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      Stella stood in her kitchen, hands balled up at her sides, staring out the window above the sink, happy she wasn’t seeing her reflection staring back at her, knowing what she looked like today. She bent her head and rubbed her temples with her fingertips. Her temples. One of the few places that didn’t hurt when she touched the skin.

      When she saw herself in the bathroom mirror that morning, the truth hit her in the gut, almost as hard as Robert’s fist last night. The awful reality glared at her in a spectacularly colorful display of proof: a swollen left eye, rimmed in a light-purple bruise, blood caked under her nostrils, left cheek puffy and discolored. Reminded her of when she had the mumps as a kid. She noticed a ringing in her left ear that was not tinnitus. Perhaps a busted ear drum?

      She didn’t know. Might never know, since she wasn’t allowed to visit the doctor’s office. Robert said Corvallis, a town of 58,000 people in central western Oregon, was too small, everyone knew everyone else’s business. Plus he always insisted she’d be fine. Give it a couple of days, and she could resume her normal duties—cleaning house, going to the local super market, watering the front lawn, preparing meals—all tasks Robert expected an obedient wife to perform in exchange for the good life she and the twins were privileged to live. Thanks to Robert’s position as head of the Spanish Department at Oregon State University.

      After washing her face with cool water and applying gobs of make-up, Stella looked reasonably okay, as long as no one came too close. The waves of her long, dark hair hid the sides of her face and neck. So there was that. She hobbled downstairs and limped to the kitchen table, left leg hitching at every step. Pain shot from her knee to her thigh and she gently lowered herself onto the chair.

      The burner phone she’d bought lay next to the bowl of fruit in the center of the table, and she reached for it with her left arm. Ouch! Her left arm only stretched out half-way before another zinger flew from her wrist to her elbow. She gently laid that arm on the table and grasped the phone with her right hand.

      She’d memorized the number the private investigator found yesterday when she called him from the only phone booth still in existence in this town. Everyone nowadays owned a cell phone, but why get rid of a functioning telephone? Thank goodness someone in the city government was old-fashioned enough to stick with a good thing.

      Robert checked all her incoming and outgoing calls each night after work. She couldn’t take the chance he’d see a number he didn’t recognize. He’d think Stella was having an affair with Phillip Milton. Which she wasn’t and never would, of course. She’d honored her marriage vows for eighteen years. She wasn’t about to take any chances at this point anyway. Not when she finally saw a teensy glimmer of hope on the horizon.

      If the phone number Phillip Milton gave her was correct, all she had to do was punch it in and hope to God her sister Katrina answered. Stella’s options for changing her and her seventeen year old twins’ lives hung in the balance. What if Katrina answered but didn’t want to talk to Stella? Stella had not spoken to Kat in ten years. Robert wouldn’t allow it. But Katrina didn’t know that.

      “What is wrong with me?” she whispered to no one. But she knew the answer. This was her last hope, and she was so sick and tired of disappointment being her constant companion. Just one more ounce of it and she knew she’d just give up. Give up and succumb to her fate. Live the remainder of her days with a man who wouldn’t let her go. Continue to be married to an abusive bastard for another eighteen years. She was forty years old —that would make her fifty-eight then! Holy tomoly! The only way she’d ever leave Corvallis would be in a coffin. Even then, Robert would bury her in the Corvallis cemetery, so she’d never be able to escape this place.

      “Please answer, Katrina.” Tears dribbled down Stella’s cheeks. She swiped them with her functioning right hand. “Suck it up, Stella.”

      She straightened her sore back, shook her head like a wet dog, pressed the eleven numbers, then listened to the ringing.
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      “Monarch Manes. This is Katrina Swanson. Can I help you?”

      Stella’s lips parted. She held her breath. The P.I. had found Katrina. He’d really found her sister. My God! Stella hadn’t one-hundred percent believed it when Phillip Milton gave her a number for her sister. Stella found Milton in the yellow pages of an old phone book months ago, never believing he’d track down her sister. After all these years, Katrina had married and thus, had a different last name. No longer Katrina Montgomery, she was now Katrina Swanson.

      “This is Monarch Manes. Is anyone there? Can I help you?”

      Stella opened her mouth to speak, and nothing came out, her surprise so great, speaking seemed unimaginable. “Katrina,” she whispered.

      “Excuse me. I can hardly hear you. Hey, turn off the blow dryer for a second, will you Hello? Whoever this is, could you speak up a bit, please?”

      Stella cleared her throat. “Katrina, it’s Stella.”

      “Could I have a little quiet around here?” Kat shouted.

      Stella heard voices in the background, then silence.

      “Stella? Is that really you?”

      More tears slid down Stella’s cheeks, and she sighed. Then she smiled. Katrina hadn’t hung up on her. Maybe everything was going to be all right. “Yes, it’s me. Please tell me you don’t hate me, Kat. He wouldn’t let me look for you. I had to hire a private investigator to find you. But it’s really you. I can’t believe it.”

      “Stella, where the hell are you? Jesus Christ. What the fuck happened to you? I called you a hundred times. You never answered. And there was no answering machine. You weren’t listed anywhere when I did a Google search for you and Robert. I can’t believe I’m talking to you right now. Goddamn.”

      Stella heard the distinct click of the key in the front door and immediately glimpsed at the clock on the wall—10:45 in the morning. What was Robert doing home? He taught a Spanish class five days a week at 10 a.m.

      “Stella!” Robert called out.

      Stella cupped her hand to the side of her mouth, covering the edge of the burner phone. “I’ll call you back, Kat. Don’t call me. Please. If I ever want to see you again. Do. Not. Call. Me. Back.” She pressed the red key to end the call, then stuffed the phone in the front pocket of her jeans, stood, pulled down her shirt past her waistline to cover the bulge in her pocket, then did her best to walk without hobbling toward the front room.

      “There you are, honey.” Robert pulled Stella toward his chest and kissed the top of her head.

      “What are you doing home so early?” Stella’s words came out muffled, her mouth squished against Robert’s starched, white button-down shirt.

      He grasped her upper arms and leaned back.

      Stella’s eyes widened when she noticed a smudge of pink lipstick smeared around a button of his pure-white shirt.

      Robert glanced down, then raised his eyes slowly to meet hers. “You do know how to get that out, right?” he said, his voice low and threatening.

      Stella nodded, tears imminent. She hurt all over and couldn’t take any more today. Please, not again today. “I’m sorry, Robert. I can get a freshly ironed one for you right now.”

      “That’s good to hear. So… you happy to see me? I had to cancel class. There was a fire in the first floor of the building. They evacuated us, and by then class was half over, so I decided to come home for a quickie.” He smiled and rubbed his groin against her stomach.

      She felt his arousal, and at the same time her mouth began to water. She knew she was close to throwing up. But she hadn’t eaten anything yet today. She had a hard time keeping anything down after he beat her, the anxiety and stress so intense, her stomach constantly clenched as if someone were holding that organ in their hands and squeezing—all… day… long. Sometimes it took weeks before she could eat a complete meal. She’d lost ten pounds and at one-hundred and fifteen, she wasn’t the picture of health she had been “back in the day.”

      Robert tipped her head with his finger and she had no choice but to look in his eyes.

      “I’m not feeling too good today, Robert.”

      He rubbed up against her again, leaned down and skimmed her lips with his tongue. “Having sex is good for relaxing, Stell. Let me make love to you. Show you how sorry I am about last night. It was all a misunderstanding.”

      Stella drew her eyebrows down and tilted her head. “What did I misunderstand, Robert?”

      “I thought you and that guy you were talking to in the front yard were acting… I don’t know. Squirrely. Like you were having a little you-know-what with him while I was at the university.”

      Stella drew in a breath, backed up two steps until Robert’s hands dropped from her shoulders. “He’s the gardener you told me to hire to put in the sprinkler system for the new sod you planted. If you didn’t want a man coming around the house, you shouldn’t have told me to hire him.”

      Robert edged slowly toward her, his face void of expression, eyes locked on hers. “Oh, you have quite a mouth on you today, Stella, my love. Don’t you get sassy with me, though it is a bit of a turn-on.” He rubbed against her again and again, his erection growing. “I saw the way you two were looking at each other. I know I hired him. Sod and a sprinkler system will make your life much easier. I did it for you, my darling. No more hand-watering, no wasted time in the front yard for everyone to see you in your—” He took in her jean shorts and ribbed T-shirt with a slow glance. “Your clingy top with your… your private parts practically falling out of those too-short shorts.”

      Stella’s insides squeezed together, from her throat to her intestines. She was wearing a pair of baggy jean shorts to almost her knees and her “stretchy” cotton top was at least two sizes too big. Robert was delusional on top of everything else. But she knew if she answered him in any way that remotely inched toward sticking up for herself, his anger would escalate.

      She couldn’t take another round like last night. The exhaustion, pain, and anger, the disappointment and fear balled up in her stomach like a python. She had to become the actress she’d dreamed of becoming when she was a teenager. This was her opportunity to prove to herself she could shine under the imaginary lights of a movie camera.

      She pressed her palms on Robert’s chest and stared in his eyes with a subtle smile on her lips. “Let’s not argue, baby. We have bigger things to attend to,” she whispered as she inched her hands down his chest to his leather belt, unhinged the buckle, and slid the zipper down as slowly as she could while sliding her tongue round and round her lips.

      “Not here, babe.” The timber of Robert’s voice deepened with each word.

      “Why not here?” Stella grasped onto his hands while gently lowering herself to the puffy white rug in front of the fireplace.

      Robert followed her, pushed her down until she lay flat on the rug then straddled her.

      She knew what he liked, and as sickening as it felt to please him, she took advantage of his arousal in all the ways he enjoyed until they lay side by side, his breathing heavy and loud in her ear as he slept.

      How many more times would she have to do this? How many more years would she be jailed in this marriage cell before she’d be able to escape? And please God don’t call me back, Kat. She hadn’t had time to hide the burner phone yet.

      I’ll try again tomorrow, Katrina. I swear I will.

      I can’t live like this any longer.
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      The twins, Loreen and Gabriel, would arrive home in a few hours. Robert returned to campus, where he taught afternoon classes five days a week. Stella had a lot to do before her husband came home for dinner. Shop for his favorite ingredients (a mixture of zucchini, onions, mushrooms, and tomatoes scooped over white rice) and hide the burner phone before he found it.

      She watched enough true-life movies to know, if he found the phone and called the number for Monarch Manes and Katrina answered, he might recognize her voice. Of course, he’d wonder why she was calling her sister, since he forbade Stella to have anything to do with her sister almost ten years ago.

      Robert had never liked Stella’s sister. He thought Kat’s bleached blonde hair, cut short with died black roots, the many tattoos that graced her arms and shoulders, and the “horrendous” nose ring (his words) would be a bad influence on Stella as well as the children. Robert believed Kat’s non-conformist behavior would “rub off” on Stella, somehow turn her against him. Little did he know Stella didn’t need any prompting or suggestions from anyone in order to come to the decision, her husband was a horrible human being and she should get out of the marriage.

      No matter how many times Robert said he was sorry, Stella had endured too many trips to the E.R. with stories about falling down the stairs at home or backing the car out of the garage just as the electric door came down on the windshield, and on and on… Stella would not and could not forgive him for the physical and psychological harm he continued to inflict on her.

      And by familial osmosis, the emotional damage inflicted on the twins as well.

      Stella drove to the grocery store to pick up the necessary items for the night’s dinner, during which time she contemplated the best plan for hiding the phone. In the event Kat did phone Stella back, Stella didn’t want Robert to hear the ringtone or the vibration. She’d shut it off, then hide it “where the sun don’t shine,” as the old expression went. And where would that be? The basement, of course.

      Robert would never suspect Stella of ever going to the basement. She was deathly and unbelievably afraid of spiders, and there were always spiders down there. She refused to even open the basement door, no matter how many times Robert promised he’d venture down there with her and protect her from any arachnids that might, literally, be hanging around. But Stella had a plan to help with her arachnophobia in order to hide the phone.

      In this case, she convinced herself to run to the basement, not look around, put the burner phone in a spot at the very back, underneath the window located at ground level on the side of the house, then rush out… holding her breath the entire time. All she’d be able to think about was finishing the task and taking her next breath. The whole deed would take less than a minute, she told herself. She’d crack the window open slightly and that way, when she needed to call Kat back, she’d walk to the front yard, reach inside, and grab it… and never have to return to the basement ever again. She shivered. Just the thought caused goosebumps to pop out up and down her arms.

      In the meantime, given the fact Kat had not hung up on Stella, she hoped her sister would be her savior. That she and the twins would be able to abandon their lives in Corvallis and head to Monarch Bay where Kat lived. They’d stay with Kat until Stella got her feet firmly on the ground, then she and the kids could get a place of their own.

      Meanwhile, Stella had to make sure dinner was ready to eat by the appropriate time Robert wanted… or more appropriately, that he demanded. The kids would both be home soon as well. They, too, knew the penalty for arriving home late. So at four o’clock they’d march in the house, expecting a snack before dinner arrived on the table promptly at six o’clock.

      Stella unpacked the groceries, began rinsing the veggies, then sliced and diced them. She heard the front door open and glanced at the clock—3:59 p.m. Right on time. She hated that her kids had to grow up living under the same roof with a tyrant like Robert, as if they were in boot camp for the marines. Oh, yes, Robert could be sweet and gentle and caring. He had the ability to laugh and talk like a “normal” father. But in between those infrequent times when he was on his best behavior, there lurked an angry, vicious, violent, foul-mouthed bastard who enjoyed beating his wife and yelling at his kids for some ridiculous made-up reasons that made sense only to him.

      “Mom! Hey! Wassup?” Gabriel sauntered into the kitchen, jeans hanging so low on his hips, she could see the top of his maroon boxer shorts.

      Robert continuously told Gabe not to wear his pants “slipping half-way off his ass” —Robert’s words. Stella hoped he’d pull them up and use a belt before Robert returned home for supper.

      Gabe also wore his dark hair way too long for Robert’s liking —straight and often pulled into a pony tail or a man-bun, which irked Robert to no end. Stella wondered if Gabe wore it that way on purpose to make Robert mad.

      Tiny wisps of dark hair grew above Gabe’s lip. Not exactly a mustache, it made Gabe look even more “unkempt.” Robert’s words again. But for some reason Stella couldn’t fathom, Robert never followed through with his threats of taking a hair trimmer and shaving off Gabe’s hair and mustache if Gabe didn’t “toe the line,” another one of Robert’s favorite expressions. Perhaps he was afraid Gabriel would retaliate? Seventeen years old, Gabe had shot up like a pistol in the last year, in weight and height. At 6 feet 2 inches, 185 pounds, Gabe now outweighed Robert and was taller than his father.

      Loreen followed Gabe into the kitchen, a pink Hello Kitty backpack hanging over her shoulder. Stella always wondered where Loreen got her white-blonde hair. Robert’s hair was dark brown, Stella’s auburn and wavy. Many times Robert accused Stella of having a lover, that Loreen wasn’t his child. No matter how many times Stella offered to take a DNA test, Robert refused. and she knew why. He just enjoyed criticizing Stella in whatever ways he could, his love of contention and dissension overwhelming and consistent.

      The one compliment Robert deigned to give to Stella was that his gorgeous daughter took after her mother in the “looks department.” Loreen had huge brown eyes, a wide pouty mouth, and high cheekbones, as did Stella. Too bad Robert enjoyed smacking Stella’s face so often. One day Stella wouldn’t recover from his backhanding her and break all the bones in that “beautiful” face. And then what? He certainly wouldn’t pay the expense for plastic surgery.

      He was miserly when it came to handing over his money for things that didn’t benefit him directly but thought nothing of buying himself a new car or suit for work. He always shopped at the best department stores in Portland for his clothes, whereas the rest of the family could damn well go to Shop and Save in Corvallis. His selfishness knew no bounds.

      Stella’s heart squeezed when she looked at her children. She loved the twins more than her own life. They were always so upbeat and affectionate. With her. Never Robert.

      She had to get them out from under Robert’s influence before he did irreparable harm, all the while knowing harm already had been sorely meted out. However, Stella stayed hopeful and prayed for the possibility the harm would vanish with time, once she got them away from their father.

      Stella turned toward her son, wiping her hands on a towel as she leaned closer to him. He kissed her on the cheek. Stella winced and quickly turned back to the sink. She’d covered the bruises on her face with a ton of very expensive make-up. Funny how Robert never mentioned the fifty-plus dollars on the credit card statement she had to spend on facial accoutrements to hide his “handiwork.”

      He meticulously perused every receipt. Why had she paid so much for avocados? Though he knew dam well they were expensive any time of the year and he had to have his guacamole with chips for a snack …or else. So what was she supposed to do? Damned if she did and damned if she didn’t. But fifty dollar make-up? Hmm. He never mentioned that.

      Gabe looked at the pile of vegetables on the sideboard. “Again, Mom? Jesus H. Christ. Can’t we ever be like a normal family and have pizza or mac and cheese or something?”

      Stella shook her head, then took a quick look in Loreen’s direction. “How’re you doing, honey? Did you take that Calculus exam?”

      Loreen hugged her mom from behind and grabbed a baby tomato from the colander. “Aced it. Least I’m pretty sure I did. Gabe, I like this ghoulish shit Mom makes. I eat enough pizza over at Mario’s house.”

      Stella turned and leaned her backside against the lip of the sink. “First of all, the shit, as you call it, Loreen, isn’t ghoulish. It’s goulash. And who is Mario?”

      Loreen fiddled with the pocket of her backpack, seemingly searching for something, though Stella felt it was Loreen’s way of gaining time enough to think of an explanation for Mario’s identity.

      “Mo-om. He’s just a friend from school. He and I sometimes take lunch breaks together. Go to the pizza place down the street from the high school. Nothin’s goin’ on. Don’t worry. I’m not pregnant or anything.”

      Stella puckered her lips. “I never said you were having sex with the boy. I asked you who he was.”

      Loreen slung her backpack over her shoulder and looked her mom in the eyes. “Well I’m not fucking him, and I have no intention of doing so. Can I go study now?”

      Stella placed the towel she’d been holding on the kitchen table and walked slowly toward Loreen, standing an inch from her face. “If your father ever heard you talking like that, he’d have a conniption fit. Please be careful, Lo. His anger frightens me.”

      Loreen smirked. “What’s he gonna do, Mom? Hit me like he does you?”

      Stella drew back, feeling her face slacken. Yet she’d known this was coming, hadn’t she? There was no way her kids hadn’t either surreptitiously seen Robert hit her or they’d heard her muffled screams when he was forcing himself on her behind closed doors. Or… come on, Stella. They weren’t blind. Make-up couldn’t cover everything, and her kids were anything but gullible and stupid. Teenagers these days were a helluva lot more savvy than Stella had been at their age.

      They knew.

      And Stella hated that they knew.

      She’d better talk to them soon about her plans for their future. She guessed they’d dislike moving, leaving their friends and prom night and all the festivities still to come in their senior year. But if everything went according to Stella’s plan, they’d be out of Corvallis way before end-of-year senior activities. Hopefully, only a few days from now.

      “Your father does not hit you, Loreen.” Stella leaned in and hugged her daughter, hard.

      “But he does hit you, Mom.” Loreen glanced at her brother then pointed in his direction. “He knows too. We’re not fucking stupid. Just cause we’re only seventeen doesn’t mean we’re blind.”

      Gabriel joined them and put his arm around his mother’s shoulders. “I’m getting to the age where I could be the, quote unquote, man of the house, Mom. I could deck that son of a bitch with my bare fists. Which is what I’m gonna do the next time I hear him using you like his personal fucking punching bag.”

      Stella opened her mouth. It was time to tell them her plans. But, no. There wasn’t time. She’d need at least fifteen minutes of uninterrupted time in order to explain it all to both of them.

      “Stella! Stella!”

      The sound of Robert’s bellowing grated on Stella’s ears like cats squalling in the middle of the night. It hurt her ear drums… and her soul. He knew exactly where she was at this time of day. Hovering over a boiling hot oven, no matter the weather. The house didn’t have A/C since in Corvallis it was usually raining or… raining.

      Stella hated living here. But Robert accepted an offer he stated he “could not refuse.” So they’d moved out of gorgeous Monterey, near Carmel-by-the-Sea, to Corvallis, Oregon! Nothing against Oregon, but Stella grew up in Monterey with her foster parents, Fiona and Nason Dominguez. It was paradise on earth compared to this wet burg.

      But she didn’t have time for reminiscing about the loving home Fiona and Nason gave both Stella and Katrina after their parents were killed. Robert was home, and dinner was expected on the table at six o’clock. Sharp!

      “I’m in here. With Loreen and Gabriel,” Stella called out.

      “Where the hell else does he think you’d be, for fuck’s sake?” Gabe grumbled.

      Stella gave him “the eye” and turned toward her husband as he waltzed into the house carrying a bouquet of sunflowers in one hand and a box of chocolates in the other.

      He bent his head to kiss Stella on the lips, then widened the kiss and practically stuck his tongue down her throat.

      Stella pulled back, almost gagging, and swiped at her lips with the back of her hand. “Robert, for goodness sake. The kids!”

      Robert laughed out loud. “I think our kids, at seventeen years of age, know what a French kiss is. How do they think they got here, if their parents weren’t having mad and passionate sex?”

      Gabriel and Loreen both stood behind Robert and mimicked puking while pointing down their throats with their index fingers.

      Robert shrugged and placed the sunflowers and candy on the kitchen table then turned and grabbed Stella, pulling her in close. He ground his hips into her groin and bent for another kiss.

      Stella could not do this. A sick feeling bubbled inside her stomach, nausea imminent. She wondered what he’d do if she actually threw up in his mouth. The thought made her even more nauseated, and she pulled away.

      “I have to tend to dinner, Robert, otherwise we won’t eat until seven, if that.”

      “You should have started prepping sooner then, my darling. We need time alone, Stella.” He lowered his voice to a near whisper. “The kids are always hanging around at night, either in their bedrooms with the doors open or in the family room. There’s never any time for lovemaking. They’d hear every sound we make.” He shifted his eyebrows up and down.

      Stella wanted to laugh in his face. He reminded her of Charlie Chaplin. Did he really think the kids couldn’t hear Stella crying out in pain? Even though Robert waited until the middle of the night to fulfill his sexual fantasies and Stella tried to muffle her cries into a pillow, their “lovemaking” was never quiet. She was almost sure the twins heard them sometimes.

      Stella thought of what Robert meant by “making love.” What a crock of you-know-what. She hadn’t “made love” to her husband for more than ten years. Right around the time he felt comfortable throwing her around, hitting her with his hands, punching her with his fists, forcing himself on her when she was exhausted from taking care of the twins all day, having his meals prepared on time, mowing and watering the lawn, tending the garden, keeping a tidy house. He was a complete narcissist. Her life had to be all about him.

      And she had to get out.

      Sooner rather than later.

      She didn’t want to go to jail for murdering her husband. Not that she’d ever do such a thing. But murderous thoughts had begun to invade her mind. When he was having his way with her, whether sexually or physically abusing her, she wished he were dead. She’d imagine hiding a ten-inch serrated knife under a pillow, reaching for it as he grunted and heaved above her late at night. She’d grasp the knife handle and plunge it into his back over and over and over, blood spurting from his wounds, covering the bed sheets, dripping onto her spread legs. Psycho Part 3.

      She dreamed of him not living here any longer… or rather living at all.

      But… he wasn’t going anywhere.

      She was.
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      Back to dinner at the Walker house.

      Since the beginning, Stella loved spending time with her kids. Robert had marveled at their birth. At the hospital, in the nursery, he was amazed he could love two little human beings so much. But truth be told, the moment they departed the Corvallis Medical Facility and crossed the threshold of their home, well… everything about them seemed to irritate him.

      Twins meant double duty—for everything. Invariably at the same time. They would both wake up every two hours and want to be fed. Stella needed help, because she’d nursed both of them. So Robert had to hold one and walk the hallways in the middle of the night until Stella finished nursing the other and put him (or her) back into the crib. Then she’d grab the baby from Robert and nurse him (or her) and let Robert go back to sleep.

      Robert complained about the disruption to his sleep schedule. He had to be at the university to prepare for classes, and his mind wasn’t clear, he said. He needed his rest, he complained.

      Robert abruptly forced her to stop nursing, even though she had enough milk for both the kids for many more months. He insisted they learn to drink formula, then insisted they begin eating jar baby food at an earlier age than the doctor suggested. And so it went for the first year. Until the twins slept through the night. Robert wanted their life back, he said. And the sooner the better.

      So when the twins began to walk and talk and disobey and get into trouble as all kids do, the thrill was far, far gone… for Robert. He was not enthralled about being a father. And it showed. He punished both of them constantly. Not in a physical way but rather an emotional one. He never spanked them. In fact, he never touched them at all. He didn’t want to pick them up and hold them and cuddle them. He didn’t like to be drooled on. He didn’t enjoy feeding them baby food. Too messy. He thought it looked like vomit, and he didn’t want to mess up his clothes. He refused to help Stella at the twins’ meal times.

      As the years passed, Robert’s interest in the twins waned more and more. By the time they were teenagers, the thrill had been gone for a long, long time. He refused to talk to them about their days. He definitely would not allow any arguments. He laid the law down concerning whatever he wanted them to do—what time to be home at night, whose houses they were allowed to visit, where they could hang out, what restaurants and stores he felt were appropriate to eat and shop. And his word was law. Period. No discussions. And they better abide by every single one of them. He was the penultimate dictator. He never got physical. In fact, he almost never yelled either. And he wouldn’t tolerate being yelled at or talked to in a disrespectful manner.

      Or else.

      And the “or else” consisted of taking away privileges. The kids knew if they didn’t agree to his demands, they would have to stay home on the weekends, return home from school early, drop out of any team sports they’d signed up for. Basically, Robert believed in education in the book sense only. No field trips. No watching high school baseball or football or basketball games. The twins weren’t allowed to just be teenagers. And Stella knew they resented him for that to the core of their being. Perhaps they resented her as well for not sticking up for them… and for herself.

      The twins wanted a dog. Robert wouldn’t allow it. He said he’d be the one to care for the pet when they got bored with it, though it was obvious that job would default to Stella, and everyone knew it. And Stella wouldn’t have minded. She’d grown up with chocolate labs once she and Kat moved in with Fiona and Nason. It was an experience Stella believed every child (every person actually) should have. But Robert disagreed. All he could envision (you guessed it) was poop, vomit, pee, missing shoes, chewed up slippers.

      In fact, when Stella gave the situation thorough thought, Robert felt the same about the twins as he did about dogs. The difference was it was human poop, human vomit, his missing shoes, chewed up kid toys that his hard-earned money had purchased. Stella felt he wished he could return the twins the same as he would have returned a puppy to the shelter. And it distressed her every single day that her two amazing and beautiful children would grow up feeling Robert’s dislike and inattention.

      So… Stella treated the twins special every day of their lives, to make up for Robert’s negligence bordering on outright dismissal of their existence. Robert called Stella’s behavior going “overboard.” Said she spoiled them to death. In Stella’s mind, she was acting as any loving mother would. She would do anything for them. Did anything and everything for them. Maybe she did spoil them. But, who else would do so, if not for her?

      Robert was a neglectful parent. He “brought home the bacon” —his words—but that was the extent of his involvement. Except for setting down his never-ending rules and regulations for them to follow, he didn’t have much to do with them. He was an absent father, not literally but figuratively. Which was worse, in Stella’s opinion.

      Naturally the twins didn’t like all the rules governing their every move. And Stella guessed they didn’t much like their father either. So when the beatings started when the twins were around seven years old… and continued to the present… the twins grew to hate him. And Stella didn’t think it had taken them ten years to hate him either. They just didn’t say anything outright until recently—grumblings and swearing that Stella heard when they thought she wasn’t near. So she tried to intervene. Make excuses for Robert’s behavior. But the older they got, the less she was able to make her point appear even the least bit believable to either of them. It was useless.

      All Stella wanted was a peaceful and loving home atmosphere, but Robert’s way of parenting, if it could be called that, did nothing but foment more arguments as the twins got older. After they entered high school, arguments escalated to the point of no return, making Stella wonder if physical beatings would soon be the norm, since Robert’s words were meaningless and stupid to the twins at that age and, little by little, they’d become vocal in their resistance.

      She wanted her children to have a fun and happy youth, and if it were Robert’s decision they’d both be sitting in their rooms studying, come to the table and eat without speaking, then return to their rooms for more studying then go to bed as soon as possible.

      Stella had to get the three of them out of there before more damage was done.

      Back to dinner at the Walkers’s house.

      Stella stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “Dinner, kids!” She returned to the kitchen and set the table and transferred bowls of rice and goulash to the middle of the table for easy access.

      Robert walked in, washed his hands at the sink, and sat down at the head of the table.

      Stella sat at the other end across from him and placed the cloth napkin Robert insisted they use in her lap, then looked at her husband and frowned. “What’s wrong, Robert? You seem angry.”

      He didn’t wait for the kids and scooped a pile of rice and goulash onto his plate. “Did you make garlic bread?”

      Stella closed her eyes and sighed. “I knew I forgot something.” She placed both hands on the table and was about to stand. “It’s not too late. I have a loaf of French bread that I⁠—”

      “Never mind, Stella. If you had a brain, I think you’d play with it.”

      Stella shoved her chair back and stood. “No need to talk to me like that, Robert. I’ve had a lot on my mind lately.”

      “Where were you this afternoon when I phoned?”

      Stella grabbed the loaf of bread and a serrated knife (oh, how she’d love to use it to cut off something else!) and began cutting individual slices. “Right here.” She found the bottle of garlic spread and a butter knife and went to work preparing the bread for broiling.

      “I asked you a question, Stella. Where were you?”

      Stella opened the oven and shoved the tray under the broiler. “I was right here all day long. Oh, wait. I did go to the store; but that didn’t take long. Why do you ask?”

      “Where’s your phone?”

      The twins bounded down the stairs, their heavy footfalls sounding like a herd of cattle crossing the plains. They sat down and began ladling food onto their plates.

      “In my purse, I would imagine, Robert.” She shrugged. “You can go look if you so desire. It’s right over there.” She pointed to the side of the counter near the front room doorway.

      “What’s going on?” Loreen said.

      “Yeah, what’s the big deal with your phone, Mom?” Gabriel asked.

      “No one asked for your opinion, Gabriel,” Robert said. “This is between me and your mother.”

      Gabriel took a forkful of food and didn’t look up from his plate. Loreen did the same. They knew something was brewing, knew when to shut up.

      “Bring me your purse, Stella,” Robert said in a monotone.

      Stella grabbed the oven mitt and pulled the garlic bread out from under the broiler, set the pan on top of the stove, then grasped her purse, shoved her hand into both sides. “It’s not here. What the heck happened to it? No wonder I didn’t hear your call. I don’t know where my phone is.”

      “Do you know how much that cell phone cost me, Stella? Six hundred dollars. And sixty dollars a month for service. Find it.”

      “If I knew where it was, we wouldn’t be having this discussion.”

      She felt movement behind her before hands grabbed her shoulders and twisted her around. The look on Robert’s face told her everything she didn’t want to deal with tonight.

      “I pinged your phone, Stella.”

      “What do you mean, you pinged my phone?”

      “If you weren’t so dumb, you’d know what I mean.”

      “Don’t call her dumb,” Gabe shouted, pushed his chair back, then walked toward his father.

      Stella shook her head. “Keep out of this, Gabriel. This is between your father and me.”

      “The hell it is,” Gabe snarled. “I’m tired of watching the way he treats you, Mom. You’ve gotta be sick of it too.”

      It suddenly dawned on Stella. How very, very much Gabriel had grown. Robert had met his match.

      Robert threw out an arm toward Gabriel to fend him off, and Gabriel swiped it away, then shoved Robert in the chest. Robert stumbled backward, regained his balance, then powered forward, head down, and blasted Gabriel in the stomach with his head, knocking him to the floor.

      Stella grasped wildly for a piece of Robert’s clothing to pull him off Gabriel but only met with air.

      Gabriel must have gotten the wind knocked out of him. He lay on the floor gasping for air.

      Stella rushed to his side, knelt down next to him. “Gabriel?” She took his face in her hands, looked into his glazed eyes. “Are you okay?”

      He struggled to sit up, shaking his head side to side. “I’m okay, Mom.” He stood and faced his father. “You can’t treat her that way anymore. Do you hear me?”

      Robert smirked. Smirked! Stella wanted to slap him across the face, she was so angry.

      “Everything that happens between your mother and me is between the two of us. She’s not your wife. She’s mine.”

      “You don’t own her. And she’ll always be my mother. Whereas I hope someday she won’t be your wife any longer.”

      Robert’s nostrils flared, fists balled into rock-hard masses of anger. She grabbed Robert’s bicep and squeezed. “No more, Robert. Please. Let’s just finish dinner and forget this ever happened.”

      Gabriel stalked out of the kitchen, clomped up the stairs. His bedroom door slammed shut.

      Robert jerked his arm out of Stella’s grasp and glared down at her. “He can’t get away with speaking to me that way. Where does he get off saying he’s hoping for the day you and I won’t be together any longer. Where did he get that idea, Stella?”

      Stella seethed, as if her insides were boiling, her stomach a fiery cauldron of hatred. He could beat up on her, but he damn well could not beat up on Gabriel. She took a deep breath and ignored him, slowly sat back down in her chair. She took hold of her fork with shaking hands and dipped it into her food. Her hand wobbled so badly she was surprised any goulash made it into her mouth.

      She wished to God she had the inner strength to tell Robert how much she hated him. How she wished Gabe had pushed him to the floor and Robert had smashed his head into the corner of the doorway, killing him instantly. Instead, as always, Stella remained quiet as a mouse, knowing it was best for everyone she remain submissive, if her plans were to come to fruition.

      Loreen remained silent during the dinner debacle. Stella hoped she’d continue to keep her mouth shut. Stella just wanted everything to stop. She wanted off this train. It was derailing, headed for disaster.

      Robert was so unbelievably angry Stella couldn’t find her phone. But what did he mean, he’d pinged her phone? Thank God she’d hidden the burner phone. There was no way she could explain having a burner phone in her purse.

      Robert tucked his napkin into his shirt underneath his chin and picked up his fork. “No answer, Stella? Where did Gabriel get that idea?”

      Loreen stood. “Excuse me. I’m not feeling well.” She put her plate in the sink and walked out of the room.

      Stella lifted her gaze to stare into Robert’s eyes. “I have never wanted to leave you, Robert. Gabriel was just angry. Ignore him. Let’s eat our dinner, okay?” She smiled at him, amazed at her ability to not spit in his face.

      “Your phone
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