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Prologue

			Silent

			The familiar sound of Brooke’s whimpers pulled me back from my reverie.

			I had been lost in thought, absorbed by the gentle curves of the crescent moon above me, imagining myself perched on its silvery edge, far removed from my vulnerable and endangered earthly existence. Up there, I thought, the silence must be golden—no echoes of the chaos in the world down below, just the serene sights and sounds of the stars whispering the secrets of the universe amongst themselves. Down here, the silence was fleeting, often shattered by the cries of my youngest, the shouts of her older siblings, the barks of their father, and the relentless dinning of my own tormented thoughts.

			Everything I’d done and endured in the past few years had been driven by a need to escape the noise, to find a sanctuary not just for myself but for my three kids: Bailey, Ryan, and Brooke. That was the least I could do for them; after all, I brought them into this tumultuous world. I made them the kids to a father who found joy at the bottom of a bottle and loved to vent his fury with a raised fist and cruel words—a man whose presence filled our home not with love but with dread and anxiety.

			This night, like many nights in recent weeks, the cornfield was our little haven. I lay there with my three kids, all wrapped in duvets and blankets and shaded by the towering stalks that swayed gently above us, glancing at my wristwatch and wishing the night would age faster. We were within the hour when Phil typically returned home. His truck’s headlights were usually unmistakable. Had they slipped past while I was lost moon-gazing? If he were back home, I would have seen them piercing through the pitch darkness as he drove along the gravel road leading up to the house. And if I didn’t see them, I would have heard the truck.

			Some nights, Phil would leave the truck idling in the driveway before stumbling into the house and carelessly toppling anything in his path until he reached our bedroom upstairs, ready to unleash his drunken fury on me. On some other nights, he would fall asleep at the wheel after parking the truck and leave the headlights blazing until dawn. The latter was usually the best-case scenario for me and the kids, barring the nights when he simply didn’t come home. Each night spent in our household was like a scene out of a suspense thriller; I never knew which version of Phil would come through the door, if at all.

			A few weeks ago, after one of Phil’s drunken rages, I decided that the kids and I would start camping out in the cornfield surrounding the house to avoid getting in his way. The plan was simple: we’d head out about an hour before he typically staggered home and stay hidden and out of sight until we were sure he had returned and passed out in bed. After that, we would crawl back into the house, get tucked in, and wake up the following day when Phil would have recovered from his stupor, and we could go back to being a regular family until we had to do it all over again at night. This way, we could avoid the brunt of his tirades and tantrums, and, most importantly, I could retain some semblance of peace, normalcy, and quiet for myself and my kids.

			So far, it had been working.

			As far as the kids were concerned, any chance to camp out in the fields was a fun opportunity they couldn’t miss. They were now used to the earthy, starchy, grassy smell, the sound of crickets chirping, and the occasional rustle of small rabbits nearby scurrying through the underbrush. Bailey and Ryan usually wore themselves out singing nursery rhymes and playing with their toys under the tent. Then, using a dim flashlight, I read bedtime stories to them while cradling Brooke and rocking her to sleep. When they were all fast asleep, I would keep watch, waiting for Phil to arrive and timing our return to the house.

			The plan was working, but tonight, Brooke’s feeble cries threatened to disrupt it. She had initially fallen asleep in my arms, but for some reason, her eyes opened back up moments later, and since then, she’d been crying and refused to go back to sleep. I tried to cradle her even more, hoping the cry would let up, but it only grew louder. I wasn’t worried about a neighbor hearing us and calling the cops to report a lost, crying baby in the fields; the house closest to our field was a good half-mile away. I was more worried about Bailey’s and Ryan’s sleep being interrupted and the possibility of Phil’s sudden return. If he were to come back early or any time soon, the sound of Brooke’s crying could easily carry across the quiet night air and guide him straight to our hideout.

			After cradling, rocking, and singing to her for a little while, I realized Brooke wasn’t struggling to sleep; she was just hungry. No amount of rocking can pacify a hungry six-month-old. The bottle of milk I had packed for tonight’s camping had run out, so I needed to go back into the house to grab another bottle. The thought of going into the house before Phil returned terrified me. I was torn between the urgent cries of my hungry baby, whose tears showed no sign of stopping, and the fear and anxiety of having another night potentially ending in tears, pain, and despair at the hands of my husband if he ran into me while I was in there.

			What if he gets back home while I’m in there?

			What if he finds out we are camping in the fields?

			As worried and scared as I was about Phil, I couldn’t bear hearing Brooke cry much longer. My maternal instincts kicked in and pushed me to soothe her hunger immediately. I looked over at Bailey and Ryan, who were soundly asleep, and figured I could just run in and out of the house and get back to them in no time. They would be okay here in the tent for a couple of minutes. All I needed to do was brave the dark, make sure Phil wasn’t back yet, and quickly warm up a bottle of milk; that shouldn’t take more than five minutes.

			The cornfield enveloped the house, leaving a narrow, long dirt lane that stretched from the front of the building to the road. I had pitched our tent in a secluded area behind the house, off to the left and out of sight from any of the windows so that our little, hidden haven remained unseen from any probing eyes, particularly Phil’s. I laid Brooke down gently beside her older siblings, put a pacifier in our mouth for her to suck on, and slowly stepped out of the tent.

			Once on my two feet, I ran through the field as fast as I could, ignoring the cornstalks rustling around me and coming to a halt as I reached a corner close to the front of the house. Carefully, I peeked around the corner to confirm that Phil and his truck weren’t there. I didn’t have a great view, and despite the moon above, it was as dark as a dungeon outside, but the lane looked empty. No headlights were piercing through the darkness. I presumed it was too early for Phil to be back home anyway. The bars wouldn’t have spat him out yet.

			I felt a wave of relief as I tiptoed around the house towards the back door that leads into the kitchen. Despite knowing Phil wasn’t home yet, I moved silently, hoping that the squeak of the backyard patio’s floorboards and the creak of the back door weren’t as loud as they seemed. I decided not to turn on the lights in the house as I walked through the back door—again, I didn’t want to risk running into Phil if he happened to walk in while I was there. The kitchen was only a few silent steps away from the back door, and I knew the layout well enough to find my way there in the darkness. But as I stepped into the kitchen, my worst fears came to life instantly: he was there.

			Phil was home, and he was sitting right there.

			The lights in the kitchen suddenly turned on, and the blaze gave me a little whiplash. His larger-than-life figure loomed in the near distance as he sat, looking twice as terrifying, in the rocking chair close to the sink. He must have flipped the light switch on when he heard me walk into the kitchen. I could feel my legs trembling as our gazes met; he was staring right at me with a look of disgust on his face as if I was one with a scruffy beard, bloodshot eyes, and a stale smell of alcohol clinging to their clothes.

			We stared at each other, still and silent, for all of ten seconds. Then, he suddenly jumped to his feet, lunged across the room and towards me, and grabbed me before I could retreat and run out through the back door, I had come in. I was only halfway between the kitchen entrance and the back door when I felt his pull on my left arm, with his long, sharp fingernails digging deep into my skin, causing me to wince uncontrollably.

			“Phil, you’re hurting me!” I yelled out, trying to squirm and wriggle out of his firm grip. “Phil! I can’t feel my arm. You’re hurting me.”

			My words and pleas were falling on deaf ears; I knew that much. When Phil was drunk, he transformed into a wild animal—a hollow creature that was emotionless, heartless, and utterly impervious to reason. You could hardly find a shred of humanity in him when he was like this; his eyes brimmed with rage and fury. He became virtually unrecognizable to me and so far, removed from the man I thought I once knew.

			Still clamping his hand around my arm, Phil pulled me sharply back into the kitchen and swung me around, letting go midway through the swing, which sent me flying towards the rocking chair. My right knee knocked against one arm of the chair as I fell to the ground, begging him to stop hurting me.

			“Shut the hell up!” he finally growled, his hoarse baritone voice scaring the bejesus out of me. It seemed to freeze the air between us. “I’ve had a really long day, and the least you worthless piece of shit can do is have something ready for me to eat when I get back home.”

			He was hungry; that must have been why he came home early, was in the kitchen, and had not yet passed out in our bedroom upstairs. On most days, the alcohol not only fueled his rage but seemed to ignite a ravenous hunger within him that was just as fierce. Usually, I would preempt his rage by warming up a meal and leaving it on the stove so he could have something to eat—anything to quell the storm I knew was coming. But tonight, in the rush and fear of our escape to the cornfield, I hadn’t prepared anything. I realized my oversight could unleash even more of his anger, and this could very well be a longer night.

			He towered over me, his face twisted into a sneer as he looked down. “Bitch, get your ass up and get me something to eat right now.”

			Bitch was his go-to word for me, and I had become painfully accustomed to it over the years. I used to worry about the kids hearing him say it to me because I didn’t want them picking it up and swearing in front of other children in the neighborhood, at church, or whenever we visited my parents.

			Phil didn’t care much about social courtesy or the basic tenets of etiquette. He was indifferent to the damage his words and actions could inflict, not just on me but on our children, too. He would curse me out in all kinds of extreme and derogatory language right in front of them, much to their confusion and distress. The fear and worry in their little faces as they watched in stunned silence only made those moments much more painful for me. I knew my children were growing up watching their father be and do all these things that are the antithesis of what a loving partner and parent should be, yet I couldn’t do much about it in those moments, or so I thought.

			Thankfully, the children weren’t there to watch the night unfold. They were still asleep in the cornfield. My thoughts toggled between the image of Brooke, likely still crying from hunger, and Phil, who was now bellowing at me for his dinner. I dared not let him know where the kids were; he would kill me if he knew why I had taken them outside tonight and many other nights before. I needed to check on the kids, but I also needed to satiate the angry drunk hurling insults at me. The sooner I took care of him, the sooner I could get back to my crying baby.

			“I’ll get you something to eat,” I said, recalling the leftovers in the fridge. “There’s some chili from earlier. I’ll get it for you.”

			I straightened myself up, got back on two feet, and tried to shake off the pain throbbing in both my knee and arm from the grabbing, tossing, and rough handling moments ago. This wasn’t the first time I had been hurled across a room in this house; I knew just enough about recovering from the impact.

			The chili needed to be warmed up, so I nervously fetched a pot from one of the bottom cabinets, gave it a quick rinse, and poured the chili into it. Then, I turned on the stove, placed the pot over the flame, and set it at maximum heat to speed things up. I had an unreasonably angry and hungry husband to feed and a crying baby to tend to. Time was of the essence.

			All the while, Phil was still towering over me, following my every movement, showering me with insults and spitting over the smoky aroma of the reheating chili.

			“Can’t you do anything right? Even heating up food is a struggle for you!”

			“You’re useless, you know that? Completely worthless!”

			“Hurry up, you idiot! Are you trying to starve me?”

			“What’s wrong with you? Can’t you move any faster?”

			“You’re a pathetic, ugly little bitch!”

			The popping sound of the chili sizzling and sputtering in the pot mixed with the barrage of venomous words spewing from his mouth plus the alarms ringing in my mind. I imagined Brooke wailing in the tent, causing her siblings to wake up and possibly walk into the kitchen looking for me. It created an endless, unbearable cacophony in my head. It felt like I was going crazy at that moment, and I wished I was back on the edge of the moon, where the silence was ever golden.

			The chili couldn’t warm up any sooner; I kept pleading with him to be patient.

			“I’m warming it up now,” I stammered, my voice breaking as I burst into tears. “Just another minute, please!”

			“Don’t you fucking cry into my food!” he roared back. “Get the fuck away from the pot. Step back from the stove now.”

			“It’s almost ready, just a moment more.”

			“I said, get the fuck away from my food before you poison me with your nonsense!” Phil yanked me away from the stove, hurling me towards the rocking chair. “When I say move, you move. Do you want to be a little bitch and not listen when I speak?”

			“It’s almost warmed—”

			I felt the sting of his hand as it cracked against my cheek, cutting off my words and sending a sharp, searing pain radiating across my face.

			Here we go.

			I closed my eyes and cradled my face in my hands, knowing that the slap I had just felt was likely the first of many blows to come. But they didn’t come. Instead, Phil picked me up—my frame was much smaller than his, and it didn’t take much for him to lift me up with one hand—and shoved me into the rocking chair.

			“You don’t move until I say so!” he yelled. “You hear me?”

			I knew better than to respond.

			I opened my eyes and watched as he reached into a cupboard in the kitchen island and pulled out the twisted manila twine that we typically used for tying down the garden tarp, securing the scarecrows in the cornfield in place, or holding down camping tents like the one my kids were currently sleeping in.

			Not again. Not the rope.

			“You don’t need to do this,” I muttered, pleading with him. “The food’s almost ready. It’s right there.”

			“Shut the fuck up and don’t move!” He pressed his palm on my chest and pushed me backward until I was firmly planted in the chair. Then, he bent down and slowly and delicately tied my feet together, making sure each knot was pulled taut. The rope dug painfully into my skin, its coarse fibers biting into my ankles with each twist.

			“You’re hurting me.” I began feeling a numbing ache creeping up my legs. I begged him, “Please stop! It’s tight enough.”

			When he was done securing me in place, like one of our scarecrows, Phil turned his attention to the chili on the stove, which was now beginning to burn. I had left the stove on maximum heat. The sight of the scorched beans and spices made him even more furious. His face reddened as he grabbed the pot handle, hissed curses under his breath, and slammed the pot back onto the stove with such force that the metal clanging made a deafening sound and some of the chili spilled on the kitchen walls and floor.

			“Can’t you do anything right?” he bellowed. He glared at me with fiery eyes.

			I knew that look and could tell he was more than just annoyed, irritated, or frustrated with me: he hated me. As far as he was concerned, at that moment I was the source of and reason for everything wrong with his life, the target of his ire, and the very bane of his existence. This was no longer about the hunger he was feeling or the drunken rage brewing inside him, it was a deep-seated contempt that had built up over the years, going as far back as our wedding night and which was now manifesting itself in this tense, explosive moment.

			“Look at this mess!” he roared, gesturing wildly towards the splattered chili. “Useless, just completely useless!”

			He paced back and forth erratically for a minute while I remained as still as possible in the chair, trying to make myself smaller, less noticeable, less provoking, though I knew it hardly made a difference. His anger was always like a wildfire; I was always trapped in the blaze, with no way out and no one to call for help. At that moment, there was little I could say or do to bring him back to his senses. All I could hope for was that he would calm down enough to let me assist him—get him some food, help him to bed, and just be the typical version and definition of a wife I had watched my mother, sisters, and other women be.

			I imagined those women weren’t getting the same treatment that I was; I wished I were in their shoes and had a husband who actually loved me. This was not the life I had envisioned, and this was not the marriage I had hoped for. I was bound to a chair, literally, and metaphorically bound to a man whose love, or lack thereof, had curdled into something dark and, sometimes, torturous. I didn’t deserve any of this; I just wanted to go back to being the quiet little girl from small-town Indiana, plowing the soil, planting seeds, and riding an old, muddy John Deere tractor on the farm with her father. I wanted out. Little did I know things were about to get even worse for me.

			From the corner of my eye, I could see that Phil had finally stopped pacing. He was again standing by the stove and the burning chili. Suddenly, he snatched the pot from the stove with the contents—hot oil, simmering spices, burnt and charred beans—bubbling from the heat and, without a word of warning, he flung the hot chili towards me. It landed with a terrifying splat—boiling liquid splashing across my left arm, scorching and burning the skin off my arm. Some of it also got on my right arm, but towards the very top, and the blistering heat on my skin felt like it was penetrating the nerves within.

			I screamed at the top of my lungs, not just from the physical agony but from the shock and the realization of what he had just done. The pain was immediate, blinding, and searing, as if my flesh and entire body had been set aflame. Bound and burning, I squirmed in the chair, trying in vain to find some relief. The ropes around my wrists and ankles only tightened, further trapping me in this hellish position while my skin felt as though it were melting. At some point, as I continued trying to stretch my arms and dust off some of the burning chili, I realized I couldn’t feel my arms anymore. I was slowly going numb. The warmth of the tears streaming down my face was the only sensation I could feel.

			Meanwhile, Phil just stood there, breathing heavily, his chest heaving up and down as he watched me suffer. There was no hint of remorse and empathy in his eyes—only the satisfaction of exerting control over and inflicting pain on me. The mother of his three young children. Right there and then, I knew that any sliver of hope of rebuilding my marriage was completely lost. This man I married did not see me as someone deserving of love in any measure, and he was probably just a couple more half-empty whiskey glasses away from killing me off, getting me out of his life, and ridding me of mine.

			His voice, which had been booming and furious all night, now took on a chilling calm. “Maybe that’ll teach you not to leave me starving and messing things up around here, you stupid bitch!”

			And those were the last words I heard before everything finally went silent.
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