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“What’s up, pussy?” Terry asked when I walked in the door from school that day.

At twelve years old, I’d spent the last two years putting up with my mother’s husband’s taunts.  He was constantly on me because I didn’t play sports, didn’t talk about tits and ass, didn’t cuss like a sailor or even sneak a smoke now and then.  The night of their wedding, he’d offered me a drink of beer and I was so disgusted by it, I involuntarily spewed it back into his face.

He made fun of the books I read, he made fun of the fact that I read, he was always trying to force me to “watch the game” with him, and when I showed up to the couch with an arm full of toys to play with while I watched, he’d get mad, insult me, and, sometimes, storm off to sulk in the bedroom and “watch the game” in there.

I never understood what my mother saw in him, but he was, like it or not, her husband.  I never referred to the man as my stepdad; he was anything but.  He was just her husband.

And that day I’d had just about enough of his shit.

“I said what’s up, pussy?” he asked again when I didn’t acknowledge him the first time.

Ignore him, Jack said in my ear.  He’s jealous because mom loves you and that means he’ll never be her first priority.

And I knew Jack was right, he was always right.

Jack had been with me since the day I was born, tossed into my crib as a gift from my Aunt Liby.  Jack the stuffed lion started out longer than me.  I was nineteen and a half inches and Jack had me beat by two.  Over the years his originally bright orange fur faded to pale yellow, and that mane had seen better days.  But he’d been my constant companion since I was born and although I understood on every level that when Jack talked to me it was my imagination, that didn’t stop us from having some very in-depth conversations.  Imaginary friend or not, Jack the Lion was right; Terry had always been jealous of me having the first spot in my mother’s heart.

He’d never wanted to be a dad to me, I was an obstacle in his way, and he was counting the days until I was eighteen.

“Nothing, Terry,” I said, dropping my backpack by the couch and heading down the hall to my room.

“Hey, come here and pick this up,” he said.

“Got homework,” I said, “just gotta pee first if that’s ok.”

He didn’t say anything smart back, which surprised me.  Mom would be home from work in two hours and his window for insults was closing.  He never called me pussy or wimp or little baby when she was around and I stopped telling her about it soon after they were married.

It was about a month after the night I accidentally spit beer in Terry’s face that he was going to bed late one night—Terry always stayed up late, it wasn’t like he had a job to go to—and he heard me in my room crying.

I’d stayed up that night to watch a horror movie.  A Nightmare on Elm Street had just come on HBO and it scared the shit out of me.  I didn’t want to go to sleep, so I chugged a can of Coke before bed thinking the caffeine would keep me awake.  What I hadn’t anticipated was how bad I’d have to pee, or how scared I would be to do so in the middle of the night when Freddy Kruger was obviously out there waiting to get me.

Terry heard me trying to cry as quietly as I could, but obviously not quietly enough.  He came in and saw I’d wet the bed and his laughter sent shivers down my back and made me want to cry even harder.

He didn’t even try to take the sheets off or tell me to clean up and get changed, he just saw what I’d done, laughed like it was the best joke he’d ever heard, and went back into the living room.

The next day when mom had left for work, he called me a big fucking baby and said he was embarrassed to be a part of this family and if it ever happened again he’d put me back in diapers and tell everyone what I did.

Jack said if he doesn’t want to be a part of this family, he knows where the door is.

When mom got home that night from work I told her what he’d said and how he treated me but it didn’t have any affect.  “I’m sure he didn’t say he was going to put you in diapers,” she said, “but he’s right, you’re too old to be wetting the bed.”

“That means he can talk to me like that?”

“It means he’s never been a dad before now and he’s still figuring out how things work.  I’ll talk to him and see what happened.”

“I just told you what happened.”

“Two sides to every story,” she said, and I’d never felt so betrayed as in that moment.  By my own mother.

I wanted to burst into tears again right then, but I held it in and waited for her to leave.  And when I did cry, they weren’t the hurt tears of a baby, they were the angry tears of a kid who was suddenly starting to realize just how fucked up and unfair life really was.  Thank God for Jack who let me cry into his fur until I was done.

Then I went out to the kitchen to dinner and was met by Terry insisting he never said he was going to put me in diapers and he didn’t know why I would make that up, but she should know him better than that.

I tried to protest, but the words got stuck in my throat, choked by another oncoming sob as my hatred of this piece of shit rose.  He was going to turn her against me, he was going to lie and make it seem like I was the one causing trouble.  And why?  Because I existed.

I didn’t cry again, but I could feel the heat rising in my face.  I ate dinner as fast as I could, McDonald’s, and went back to my room to lie in the dark talking to Jack.

I hadn’t liked Terry before that night, but afterward, I outright hated him.  And the longer she stayed with him, the more respect I lost for my mother, so that two years later, the day I dropped my backpack by the couch and went into the bathroom, I was pretty much living with two people I tried to avoid as much as possible.
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I LEFT THE BATHROOM and went into my bedroom, closing the door so Terry wouldn’t hear me.  I said hey to Jack and he asked how school was and I said, “It was ok.”

“Today was test day, wasn’t it?”

“Yep,” I said.  Literature
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