," the counterfeit prescriptions, and the constant, gnawing anxiety that I would run out of my supply before the weekend hit.

I remember pulling into the parking lot of a small, nondenominational church on the edge of town. It wasn't the church I attend now. It was a weathered brick building with a steeple that looked slightly tilted and a sign out front that read: “Tired of Running? Come In for Rest.”

It felt like a personal invitation. It felt like God had reached down from the heavens, grabbed a paintbrush, and written those words specifically for the girl sitting in a beat-up sedan with three half-empty bottles of oxycodone in her glove compartment.

The sanctuary was nearly empty when I slipped inside. There wasn't a formal service happening, just a "Night of Prayer" that the church hosted once a month. The air was cool and smelled of lemon polish and old hymnals. There were perhaps a dozen people scattered throughout the pews, their heads bowed, their shoulders slumped in various stages of supplication. A young man at the front was softly strumming an acoustic guitar, playing a melody that felt like a gentle hand on a fevered brow.

I didn't sit in a pew. I didn't think I was allowed to. Instead, I walked straight to the altar—a simple wooden rail at the front—and collapsed.

I remember the wood was smooth under my forehead. I remember the way the guitar strings buzzed slightly on the low notes. And I remember the prayer. It wasn't a formal prayer. I didn't know the right "church" words back then. I didn't know about "justification" or "sanctification" or the "blood of the Lamb." I only knew that I was breaking, and I needed someone to catch the pieces.

“God,” I had sobbed, the sound muffled by the wood. “I can’t do this anymore. I am killing myself, and I’m too tired to stop. If You’re real, if You actually care about someone like me, please take it. Take all of it. I’ll give You my whole life. I’ll never touch another pill. I’ll be whatever You want me to be. Just make it stop. Please, just make the wanting stop.”

In that moment, I meant every syllable. My sincerity was a fire that burned through the fog of my addiction. I wasn't bargaining; I was surrendering. I felt a warmth spread through my chest, a sensation of being seen and held that I had never experienced before. It was as if a heavy, rusted suit of armor had been unbolted from my body, allowing me to breathe deeply for the first time in years.

I left the church that night feeling electrified. I went straight home, gathered every bottle, every stray pill, and every scrap of paper with a dealer’s number on it, and I flushed them down the toilet. I watched the water swirl, a whirlpool of my past disappearing into the pipes. I felt holy. I felt like a protagonist in a movie where the credits were about to roll, signaling a happy ending.

But life doesn't have credits. It only has the next morning.

The "Holy Weight" of that promise stayed with me for weeks. I carried it like a fragile glass ornament. I woke up and prayed. I read the Bible I had bought at a thrift store, highlighting everything that promised peace. I told myself that because I had been "saved," the biology of my brain had been rewritten. I believed that the sincerity of my heart acted as a permanent barrier against the cravings.

I truly thought that wanting to be good was the same thing as being cured.

The first hint that willpower was a leaky bucket came about six weeks later. It wasn't a dramatic crisis. It wasn't a tragedy. It was a Tuesday—another Tuesday, ironically—and I had had a particularly grueling day at the office. My boss had criticized a report I’d spent a week on, my car had made a strange clunking sound on the way home, and the grocery store had been out of the one thing I wanted for dinner.

It was a "minor inconvenience" day. But for an addict, there is no such thing as a minor inconvenience. There are only triggers dressed in everyday clothes.

I walked into my apartment, and the silence hit me like a physical blow. The "pink cloud" of my salvation had begun to dissipate, leaving behind the same Sarah who didn't know how to sit with her own thoughts. My skin started to crawl. It was a familiar sensation—the "itch" that lived under the surface, the one that no amount of scratching could reach.

I just need to relax, I told myself. Maybe I’ll just pray.

I knelt by my bed. I closed my eyes. I tried to conjure that feeling of warmth from the altar. “Lord, I promised You I’d stop. And I have stopped. But it hurts. Please make the itch go away.”

I waited. I stayed on my knees until they were sore. But the itch didn't go away. In fact, it grew louder. It started to whisper. It reminded me that there was a pharmacy just three blocks away where I knew the pharmacist was lax about checking ID for certain refills. It reminded me of the "emergency" stash I had hidden in the toe of an old boot—the one I had forgotten to flush in my initial fervor.

I felt a cold dread settle in my stomach. Wait, I thought. I’m saved now. I’m a new creation. Why am I still thinking about the boot?

The weight of my promise suddenly felt less like a gift and more like a noose. I had told God I would never touch them again. It was a vow made in the presence of the Almighty. To break it wasn't just a mistake; it was a betrayal of the highest order. It was a slap in the face of the Jesus who had reached out to me in that dark sanctuary.

I stood up and began to pace my small living room. I recited every verse I could remember. “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” But as I said the words, a cynical voice in the back of my mind asked, Then why aren't you getting stronger?

This was the first time I realized that my sincerity was not a currency I could use to buy my way out of the struggle. I had meant what I said at the altar with 100% of my soul, but my nervous system hadn't been in that church service. My dopamine receptors hadn't heard the guitar music. They only knew they were hungry, and they didn't care about my theological standing.

I spent that entire evening in a state of high-alert war. I white-knuckled the arms of my sofa until my fingers cramped. I drank three pots of chamomile tea. I cried until I was dehydrated. I didn't go to the boot that night. I won that particular battle.

But as I lay in bed, staring at the shadows on the ceiling, the victory felt hollow. I realized that I was exhausted. If it took this much effort just to survive one boring Tuesday, how was I going to survive the rest of my life? How was I going to keep a promise that required a level of strength I clearly didn't possess?

I began to understand the "Heaviness" of the Christian life. I had entered the Kingdom expecting a vacation from my problems, but I found myself in a battlefield instead. And the worst part was, I felt I couldn't tell anyone. I had told my new church friends that I was "free." I had testified to the power of God's deliverance. If I admitted that I was currently staring
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