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I did not want my son to move back home.  

Lucas had hit another rough patch. He’d lost another job, gotten kicked out of his girlfriend’s 

apartment, and was ghosting his AA sponsor. Now he needed a place to stay, so the texts to his 

mother started dinging like the service bell at lunchtime at Jerry’s Deli. He was twenty-seven. 

“Nope, I don’t think we should let him move back in,” I told my wife, Joyce. Then her phone 

dinged again.  

Ha! He sure ain’t gonna text me, I thought. He remembers my little ditty:  

“No mon, no fun, your son. How sad, too bad, your dad.” 

I knew how this move back home would unfold. He’d play the game for a few days—get up on 

time, help around the house, and look for a job—but soon enough his bedroom door would be 

closed until ten in the morning, and the knobs on his video controller would be rubbed to a shine. 

Then the crumbs would appear—oh, those crumbs. I’d see them on the white-tiled kitchen 

counter—crumbs that a normal, sober, trying-to-go-unnoticed, trying-not-to-get-kicked-out-of-

your-parents’-home young man would never leave so mockingly visible.  
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Joyce, with her mama bear in full swing, said, “I know…it’s not perfect. But what’s he gonna 

do? Where’s he gonna stay?”  

I thought, It’s not our job to figure out where our twenty-seven-year-old son stays.  

Then, as if she’d read my mind, she said, “What if we lay things out super clear? Like when he 

has to be home and has to have a job by, and that we’ll do random drug tests.” 

“And I become the bad cop?” I whined. “No way. I can’t do that again, honey. I’m the one 

stuck here all day and you get to go to your job at school. I’m the one who’s gonna see his slide. 

I’m the one who’s gonna hear those ridiculous excuses. And I’m the one who’s gonna have to 

endure those wretched crumbs on the counter.” 

Joyce ran her fingers over the worn grooves of our distressed-oak kitchen table.  

“If we’re not careful,” I said softly, “he’s gonna drag us down with him.”  

Even as I said it, though, I knew that “us” was not the real concern here. Joyce wasn’t concerned 

about “us” and, honestly, neither was I. In thirty-plus years of marriage, we had never uttered the 

D-word, or even contemplated it. But this was a new level. Losing a son to opioids tested us like 

nothing ever had. We’d started doubting each other, snapping at each other, and misreading 

intentions. She’d lend him some money and I’d say, “You’re enabling.” I’d turn away from a need 

and she’d say, “You’re too removed.”  

Without lifting her eyes from the table, she murmured, “I hear you, I really do. But we just 

can’t—well, I can’t—abandon him right now.”   

I whispered, “Honey, I don’t think I can do this again.”  

She looked outside to our patio, and said, “But…where will he sleep?”  

“It’s not our job to figure out where he sleeps,” I said meekly. “He does have wheels.” 

She spun toward me. “You want him sleeping in his car?”  

“That’s not what I said…” I pulled in my breath, not wanting to launch. What I really wanted 

to say was, How did this become about me wanting him to sleep in his car? But after a moment of 

chewing on my tongue, I just murmured, “What I meant was that at least he can get around.”  
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As I thought about my car comment, though, she was actually dead-on. I was suggesting he 

could sleep in his car. But I decided to keep that little thought to myself.  

Joyce stared at the table and said, “Not yet.” 

I waited.  

“I’m not ready to cut him off,” she said softly, but with conviction.  

“Joyce—” 

She looked up at me from the table and said, “I just couldn’t live with myself if something 

happened to him.”  

That was it. That was all she needed to say. “I just couldn’t live with myself,” in that moment, 

was our version of a safe word. It stopped the conversation cold. And it’s not like we had ever 

talked about this phrase or agreed to it as holy, but as soon as it was uttered, it was as immutable 

as a wedding vow. My thinking was that if Joyce couldn’t live with herself because something 

happened to him, even if it was his own fault, after I’d forced the issue, then she might struggle 

living with me, or worse, not be able to live with me. And, after all we’d been through, not only 

with Lucas but with both our other two sons, I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to 

us. I needed there to be an us. No matter the cost, no matter the pride-swallowing, no matter the 

concessions I might need to make, there needed to be an us.  

Do other couples have a phrase like this? Do they have moments like these? I don’t know. But 

when it happened to us, I knew it was huge. I could sense it. I felt unsteady, because after all these 

years of parenting, my confidence had come to an all-time low and I was mostly deferring to Joyce 

anyway. For the first half of my parenting life, I thought I had the gift; I thought I had the parenting 

gene. Handling my three boys felt as intuitive as riding a bike. But over the past fifteen years, I’d 

lost my mojo and felt like I was wobbling all over the road, bumping into things, and getting flat 

tires. My little dad gene had turned into a dad meme. 

I said, “Okay, he can move back in.” And when I said it, I didn’t feel chastened or humiliated 

or put in my place. I simply accepted her words for what they were. I said, “I’ll talk to him about 

moving back home.”  

Well, I did. He moved back home. And, as we expected, he slipped into old patterns—missing 

job interviews, sleeping in, abusing substances, forcing us to kick him out again. 
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About a year later, while living with his girlfriend, he was trying for the umpteenth time to get 

on his feet. Driving home after work one day, on a country road just outside of town, fighting off 

the overwhelming fatigue of a five-day heroin bender, he veered onto the thin shoulder of the road, 

where a man was on an afternoon bike ride. The cyclist never knew what hit him. One minute, he 

was navigating his front tire between the gravel shoulder and a solid white line. The next, darkness.  

This is the story of what became of Lucas while he was in prison.  

It’s also the story of what became of me and Lucas while he was in prison, along with the 

unexpected role that letters played in that evolution. By the time he was incarcerated, we were out 

of communication options. Face-to-face was only allowed in a visiting room, talking on phones 

through thick glass, with what felt like the heavy cloud of ten years of disappointment hanging 

over us. And phone calls weren’t much better. They were maxed at fifteen minutes and 

reverberated with inmates screaming in the background. Letters seemed to be the only option left.  

This is also the story of what became of me and Joyce while he was in prison.  

In the end, though, it’s the story of what became of me. Not only as a dad and a husband, but 

also as a man whose faith was shaken by what happened. I had spent thirty years involved in a 

close-knit church, many of them as a leader, and I thought things would work out differently for 

me and my family. I thought God would bless us. So to have my family implode like it did struck 

at the core of my faith and made me feel like a spiritual failure, about as far away from God as I 

could be.  

It is also the story of how I came to see my old church as part of the problem. I realized that 

people had become too prominent and God too small; religion had become too important and the 

Spirit too trivial. Instead of listening to God’s voice inside of me, I cowered to the Bible-thumping 

strongman. I let him intimidate me. I let him guilt me. And I let him influence me to become the 

dad I never wanted to be. 

Through this experience, I needed to find out if God was the God of the strongman. I needed to 

see if I could hear the Spirit’s voice again. And I needed to see that God was available to imperfect 

fathers and imperfect families and prodigals of all kinds—whether that prodigal be a son who lost 

himself to opioids, or to a father who lost his way with his family and with his God. 

  


