Worth Every Tear
Synopsis

I learned one truth growing up in the shadow of alcoholism: My well-being depended solely upon me. Other people, no matter how much I loved them or how much they loved me, were unreliable. I lived unapologetically by this truth until I gave my life to Christ at twenty-five. Once saved, my relationship with God added a new twist to “my truth.” Ashamed of the mess I’d made of my own youth, I vowed to do a better job with my future than I’d done with my past. God had given me a second chance, and He wouldn’t be sorry.

I read books and faithfully followed their formulas to be a perfect Christian and produce perfect Christian kids. I was determined to make God proud, to prove to Him He hadn’t made a mistake when He saved me. Then fourteen years into my walk with Christ, an incident with our oldest son “Derek” rocked my world. He walked right out from under my plan, deciding to do things his own way. Confused, I wondered what happened. Did God fail me, or did I fail God?  

Determined to protect ourselves from further heartache, my husband “Jim” and I set about securing the future for the three children still left in our nest. We home schooled. We home churched. We taught the kids about the dangers of the big, bad world. We thought we were “safe.” Then our family faced another heart-wrenching trial, this time with our second son, “Jacob.” This circumstance was the catalyst that launched me into total surrender. I had no choice but to trust God completely, over myself.

By this time, I had walked with God for twenty-one years. My surrender caused me to experience a new depth in my relationship with Him, one that I’d never before experienced, and one that has continued to grow and shape my life each and every day since that time. I have learned what it truly means to let go and let God.

Worth Every Tear is the true story of the Hardaway family’s journey with God, the story of the change God wrought in my heart and the resulting changes I saw in my family. God rescued all of us in a way that could never have happened with me in control. God used the rebellion of both my sons to get my attention and remind me that He is God and I am not. This is an autobiographical story written in novelized form, using fictitious names in the text, as some of the subject matter is of a sensitive nature. By writing our story, I desire to share hope with other parents, families, and brothers and sisters in Christ, that victory and true freedom in Christ is indeed an attainable goal; and it comes by letting go of our own control, letting go of our own plan, and trusting in His. 

Prologue

May 1999

Derek lay on his bed, flat on his back, staring at the ceiling fan above his head. Its rotation held his glassy gaze captive, and he gave no indication that he realized Jim and I had entered the room.

“Derek?” Jim queried.

The boy grunted, his eyes never leaving the fan.

His dad continued. “Derek, Mom and I want to talk to you.”

“What?” The single word was laden with hurtful indifference. 

“Why weren’t you at youth group?” I tried.

“I went to the movies. What’s the big deal?”

The fight in me rose to the challenge in his words. “The big deal,” I retorted sharply, “is that I locked my keys in the car and needed a house key. When I called the church to have you bring yours to me, you weren’t where you were supposed to be.” 

The accusation hung in the air between us, but Derek made no response.

Jim cleared his throat. “Why did you skip youth group to go to the movies?”

“I needed to think, all right?” His tone was clipped. He made no effort to disguise his irritation with us or to make eye contact. 

This conversation was clearly headed where they all seemed to end up these days – nowhere. 

When Derek turned eighteen, he had become a total stranger to his dad and me. He asked Jim to cosign for a brand new pickup truck for his birthday, based on the fact that he had a reliable job. Jim said no, reminding him that he made only minimum wage. Derek had been unable to see the logic in Jim’s decision. Determined, he’d come up with an alternate plan: His girlfriend’s parents were willing to cosign for the truck; would we mind? Yes, we minded. We already felt Derek and his girlfriend Sara were rushing things in their relationship, and we weren’t about to add a financial component to the mix. Derek couldn’t understand our logic in these thoughts either.   

Once affable and easy-going, Derek had been angry and resentful for months. We’d failed to meet his expectations. He knew he was right, and that justified his judgment against us.

Suddenly bone-tired, I stepped out of the ring. I couldn’t fight anymore. “What do you want from us, Derek?”

The silence was deafening, broken only by the whir of the fan. Jim and I studied our son, who hadn’t moved a muscle during our exchange – the defiant set of his mouth, his glassy-eyed stare. I had a sick feeling in my stomach.

“Derek, are you doing drugs?”

“No! I can’t believe you would even ask me that.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “With the way you’re acting, what else are we to think? What do we have to do to make things work between us? We cannot keep going the way we are now.” 

“I don’t want any rules,” he mumbled.

“What exactly do you mean?” Jim asked.

“I don’t want any curfews, don’t want to have to call and check in. I’m eighteen years old.” Apparently he was insulted by the basic courtesies we required of him.

Jim was quiet for several minutes. “Well, those are still the rules, son. I am a grown man, and I have to follow rules. Everyone has rules. And there are three other children in our home, watching every move you make. Your younger brother and both your little sisters look up to you, Derek. They want to be like you. We must have rules in our home. And if you are going to live here, you will live by our rules.”

Jim reached over and grabbed my hand. “C’mon, Debbie.” We left the room to give Derek space to digest his dad’s words. Further debate would accomplish nothing.

A couple hours later, Jim was helping me learn how to use some new software on the computer when I thought I heard a car door. I cocked my head to listen, but heard nothing more, so I returned my attention to Jim and the computer monitor.

Then our twelve-year-old thundered down the stairs and into the living room. We were accustomed to Jacob’s high-energy – he had walked for only about a week when he was a year old, and he had been running ever since. Barely looking away from the screen, I said, “Hi, Jacob.”

“Where’s Derek going?”

The crunch of tires on our gravel driveway interrupted my answer. 

Jacob, Jim, and I ran to the front window and watched as Derek’s taillights receded down our country driveway. Instinctively, I knew this was no ordinary outing.

There was a short note on Derek’s bed. In it he told us that it was time for him to go. He thanked us for everything, like a visiting relative, and left no indication of where he was going or when we might hear from him again.

Jim’s final words in Derek’s room earlier that evening had been strong, intended to make Derek think, to jar him to his senses. Derek, however, had heard something else entirely: He had heard an ultimatum, a dismissal. He was no longer willing to live by our rules, so his only choice was to live elsewhere. 

I stood holding the note, momentarily mute. How could this be happening? We did everything right. We taught the kids about Christ. We took them to church, Sunday school, youth group. What would people think? This was the kind of thing that happened to other parents… the kind of thing that had happened to my parents… not the kind of thing that would happen to me.

Ashamed of the mess I’d made of my own youth, when I’d come to Christ at the age of twenty-five, I’d vowed to do a better job with my future than I’d done with my past. God had given me a second chance, and He wasn’t going to be sorry. 

What on earth had happened? What was I supposed to do now? I felt my plan unraveling.

I finally found my voice. “Go after him,” I demanded of Jim. “You can’t let him go.”

“Thanks,” Jim said, hanging up the phone. He’d been talking to our pastor.

He shook his head resolutely, sadly. “No, Debbie, I won’t chase him down. He’s eighteen. If he doesn’t want to be here, we can’t force him. I called for prayer.”

“What?” I shrieked. “Are you out of your mind? Go after him. Stop him.” I was sobbing now. Pride, anger, shame – all else faded as sorrow claimed her territory. 

Derek was gone.

For now we see in a mirror dimly,

But then face to face;

Now I know in part,

But then I will know fully

Just as I also have been fully known.

1 Corinthians 13:12, NASB

Chapter One—Disturbing Discoveries

June 2006

I stood in front of Jacob’s closed bedroom door, balancing the laundry basket on one hip. Slightly winded from having toted it up the stairs, I took a deep breath and savored the scent of the freshly folded clothes. I took a moment to pray outside the door. The ritual was familiar. I prayed often, asking God to fix things, though I wasn’t sure exactly what needed fixing. My husband Jim and I had tried all sorts of ways to connect with Jacob, but he remained distant and self-absorbed, a typical teenager. Prayer helped keep discouragement at bay and gave me energy to implement each new tack Jim and I hatched up to bridge the gap between our son and us. Everything will be okay. The thought had become my mantra. 

My hand on the doorknob, I hesitated. Why do I feel like an intruder in my own home? I usually left Jacob’s things at the base of the stairs to grab on his way up, but today I’d decided to do him a favor and put away his laundry. It was a peace offering of sorts. I drew another deep breath, and the sweet smell of the clothes brought renewed hope to my heart. Everything will be okay. I twisted the knob and the door obediently swung open. I froze just inside the doorway. The contrast between the smell of the freshly laundered clothes and the nasty odor inside Jacob’s room hit me hard. I was already sorry I’d stepped inside. 

The fetid air was the kind of stench I would expect to find in a dilapidated basement, not in the second-story bedroom of my nineteen-year-old son. I grimaced, pondering the origin of the funk. Sheets badly in need of a visit to the washing machine, dust grown thick enough to write in, dirty socks – these were but a few of the ideas I conjured. I shook my head to stop the thoughts – some things were better left a mystery – and reminded myself that I’d surrendered this territory more than three years ago, having grown weary of the constant battle to try and force Jacob to keep the room clean. We had adopted a closed-door policy to preserve family peace. If he didn’t mind living like a pig, and I didn’t have to see it, problem solved. A mother must pick her battles. There were more important issues in Jacob’s life these days…questions in need of answers...answers in need of questions. 
I steeled myself and moved into my son’s inner sanctum, stepping over an open spiral notebook on the floor by the door. I took a quick survey of the littered room. Glasses with brown, gooey residue in the bottom… So that’s where all my glasses are. That boy drinks too much Coke. Discarded paper plates, some with a few Totino’s Pizza Rolls remaining – one even speared on the fork still, as if Jacob had forgotten mid-bite what he was doing. Boy, those things are greasy. Hope the dog doesn’t come up here. Candy wrappers, gum wrappers… Two half-eaten bags of chips, still open and now stale. Ugh. Refusing to argue over this mess may keep things more peaceful, but I sure hope the Health Department never drops by. Clothing – stacked on chairs, piled in the middle of the floor, and draped over doorknobs and stereo speakers – drew my attention from the dirty dishes and discarded food. So what does he keep inside his dresser, I wondered. 

Jacob had requested to swap his queen-sized bed for a sleeper sofa a couple years earlier. He said he wanted his bedroom to be like a living room when his friends came over, a place they could congregate and play their music and video games without worrying about volume or parental squawking. I shook my head. I personally did not understand how this décor could be inviting. Why not just hang out at the local dump? I sighed and cautiously waded through couch cushions and debris to put away the clean clothes I’d brought upstairs.

My task finished, I turned to make my escape. Once again, I spied the open notebook on the floor. Curiosity gripped me. No, no, no… I will not violate his privacy. 

To distract myself, I cleaned up some of the mess. I tossed trash into an empty Wal-Mart bag I found on the floor and piled dirty dishes into a stack. I attempted to sort dirty clothes from clean ones, and then stuffed the whole menagerie into the now-empty laundry basket for transport downstairs. I glanced around the room again. That’s a little better. Who is this stranger living in my upstairs? Derek never let his room get like this. He was always so neat.
I stood in the middle of Jacob’s room and let my mind drift back to when his older brother, our oldest son Derek, now twenty-five, had lived at home. Like his dad Jim, he’d kept his room in order, a place for everything, everything in its place. Obviously, Jacob had not inherited his sloppy tendencies from my husband. As a mom, I appreciated Derek’s efforts, and his habits had always impressed me, since I myself was an individual who tended to be less orderly. I smiled, remembering how Jim had had to adjust to the cluttered chaos that defined my life when we first married. At least it was clean clutter, not like the contents of the laundry basket I now held. 

Derek had also been quick to help his dad with the yard work. He didn’t need to be asked. If the yard needed to be cut, he jumped on the lawn mower and got the job done. Not so with Jacob. The grass could be tall enough to tickle his backside when he waded through it, and he still didn’t appear to notice. He had even been known to stop his dad in the middle of mowing to ask for money or for permission to do something, without so much as offering to lend his dad a hand with the yard work. I’d asked Jim once why he didn’t force Jacob to help him. It was then I learned that Jim had adopted a philosophy similar to my own. Dads have to choose their battles, and there are more pressing issues than yard work. He’d gone on to remind me that while he toiled under the hot Louisiana sunshine, he thanked God that Jacob was still at home. 

My heart twisted in my chest at the memory of that fateful night seven years earlier, when Derek had driven out of our lives. He was eighteen then and Jacob only twelve. Our family had been devastated. Jim and I promised each other that we would never let something like that happen again – ever. We gave our son to God in prayer. 

In January 2005, God answered. Derek was twenty-four and Jacob two months shy of his eighteenth birthday, when Derek called and asked to come back home. The school of hard knocks had taught him some painful lessons in the six years he’d been away from home. He said he wanted to make things right with his family, and we rejoiced. He came and lived at home for a few weeks and then settled into his own place in a neighboring town, just minutes away. Shortly thereafter, in March, he and Sara were remarried – they had initially married the year after Derek left home, a marriage which ended in divorce after three and a half years. With their renewed union, restoration had truly come full circle.

###

The dog barked downstairs, and I was jarred back to the present. I’d better get a move on, if I want to get this house cleaned up. I moved for the second time that morning to step over the still-open spiral notebook and out the door. Again it caught my eye as it lay there in all its innocence, beckoning my curiosity.

What could it hurt to peek? Maybe I will understand Jacob better if I read what he’s thinking.
I set aside the laundry basket and grabbed the notebook. I glanced around furtively, even though I knew I was alone. Two sentences later, I forgot to feel guilty and sank to the floor, sitting cross-legged, to read the confessions of my son’s heart. Page after page, I absorbed the words, as they swam in and out of focus through the tears that pooled in my eyes. My face heated, and my throat closed up. My heart pounded, I could hear it in my ears. I wanted to put the little book down, but I couldn’t. 

That day I learned things no mom wants to know about her little boy. I’d given in to temptation, gone where I didn’t belong, and gotten exactly what I deserved. The truth I’d so diligently hidden from was now in front of me in black and white. I finally had answers, but they brought no comfort. In fact, those answers generated more questions. Jacob had succumbed to the temptations of drug use, among other things. Why? Could the choice have been prevented? How bad were things, really? Didn’t all kids experiment with drugs? 

I reminded myself that Jim and I had at least kept our promise to each other. Jacob, unlike his brother, had chosen to remain at home. Didn’t that prove we were good parents? And hadn’t Derek returned, with a desire to make things right between us? We had both sons again.

Everything I read disturbed me, but one particular item hooked my heart. Hurricane Katrina struck the gulf coast in August 2005, the same year Derek returned home. Our entire family evacuated to Texas – Jim, the kids, and me, together with Derek and Sara, who had recently learned they were pregnant with twins. While Jim and I prayed for neighbors and friends we were unable to contact and worried about how our own home had weathered the storm, the little book revealed that Derek and Jacob had spent their time in Texas in search of weed. People’s lives had been torn asunder, and the main issue on the minds of those two overgrown brats was how to score some marijuana. 

I couldn’t believe it. Had Jim and I really raised our boys to be that self-centered, uncaring, and irresponsible? Was Derek’s return home to make things right with us just an enormous lie?

Derek had indeed reestablished contact with us, and Jacob still lived at home, shared the same space and breathed the same air. Yet the truth of the matter was this: Somewhere along life’s highway, we’d lost both our sons. The emotional connection between them and us had somehow short-circuited. We were perfect strangers. Stunned, I wondered, How did this happen? How did this happen – twice?    

My conscience chided me. I should never have read Jacob’s personal thoughts. Yes, and sons shouldn’t treat their parents like ours have treated us, I retorted. I felt sorry for myself. I was both the betrayer and the betrayed. How could I tell Jim? Would I tell Jim? Should I confront Jacob? What about Derek?

I slapped the notebook closed, desperate to shut off my mind and retreat into a cocoon of denial. I rose on unsteady legs, retrieved the laundry basket, and slunk from the room and down the stairs. My emotions anesthetized, I attacked the dirt in my home, as if I could create purity of circumstance from the outside in.

###

The temperature rose outside as the afternoon sun climbed in the sky. The temperature was rising inside too. As a sleeping limb wakens with painful prickles, small waves of emotion washed over me as my stupor wore off. There had been other lies, other indiscretions, things I’d chosen to ignore over the past eighteen months since Derek had made the effort to be part of our family again. Restoration was important, and I hadn’t wanted to hinder the process by refusing to let go of the past. 

For me, cleaning was often therapeutic, but not today. The tidal wave hit as I scrubbed the bathroom. I drenched the mirror in Windex and stared into my own distorted, hate-filled eyes. Holding a wad of paper towels, I listened as a torrent of venomous words spewed forth from my own mouth, while other vicious thoughts ricocheted around in my head. 

I hate that little bastard, God. He has done nothing but cause us pain. He has hurt us so much, and now this… How dare that little snot encourage Jacob to use marijuana? How dare he?

“Yeah, that’s right,” I snarled. “You made a great big show of coming back home last year, after being gone for six years. ‘You don’t know what God has been showing me, how he told me that I need to get things right with my dad again.’” My reflection twisted into an ugly sneer. Derek had known exactly what to say to soften Jim and me.

I stifled a sob that threatened to break through the protective wall of anger I’d built around my broken heart. I will never let him hurt me again. I refused to give in to sorrow.

“Sure… you acted like you wanted to come home and make things right, to be restored to your family. We prayed for years for you to come home, so of course, we believed your lies.”

I recalled a conversation I’d had a year earlier with my daughter-in-law Sara. I’d tucked it away, securely sandwiched between pages of better memories of Derek, as if I could hide it from my heart. Just as the pages of Jacob’s notebook had revealed things that tore my world apart, this page now bobbed on the surface of the tidal wave of emotion that carried me along in its wake.

The bathroom I stood in, along with my mirrored face, faded away as I relived our talk. I was back in our daughter Amanda’s room, where I’d secluded myself for privacy. I propped myself against the hope chest while Sara and I talked on the phone. She was concerned about Derek. They’d been married this time for three months, and as Father’s Day approached, tension between them had mounted.

“Derek is so irritable lately,” Sara confided. “I realize Father’s Day is very difficult for him.” 

I assumed she referred to a desire in Derek to feel more connected to Jim after the six-year separation between father and son. “Derek and Jim will be okay, Sara,” I comforted. “Things like this just take time.”

She hesitated, finally saying, “You don’t know, do you?” 

“Don’t know what?” The hair on the back of my neck prickled. 

She spoke softly. “I assumed Derek would have told you.”

“Told me what?” My stomach knotted as I anticipated what she would say next.

She remained silent, and I encouraged her to talk to me. “It’s okay,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. “Go ahead and spit it out, Sara. I’m sure the truth can’t be nearly as bad as my imagination.” I chewed on my bottom lip, waiting, afraid of what I might hear.

Finally, she cracked. “Derek lived with a girl named Liz after he and I got divorced.”

“We never met her, but Jim and I knew about Liz,” I confirmed.

 When I said nothing more, Sara went on. “Liz got pregnant while she and Derek were together.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay… that I didn’t know.” I had to work at not clenching my teeth. 

 “Derek had been calling me, and Liz found out. She told him she knew we were talking, and then she accused him of still having feelings for me.”

Sara paused, and I figured she must be gathering courage to continue. I waited quietly, holding my breath.

 “Derek admitted to Liz that he did still have feelings for me, and she was furious. She aborted their baby to spite him. Then she broke up with him and told him he could come crawling back to me, since it was me he really wanted anyhow.”

This last confession tumbled out, words falling over each other as if they’d been pent up for far too long.

My breath rushed from my lungs as if I’d been kicked in the stomach. It was my turn to be silent. Sara’s revelation stunned me and left me torn with ambivalence. I was anguished for Derek. He’d chosen to walk out from under the umbrella of our authority and protection as parents when he was eighteen, and there would be consequences, lifelong regret, over many of the choices he made while enjoying his freedom. I thought how he must feel terrible – guilty, afraid, alone. He obviously didn’t trust his relationship with Jim and me enough to be honest with us, which broke my heart, but I was glad he at least had the courage to be honest with Sara.

All compassion ended, however, when I considered that Derek hadn’t even told Jim and me about our future grandchild. No, we’d had to find that out through Sara. Why couldn’t he have told us himself? Because we’re just his parents, that’s why. He doesn’t tell us anything, I fumed in answer to my own question.

My bathroom tirade continued, fueled now by self-righteousness. More lies! This was not just Derek’s loss! He robbed us. That baby would have been our grandchild. Derek couldn’t know that Jim and I had even discussed the possibility of adoption. Kayla, our youngest, had been thirteen, and we’d wanted more children. Could we have been part of a solution for Derek’s dilemma? Well, we’ll never know, will we, because yet again, he shut us out of his life and out of his heart. Rejection smothered all sorrow – however momentary – I’d felt for Derek. Anger was easier.

The agonized eyes in the face – my face – which stared back at me from the mirror looked like something one might see in a fun house. Windex had run all down the glass, distorting the image therein. Then I noticed the paper towels, still wadded in my hand. As if I could erase the pain, I scrubbed the mirror with vengeance. More poisonous words poured from me, like puss from an infected wound.
“So Liz aborted your baby in a fit of anger, because she realized you were still in love with Sara. You neglected to tell us that little fact, didn’t you, Derek? Might’ve been nice to know.” 

Finished with the mirror, I flung the soiled paper towels to the floor at my feet. “Just like you forgot to tell us that the real reason you wanted to come home was to try and get back together with Sara, that we were just a place to live, and then co-signers for an apartment, until you could make that happen. You used us and then returned the favor by doing drugs with your little brother. What a jerk.”

To punctuate my thoughts, I slapped my hand hard on the countertop. Physical pain registered immediately. My palm throbbed against the Formica, and I shook my head in astonishment. Had it really been seven years since the first time Derek left home? It could have been yesterday. The pain was brand new again, blinding and raw, as if I’d had one of my limbs amputated without anesthesia; it pulsated through my head and my heart without mercy. I was drowning in feelings of betrayal, rejection, failure, and judgment – both towards myself and towards Derek. 

I can’t believe I trusted him again. How could he have done this? How could he?
I stared into the now sparkling mirror and those hate-filled eyes again. Shame radiated through me, heating my face. My stomach twisted. My body slid downward, coming to rest in a heap beside the pile of soggy paper towels.

 “Oh, God… What am I doing? I’m having a shouting match with someone who isn’t even here. And I hate how I feel right now. I am so sorry.”

Sorrow finally had its way. Racking sobs shook my body. I cried until I didn’t think I could cry another tear, and then I cried some more.

“What am I going to do?” My voice was now a whimper, no longer the ranting lunatic I’d been a short time before.

Finally, I was fully spent. I thought I must know how a wounded animal felt when cornered. I was ready to lash out at anyone who attempted to get close to me, including God. I desperately needed him to give me direction, but I was still ashamed, still hurting, and still very fearful of what he must think of me. 

###

The day’s earlier rage had subsided into a dull, empty ache of failure. I tossed and turned in the bed. Jim was peaceful beside me, snoring like a buzz saw, unaware of the events of my day. I had not been able to bring myself to tell him. Ugliness had flooded my clean and orderly world that day. I had to catch my breath. I had to think. I had to find a way to stop it. It felt as if there was a rock in my chest where my heart used to be. I couldn’t get a good breath of air. Sadness and guilt threatened to suffocate me. I finally gave up on sleep and crept from our bed to sit in the living room, where I tried to sort out the confusion. I knew only one thing: Jim and I could no longer ignore the difficulties and challenges between our sons and us, placing blame and/or hoping for some sort of magical fix. It was time to deal with reality – no matter what. 

The intensity of my recent emotional meltdown scared me. I didn’t want to go down this path again. When Derek left home the first time, I nursed bitterness and walked in a spirit of unforgiveness for a solid year. Those feelings, like a cancer, had systematically destroyed me from the inside out and poisoned those I loved. Anger was the only outlet for my pain, and anyone who expressed empathy towards Derek felt my icy reserve. Eventually, I allowed God to pierce my hard heart, and I prayed with a measure of mercy for my son, instead of demanding God make him pay for how he’d hurt us. I thought I’d finally surrendered the bondage of my hate to God.  

God, what happened? Why am I back here in this wretched desert place? I don’t feel like me. I am that old hate-driven woman again.
Parenting could be incredibly painful. No one warned me that my precious baby – the happy toddler, the exuberant child who wrapped himself around my heart and wrapped me around his little finger – would one day be able to make me doubt myself at every turn.

 I longed to find solace in the Bible, but it remained unopened in my lap as I pondered the past. I hadn’t been the mother to Derek that I could have been. I had allowed hurt feelings and fear of rejection to restrict my love. When Derek left home, it was to assert his independence, but it felt like he was running out on us.  After all those years of trying to make a home where he felt welcome, he didn’t want us.

I let my mind drift to happier times. It hadn’t always been this way between us.
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