


You cannot do this to her again. 
You cannot drag her through the gates of hell, supporting your weight as you both stumble through fire and brimstone and then, when you’ve sapped enough of her strength and you see the light at the other side, shove her aside while you run out, unscathed. 
I know you think you have the right to batter her soul, but I promise you, you haven’t earned it. Nobody has. 
I’ve seen firsthand what recovery cost her, every excruciating minute. And I don’t want to see her descend to those lows ever again, even if it means I need to stand between her and her own flesh and blood.
I know you can argue that you deserve more from her, and maybe you’re right: maybe you do. But ‘reason’ and theory don’t operate well under the auspices of real love. And I love her.
I remember seeing her for the very first time, slouched over in defeat on a bench in the park, looking at the kids as they played, shadows from overhanging branches slashing across her face. The picture remains ever vivid, even the smells: melted ice cream, burnt popcorn and trampled grass. I found it strange that she was sitting alone, far from the group of mothers discussing and intermittently yelling impatient instructions to rowdy offspring.
 My hackles raised, thinking she was a junkie and a pervert, scouting potential victims. I walked over, poised and ready to eviscerate and send her on her way when she looked up and I saw the tears. Something inside me slowed down and my feet followed suit.
“I failed them.”
Those were her first words to me. I’ll never forget the utter despair, the helplessness that laced that whisper, carried off in the dust brought up by running feet, swallowed up in the sounds of laughing children.
I stood over her, frowning.
‘Who?”
“My kids. I failed them.”
I sat down next to her without being invited. There was enough space for us both and quite frankly I wasn’t bothered about the complexities of what was politically correct: I just felt drawn to her. She kept talking, sniffling and wiping her nose.
“I lost them. And I’m…I’m not allowed to be near them without….”
She swallowed and the tears ran down her face and she drew up her legs to the bench, hugging her knees close, blinking her eyes rapidly, every breath ragged. I could swear I felt the waves of pain rolling off her.
“I’m sorry.” It’s all I knew to say.
She turned to me and wiped her eyes.
“No…I’m…uh…I’m sorry. I shouldn’t…I mean…”
She turned to watch the kids. After a moment she spoke again.
“I swear I’m not a weirdo or anything. I just…I miss the sound of kids and…”
She sighed. I had nothing. The silence seemed best because anything else would be trite, like a stone tossed into a still pool causing needless ripples. My hand slid slowly across the worn oak bench and my fingers touched the sole of her shoe, still drawn up. 
She spent the night at my house.  It wasn’t about sex because I knew she wasn’t in that place yet. She told me everything about you and your brother, about her struggles, about how hard she had fought her inner demons but in the end they overpowered her and she paid such a price. She cried again and I held her close to me and we fell asleep, fully clothed and satiated with the sound of our synchronized breathing. 
I would walk with her to AA meetings and give her the space she needed to navigate that journey as she knew best. I would celebrate her highs, cheering her on and holding her hands in victory. And then grip the same fingers as she held on tight when she hit her lowest, throwing up after a binge drinking episode when the tightrope that balanced her sobriety shifted. The triggers were there, hidden in the folds of normalcy, existing side by side with the mundane.
It was the flippant statements that really got to her, the deceptively casual words tossed about with insidious accuracy, hitting their target, devoid of mercy.
“We’d rather not speak about her.” 
Your famous stepmother, smile firmly in place as she spoke and practiced ease and charm oozing as the TV Show Host sat across from her, spoke in soft tones. 
“She’s going through her healing process and we wish her the very best…but she is not in a good place to take care of our sons.”
“Our sons,” your mother repeated, voice flat.
“I don’t know why you still watch this crap,” I said, flipping off the TV switch. She continued to look at the blank screen.
“Our sons,” she said, turning to me, eyes blank. “I’m just…a nothing, dismissed, like I don’t even exist. There’s no room for me.”
Here’s the thing: I know your mother’s faults. I have lived with them and there were times I could swear they almost destroyed me as well. But I made the choice to stay. Maybe I’m foolish for that. But the way I see it, we all live and die and in between some of us swim in more troubled waters than others.
It wasn’t even your father who drove her to the edge of misery on more occasions than I care to count. It was more the fact that you never gave her a chance after she lost custody of you. And you let her know it time and time again when she attempted to reach out. Until she didn’t. 
She told me why she lost custody. She never lied. And she punished herself over and over for it. Was she a good mother to you at the time? No. Was her love for you enough to make up for the danger and turmoil she put you through and the damage caused? Obviously not. But then…you exacted your pound of bleeding flesh for her errors, carved it straight out of her heart. You meted out your revenge, your retribution slow and painful.
All the times she tried to call and your stepmother would berate her then you would come to the phone and tell her to leave you alone? I had to watch her like a hawk after any of those calls, ready to reach out and pull her back from the edge I was afraid she would toss herself over. The times your father would appear with you and his wife on magazine covers and give interviews as a ‘family’ and refer to his wife as your mother? She cried until her eyes were raw.
Then. 
She stopped calling and simply turned off the TV whenever ‘they’ appeared. Even if you were on the screen with them. I saw what it did to her and how she had to almost surgically excise the craving and compulsion to reach out to you and your brother.
“I guess it’s better if I don’t call. They’re probably better off without me.”
She said it less to convince me and more herself, as though if she repeated it enough she would believe it. 
I married her two years after we met. Your father wouldn’t let you come to our wedding. You were 12, your brother 10. I watched her fight the urge to drink as our wedding approached, sometimes drinking so much ginger beer and juice she would vomit. And she eventually won that battle, through the tears and sheer iron will. She’s been sober since. I had begun to hope, blind as it may seem, that she had finally started to forgive herself.
She would eventually break her promise to herself to stay out of your lives as I knew she eventually would. I couldn’t keep her away from you and in retrospect, perhaps I should have tried harder to.
She called you when our daughter, your sister was born a year later. You told her to go to hell and take her baby with her. She called you and your brother on your birthdays and your stepmom told her she would call the Police if she ever tried contacting you again. When our second daughter was born, she said nothing.
Something in your mother died in our third year of marriage. She stopped talking about you. 
We enjoyed our little capsules of happiness and did all the things families are meant to. We had birthday parties, went to Disneyland, did the carpool routine. Your mother enrolled in college and got her degree, joined an aerobics class, and at a point we even started going to church: my Irish Catholic roots caught up with me.
You called her when you turned 17. 
She didn’t recognize your voice at first and when she did she sank to the floor, whispering your name. You told her to pick you up at the station, gave her the address and hung up. I remember her sitting there, holding the phone then turning to me slowly. The battle was evident in her eyes, and her hand began to shake.
“I have to go. He’s my son.”
She bailed you out, brought you to our home where you spent the night on the couch and your goodwill toward her ran out the next morning when she asked you to tell her what happened. You cursed at her and told her that maybe you were becoming a loser, like her. I stepped in. You remember that, don’t you? I told you to get out of my home if you couldn’t respect your mother. You laughed and told me to go screw myself, called your father and an hour later he sent a chauffeur to get you. 
Your mother watched you leave, turned to me and for the first time in years, I saw the same defeat in her eyes that I had seen that day on the bench. She went to the bathroom, closed the door and turned on the shower.  I followed her 5 minutes later and found her fully clothed, sitting in the stall as the water drenched her, weeping with her eyes closed and mouth open, groaning in agony, as water rushed in and she coughed it out. I climbed in and held her, the water sluicing over us both. I cried with her: not for you, but for her.
You would call again a year later. She would pick up and you would ask her why she didn’t love you enough not to stop drinking. You would ask her how she could drink so much she’d pass out and leave you and your brother trying to wake her up, thinking she was dead. You’d ask her why she was able to move on so quickly and replace you, your brother and your father with me and our daughters.
She would say that she had no excuse for putting you in danger and that there are not enough ‘sorrys’ in the world to cover up for her grave mistake. She would admit that she had allowed alcohol to become such a close companion and source of comfort that she chose it over your welfare. She would tell you that she has never forgiven herself for what she did to you and that she hoped you would find it in yourself to forgive her at some point. She would swear that she had changed and was completely sober now. She would remind you that your father left her, not the other way around. She would inform you that she was replaced in your father’s life long before she became a part of mine. 
She would then state that she is in no place to judge your father and his wife for their perspective about who she is and that she had no choice but to move on after she was denied access to you. She had been forced to come to terms and make peace with the fact that perhaps they were in a better position to create a stable and loving environment for you and your brother, one she had no part in.
You asked her why she didn’t fight harder, why she just let you go. She broke down and told you she hadn’t it in her to fight back then: not the external or internal resources; that she could only scrape enough willpower to survive at the time. And she told you that your half- sisters were not replacements but redemption, giving her a second chance at life.
You scoffed and told her you didn’t care anyway, and neither did your brother. And you hung up.
This time she didn’t cry. She told me about the phone call the next day. I was afraid to see what would happen. But nothing did. 
Your birthday came around and she wrote out a card, as usual, and sent it to your father’s Personal Assistant. She did the same for your brother. I’m not sure you ever got them and quite frankly, I didn’t care. Something in her had grown hard and brittle.
“I love them and I always will, my love. They are my children and nothing will ever change that. But I refuse to have to choose between my love for them and for you and the girls. I’ll just…I’ll just have to keep living and hoping that one day my love for them will be enough for them to…at least see me as more than a drunk who abandoned them.”
And we had nothing more to say because in some twisted, perverse way, she was right. People make choices and live with the consequences. People are shoved out of one story like needless fringe characters killed off to make room for the heroes. They don’t disappear though, these expendable ones; they make new stories elsewhere. Your mother did that.
And now you’re calling again. You’re in trouble again. And this time your Daddy won’t help you out. Your step mother is already tired of your antics and, in a twist of irony, is blaming your flaws on your mother who hasn’t had proper access to you in nearly a decade. 
No. 
This time this is all on you, young man. This time you’ve made your choices and you don’t get to pin them on her. You don’t get to heap the burning coals of your sins on her head and stand back and watch her burn in agony for them. You’ve had years worth of revenge and it is enough.
Because I’ll be damned if I let you tear her apart after she has spent so long painstakingly putting the pieces of herself back together. I’m tired of watching her bleed and stanch the flow for love you use as a weapon. 
I love her. 
Every victory was hard won and she deserves credit for that.
And you? Well, learn to deal and grow through the thorns.
 She had to.



