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“This is a true story from a lady
who’s been there.”

— Michael LaRocca,
Inscriptions Magazine

 


“Chasing the
Demons is the first book in a series of three. There is no
traditional climax and anticlimax; instead, the novel clearly leads
to the next with repeated references to upcoming nightmare
situations. It also functions well as a stand-alone novel. Indeed,
Chasing the Demons provides a fascinating
account of a family’s internal self-destruction and comes highly
recommended.”

— Cindy Penn,
WordWeaving

 



Chapter
1

 


Instead of being so amiable and
demure on our first date, I should have taken a gun with me and
shot him. It began with that first phone call and Diane, my older
sister, telling me, “He’s not my type, Jenny, but he’s perfect for
you.”

I should have run as fast and as
far as my long legs could carry me. Like in the many nightmares I
now must endure. In my dreams, I am forever running in slow motion,
and he is behind me swiftly closing the gap to finish his mission.
He warned us over and over. Didn’t he? To him, the family was like
a huge rock chained around his neck, dragging him down, pulling his
string, pushing the ball the opposite way he wanted it to go. His
mother referred to us in her thick El Salvador accent as “carrying
a heavy load.” Before that first phone call, what if I took another
road toward my future? What if I zigged to the right instead of
zagging to the left? Who knows where I would be now or what my life
would be like? I’m sure I wouldn’t be a heavy load or a
debilitating rock.

In retrospect, I never should
have answered that phone call or gone out with him a second time or
even said “I do” on that cold December day. Just the same, I cannot
revisit the past. My destiny was already mapped out for me by the
eons of generations past. I made my choices, right or wrong. I am
destined to follow them. Now I must deal with the
consequences.

“Our personalities clashed,”
Diane said that afternoon in February 1967. “There’s something
about him. I don’t know . . . he’s too pushy or something. For me,
anyway. But I think he’d be perfect for you, Jenny. I know you’d
like him. When he calls, I’ll tell him to ask you out
instead.”

“Don’t you dare!” I screeched and
shook my shoulder-length red hair. I gave her a warning look. “If
he wants to ask me out, let it be his idea.”

“He’s taller than you.” Hoping to
entice me, her green eyes sparkled. “All the guys you’ve dated have
been too short.”

“Well, yeah, that’s
true.”

We were sitting in our shared
bedroom, each on our twin beds, cross-legged and chewing bubble
gum. We lived in Los Angeles, about five miles from the beach. The
transistor radio sang out the latest Beatles tune, “Sergeant
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.” Diane was doing some of her
homework from her classes at UCLA while I polished my nails a
frosty-pale peach. She was studying to be a doctor. I attended UCLA
for a year and half, then decided to work full-time doing clerical
work. I was already making payments on my first car: a 1962
Chevrolet, pea green with cream-white interior.

Applying a topcoat of clear
polish, I gently blew on my nails as if that act alone would end
Diane’s idea of playing matchmaker.

“Do you think he’s cute?” Diane
asked, looking up from her studies.

“Sure. Just the same, don’t
suggest he ask me out. I don’t want to sound like I’m hard up or
anything.”

“Okay,” she sighed and tossed her
short strawberry-blonde hair. “But if you change your
mind—”

“I won’t!”

Later that afternoon, Michael
Angel Fuentes made that pivotal phone call and asked Diane for a
second date. Because of her earlier opinion of him, along with her
recent reconciliation with her boyfriend, she declined his offer.
Hanging up, she looked at me and mumbled, “Wish you would of let me
suggest he take you out.”

“I’m glad you didn’t. I’d just
die of embarrassment!”

Fifteen minutes later, the phone
rang again. Diane jumped off her bed and said, “Bet that’s Angel.
Hope he’s going to ask you out.” She hurried into the kitchen,
where the only phone in our one-story, three-bedroom house was
located. I followed her, wanting to snoop. It was Angel.

“What’s your sister doing this
weekend?” he asked. “I mean, since you’re going steady, thought I’d
ask her out. Is she attached?”

“No,” Diane replied with
excitement and a wink in my direction. I stuck my tongue out at
her.

“She’s always going steady with
someone,” Angel added.

“She’s in-between boyfriends
right now. This might be a good time. Here, I’ll let you talk to
her.” She handed the receiver to me, then stood aside to eavesdrop
on my conversation.

Taking the receiver, I rolled my
eyes toward her then said “Hello?” while my heart beat
wildly.

That was the first step. I zagged
to the left and began the unknown path toward my destiny, a destiny
that did not have a very promising future.

~

The following Saturday night
after the phone call was our first date. Angel picked me up around
seven and took me to a popular coffeehouse in Hollywood to listen
to folk music and poems being performed by various entertainers.
The performers quietly strummed their guitars and sang in soft
voices. We drank our delicately brewed cappuccino coffee while we
talked, stopping periodically to clap after each performance. The
coffeehouse was very crowded and dimly lit, except for the small
stage, which had one yellow floodlight pointing to the center of
the platform. Couples sat at individual tables or around a small
fireplace in the center of the room. The interior was filled with
cigarette and pipe smoke. The aroma, along with the essence of
exotic coffees and stale liquor, filled my senses. The espresso and
cappuccino machines kept up their steady churning and
hissing.

“Do you mind?” Angel asked while
holding up a cigarette and his lighter.

“No, not at all.” When Angel lit
the cigarette, my heart leaped. Steeped deeply in religion while
growing up, I never dated anyone who smoked. Angel Fuentes lived in
an entirely different world from mine. I never experienced anything
like it. It made me feel grown-up.

While sipping his coffee, he
began, “My parents are originally from El Salvador. They’re
separated. Their parents came from Spain. My grandmother on my
mother’s side was born in the Canary Islands.” It sounded so
exotic. A family from places that, to me, sounded almost
otherworldly. Angel sipped his coffee again, then took a puff off
his cigarette. Tapping an ash into the ashtray, he looked at me and
added, “I just finished a tour of duty in the Navy. We were
overseas for eighteen months. Went to the Philippines, Guam, even
Vietnam. Glad to be out of there. So tell me about yourself. Would
you like one?” He held the cigarette pack toward me to offer
one.

“No thank you. I’ve never really
wanted to try it.” I didn’t even drink. My parents would never
allow it. I feared their wrath if I got caught. Although I was 19,
I still lived at home. I wanted to live in my own apartment like my
girlfriends were doing. That’s why I quit UCLA and went to work to
save up the money. Sipping my coffee, I took everything in,
wide-eyed. The folk singer began a lively Irish jig.

Angel puffed his cigarette and
said, “I’m glad you don’t smoke. Any woman of mine shouldn’t smoke.
I think a woman who smokes is no lady. My woman has to dress
appropriate too. Nothing too revealing. I like the way you dress,
Jen. You’re a real gentle lady. You’ve got class. I can
tell.”

“Thanks!” I replied,
uncomfortable with such compliments. Usually a listener rather than
a talker, I let him carry most of the conversation.

“My ex-girlfriend smoked, and she
always smelled like cigarettes. I hated that, especially when I
kissed her.” He snickered at the memory. “My mom didn’t like her
because she never wore dresses or shoes. Imagine that. Always wore
pants and went barefoot, even in the winter. She always said she
wished she were a boy. She moved to Alaska. Bet she doesn’t go
barefoot in Alaska, especially in the winter.” We both laughed this
time, nervous laughter. “She wanted me to go with her, move to
Alaska. That’s why we broke up . . . that and her smoking, I mean.
At first, I was tempted, but I couldn’t leave my mom and grandma
alone. They depend totally on me now. Family’s important to me.” He
took a long drag off his cigarette, then set it in the ashtray. His
deep-brown eyes swept over me, looking me up and down.

We listened to the folk singer
until he finished his set. We applauded along with the audience as
he set his guitar against the wall, then stepped down off the
platform. Angel lit another cigarette and took a long draw; then he
blew smoke rings above his head. Looking back at me, he said,
“Well, now that you know everything there is to know about me, tell
me about yourself. Where’re you from?”

“Allandale. It’s above San
Francisco. The grape and raisin capital of California. But we moved
to L.A. when I was four years old. Diane was five.”

“Oh. What’s your ancestry? I
mean, if you don’t mind my asking.”

“Well, I’m mostly French and
Cherokee.”

“Cherokee Indian! I’ve never
known any Indians before.” He held up his hand and said,
“How!”

My face felt flushed, and a quick
anger went through me, then disappeared. Perhaps the Cherokee
ancestry in my blood was insulted?

“I was born in New York City,”
Angel continued. “Queens, to be exact. My folks had me late in
life. I’m their only child. They divorced once, then remarried.
They’re always fighting. I hated my childhood. All I can remember
is them bickering day and night.” Shaking his head from the memory,
he signaled the waitress and ordered two more cappuccinos. Then:
“My dad’s back in New York City driving a taxi cab. He had his own
wholesale business here in L.A. Then, he retired and moved back to
New York. Don’t know why he wants to drive a taxi in New York City,
of all places. He doesn’t need the money, that’s for damn sure!
Since I can’t depend on him, I have to see to my mom and grandma.
Neither of them drive. Grandma’s an invalid now. Broke a hip on
Halloween night several years ago.” He crushed his cigarette deep
into the ashtray; the butt joined the others in a pile of white
stubs and stale-smelling ashes. “I’d like them to meet you someday,
Jen. They’ll like you. Do you mind if I call you Jen?”

“I’d prefer Jennifer or Jenny. I
hate Jen.”

“You don’t look like a Jenny to
me and Jennifer’s too formal. Anyway, I must warn you. My dad’s a
bit of a religious nut. He’s a self-proclaimed preacher who’s
always talking religion and quoting the Bible. He tried to commit
suicide a long time ago when his business went belly up. But don’t
worry. He’s not crazy or anything. He’s perfectly harmless. He’ll
preach your ear off and try to convert you even though you’re
already converted.”

“Oh, that’s all right. I’ve heard
a lot of preaching in my day. I’m used to it.”

“Well, he’s turned me totally off
of religion. He preaches about the wrath of God and the fires of
hell. I stopped going to church. He’s made me hate it.” His dark
eyes deepened as he scanned my face, then moved down to my breasts,
underneath my pink-cashmere sweater. His seductive gaze continued
down my brown-tweed skirt and on to my crossed legs and black
patent-leather heels. Squirming, I looked down at my coffee cup,
then back up at him. Then, he looked directly into my green eyes
and added with a sly tone to his voice, “Maybe I’ll start going to
church again. A little church never hurt anybody.”

The flush of excitement burned my
cheeks. To hide my embarrassment, I took a sip of my coffee. The
truth be known, I really wasn’t a coffee drinker. Milk was more my
style. But this was the place to drink coffee and to be grown-up,
especially while being admired by a man.

Angel went on to explain that he
shared a small two-bedroom apartment with his mother, Margarita
Garcia Fuentes who went by Margo, and his crippled grandmother.
Then, he asked, “Jen, how do you feel about guns?”

“Guns?”

“I have several. I belong to a
varmint-hunting club.”

“What’s that?”

“We hunt coyotes, kit foxes, and
bobcats out in the desert at night. Nighttime’s the best time to
hunt them, because they’re out hunting too.”

“Oooh, poor little
things.”

“Hey, if God wanted them to be
human beings, He’d have made them human. Instead, He made them
animals for man to hunt. What about the meat you buy at the grocery
store? Those were living animals too, ya know. You’re just paying
someone else to do the killing for you ‘cause you can’t do it
yourself. Man used to be hunters and gatherers. Nowadays, meat’s
supplied to you at the grocery store. The blood’s off your hands,
and the dirty work’s done for you.”

“Well, I never thought about it
that way.” I squirmed in my seat.

“Most people don’t. Would you
like to learn to shoot?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I’m kind of
scared of guns. I’ve never been around them.”

“I’ll teach you to shoot. I think
you’ll like it. Don’t worry . . . you won’t have to shoot any
animals. We’ll target-practice. It’ll be fun. You’ll
see.”

At the mention of shooting a gun,
my stomach tightened. I felt a slight wave of nausea. Then, I said,
“My mother’d have a fit. She won’t let me go with you if she knows
we’re going to shoot guns.”

“Well, we just won’t tell her,”
Angel replied with an easy smile of assurance.

When we finished our coffee,
Angel paid the bill, and we left. He drove his 1965 candy-apple-red
Buick toward Sunset Boulevard and Hollywood and Vine, then headed
over to La Cienega, then westward toward the beach. Along the way,
we drag-raced a couple of cars. We stopped at several other
nightspots.

When our date ended, Angel gave
me a quick kiss at the back door and promised to call again in a
couple of weeks. “Next weekend,” he explained, “is the club’s hunt
out in the Mojave Desert. It’s a big competition against several
opposing chapters. But I promise, Jen, we’ll do this again in about
two weeks. It was fun.”

“I had a good time too. Good
night. Oh, and, good luck with your hunt.”

“Thanks. I’ll call ya. You can
count on it.”

~

The following morning, Diane
could hardly wait to ask, “Well? Did you like him? He’s different,
isn’t he? What’d you think of him?”

“I don’t know,” I replied,
pensive. “You’re right about his being taller than me. At least I
can wear heels again. I’m tired of wearing flats all the time. I
hate flats.”

“But what did you think of
him?”

“He’s got a neat car. Four-speed
on the floor. Goes fast.”

“Yeah, I know. His car’s hot. I
liked him, but we wouldn’t get along. Did you like him?”

“Well, he certainly is different
than anyone I’ve dated. I mean, I just don’t know. He smokes.
Mother and Daddy won’t like that. He has several guns and goes
hunting in the desert. He wants to teach me to shoot. They’ll
definitely not like that! Anyway, I’ve got two weeks to make up my
mind.”

“So you didn’t like him all that
much? He’s too . . . I thought he was too pushy.”

“Maybe that’s it. I don’t think
I’ll go out with him again. I think, when he calls, I’m going to
tell him no.”

Two weeks later, Angel called for
a second date. Despite my reservations, I decided to go out with
him. My interest was piqued. We dated regularly in between his
hunting weekends. Soon, our relationship bonded. Angel made it very
clear I was not to date any other men while he was out
hunting.

While we dated, Angel was
exceptionally kind and considerate, displaying a constant
attentiveness. He took me out to the desert to target-practice and
to teach me all about his guns and hunting, displaying a large
collection of revolvers, rifles, shotguns, and menacing-looking
hunting and skinning knives. It wasn’t long before he took me to
his apartment to meet his mother, grandmother, and later his
father. Angel was right. His father preached religion to me, but he
liked me and was pleased his son finally found a nice church-going
girl. As the weeks passed into months, we became more relaxed with
each other and were able to talk freely about our goals and ideas.
By the end of summer, the concept of marriage became our main topic
of conversation. We talked about planning a June
wedding.

~

When I told my mother and father
about our wedding plans, they were outraged. They detested Angel
and thought I was making a big mistake. My mother threatened not to
come to our wedding or to help pay for it. When she failed to
change my mind, she threatened she would not allow my dad to walk
me down the aisle or allow any of my relatives to attend. Trying
every possible way to dissuade me, she began a daily barrage of
accusations and dark predictions about our future
together.

Remaining adamant, I stubbornly
told her, “You don’t know him like I do. We’re getting married. You
can’t stop us.” Our arguments always ended with tears and tantrums
coming from both of us.

Then, one afternoon, my mother
began another attack by asking me, “What about all those guns? Are
you going to live with guns in your house?”

“His guns are part of his life.
Besides, he’s teaching me how to handle them. I know all about them
now.”

“What if you have children? Are
you going to have those guns near your children? What if one of
your kids gets a hold of one and shoots you?”

“That won’t happen! We’ll take
precautions. Angel’s not stupid, Mother. Neither am I. We’ll keep
them away from our kids.” Then, I quickly added, “He’ll teach all
our kids how to correctly handle his guns.” I set my jaw and waited
for her retort.

“What about his smoking? Do you
like that?”

Waving my hand in the air, I
responded, “It doesn’t bother me.”

“He won’t be allowed to smoke in
my house.”

“He won’t. He’ll smoke
outside.”

“Well, he’s not allowed to step
one foot in this house. We don’t want him here. So that’s just how
your marriage is going to start out.”

“Okay. Fine. If that’s the way
you want it.”

My parents’ opinion and disgust
of Angel had nothing to do with my choice of a husband. I wanted to
move out on my own. Angel’s parents and grandmother accepted me as
part of their family and were happy about our decision to be
married. Margo was glad I wore dresses some of the time and shoes
most of the time.

When Angel’s father heard about
our wedding plans, he moved back to L.A. He settled in his own
apartment near Angel and his mother and grandmother. I was so
happy; I thought I truly belonged in the Fuentes family. I wanted
to please them, to become part of them and to make Angel proud of
me. Sure that I loved him, I decided to deal with his dominance and
personality traits and mend his relationship with my family after
we were married. My parents were going to have to accept my choice
of a husband. Everything would work out once we said our marriage
vows.

~

By the end of the year, Angel and
I had made plans for a June wedding. One evening, after going out
for hamburgers, Angel seemed a little nervous. While we sat in his
Buick in front of my parents’ house, he chain-smoked and fidgeted
in his seat. Finally, he turned to me and said, “Keep in mind, Jen,
that my mother and grandmother depend totally upon me and are my
sole responsibility . . . even though my dad’s moved back and even
after we’re married. I have other responsibilities too.”

“I understand, Angel. As your
wife, I’m willing to accept your responsibilities as my
own.”

“Good girl. I knew you’d
understand. I can’t have it any other way. There’s something I
haven’t told you, Jen, about myself. I’ve been waiting for the
right time, and I guess this is as good as any.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know how you’re going to
take this, but”—he took a drag off his cigarette—“I was married
once before.” He paused for another puff and averted his eyes,
staring out the front windshield. “And we have a little girl. She’s
four now.”

Stunned, staring agape, I watched
him smoke and remained silent. He took a long final drag, blew
smoke rings, then flicked the butt out his window before he turned
his gaze back to me. Speaking slowly, carefully, I finally found my
voice and replied, “What’s your little girl’s name?”

“Liza Teresa.”

“Does she look like you?” My
voice had a slight quiver.

“No, thank God!” He chuckled and
seemed to relax now that his secret was out. “She looks like
Teresa, her mother.”

Grabbing his cigarette pack, he
pushed the cigarette lighter on the dashboard. “I’ll have Liza next
weekend. I want you to meet her.”

Moving the gearshift and leaning
closer, he pulled out another cigarette, pounded the filtered tip
against the dash, then slid it into his mouth. Speaking around the
cigarette, out the side of his mouth, he added, “You’ll love her,
Jen.”

The lighter popped out on the
dash. He lit the cigarette, took a long drag, then blew smoke out
his window. The car radio was playing the Beach Boys’ hit
“California Girls.” He turned up the volume. “My dad made me marry
her. I didn’t love her. Ha! I was just poking a little fun at her.
She took me serious!” While laughing at his own joke, smoke exhaled
out his mouth. “I won’t force any son of mine to marry just because
he knocks some gal up. That’d be a cruel thing to do. Ruins a
person’s life. You know what I mean?” He took another puff, then
explained, “Teresa got pregnant. My dad said it was my duty to
marry her ‘cause it was my kid. So we got married. But we fought
all the time. I’m not even sure Liza is my kid. Not for sure
anyway. Teresa was a real bitch to live with. She even took a
butcher knife to me once! She was a crazy broad. I went into the
Navy just to get away from her. The draft was breathing down my
neck anyway. I didn’t want to end up a foot soldier in Vietnam and
get my ass shot off. The Navy seemed the most logical
choice.

“Anyway, we were both too young
to be married and saddled with a kid. Just out of high school. When
I shipped out for eighteen months, Teresa fooled around on me. More
than once. Her own mother wrote and told me. She left Liza with
either my folks or hers, then just took off. When I got back, I
divorced her. Didn’t want anything to do with her. She was tainted,
you know, damaged goods because someone else had her. She’s still a
whore. She’s abandoned Liza. She’s somewhere up in Frisco, I think.
Her folks have Liza now. It’s my dad’s fault anyway. He made me
marry her. I love Liza and all, but I still think she’s not my kid.
But I’ll stand by her all her life. Family’s important to
me.”

Angel puffed the last of his
cigarette, blowing smoke out the side of his mouth. As smoke filled
the interior of the Buick, he waved it out the window. Flicking the
cigarette out his window, he turned back to me with a look of
pleading in his eyes. “Still want to marry me, Jen?”

Leaning toward him, I smiled with
acceptance and confidence and said, “Yes.”

“And you didn’t know about my
divorce or the kid before this?”

“No, I didn’t,” I hedged, shaking
my head. Around the church, I heard rumors but didn’t think it was
true, until now.

“Are you sure? You’re not lying
to me, are you?” He searched my face for any possible sign of
deception. “Your parents didn’t mention it to you? They didn’t even
know?”

“No!” I backed off a little. “I
didn’t know. Honest.” His steady piercing gaze sent a chill up my
spine.

“Okay. I believe you. Just
promise me one thing, Jen.”

“What’s that?”

“You’ll never go out on me.
Ever.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

“Good girl. ‘Cause if you ever
did, that’d be it.” He brushed his hands together as if he were
brushing away something disgusting. “No coming back. Ever. I’ve got
to know I can trust you.”

“I’d never do that, Angel. I’m
not that kind of girl. I take my marriage vows
seriously.”

Looking suspiciously into my
eyes, he pulled me close, then kissed me like I belonged to him.
During that kiss, I thought, We’ll soon be one. No one will control
me. I’ll soon be free!

The road toward my destiny zagged
sharply to the left.

~

“Jen, I think we should go ahead
and get married now. Why wait until June? What difference does it
make if we wait?”

Angel and I sat in his Buick at a
nearby park on a cold December afternoon a week before Christmas.
As we talked, I could not stop the endless stream of tears that
resulted from a particularly harsh argument with my parents. It was
becoming extremely difficult for me to remain at home. My parents
bombarded me daily with their objections to my marrying Angel. His
divorce and Liza’s existence only gave them more ammunition. My
relationship with them deteriorated further. Even Diane was upset
and wished she never suggested I date him in the first place.
Instead of turning me against Angel, it made me more obstinate and
fortified my decision to marry him. Angel became my sole ally.
Determined to control my own destiny, I was secure with my
decision. I would prove them all wrong.

“Do you really want that big
wedding in June?” Angel asked. “Is it that important to you? Is it
worth all this hassle?”

“Well, I guess not,” I sniffed,
then blew my nose.

“I mean, can you live at home for
six more months?”

“I don’t think I can. It’s
impossible. I’ve got to get out of there. Now! I’ll go crazy if I
don’t.”

“Who’s making the decisions for
your life? You or your parents?”

“Me!”

“That settles it, then. Let’s go
to Vegas and get married. We both have Christmas and New Year’s
weekends off. We shouldn’t mess up Christmas with our families. How
about New Year’s weekend? In the meantime, we’ve got two weeks to
look for an apartment. We’ll find a furnished one. We can buy our
own furniture later.” He turned the ignition key and started the
engine. “Let’s stop at the store and pickup a paper.”

Drying my eyes, I sat up
straighter as Angel headed for a nearby grocery store, where we
bought a local newspaper. Angel always had a take-charge attitude.
The way he made firm decisions during any kind of crisis made me
feel a lot better, no longer trapped. Relief swept over me as I
looked forward to our new life together. Dismissing the thought of
the big wedding I always dreamed of, I scanned the newspaper ads
for an affordable apartment as Angel drove toward the
beach.

The following day, I told my
parents that Angel and I rented a furnished apartment and were
getting married in two weeks. They were devastated. During the
following two weeks, I busied myself with packing my few belongings
into boxes. Angel and Diane helped me move everything into our
one-bedroom apartment only two miles from the beach. My parents
went into a silent, depressed lethargy, knowing there was nothing
more to say or do to change my mind. We tiptoed around each other
and spoke little of my moving out.

~

On December 30th I arose at four
a.m. Shivering from nervousness rather than the cold, I dressed in
the darkness, trying not to wake my sister. Pulling on my Capri
peddle-pusher pants and a pullover sweater, I went into the
bathroom and quietly closed the door, then switched on the light.
After applying a little eyeliner, mascara, and lipstick, I combed
my shoulder-length red hair into a flip. Teasing the top for
height, I smoothed it over and brushed a heavy layer of bangs
across my forehead. After spraying my hair with a sticky coat of
hairspray, I placed a ribbon around my hairdo from underneath the
flip and tied a small bow at the top of my head. Taking one last
look in the mirror, I sighed. This was it. The big day. But nothing
like I imaged it would be. Although looking forward to it with
excitement, I had mixed feelings of sadness and
apprehension.

Switching off the light, I
returned to the darkened bedroom. Grabbing a scarf for my head, I
slipped on my heavy jacket, collected my suitcases, and waited in
the living room for Angel to arrive. Embarking on this journey, I
couldn’t have guessed it would be a long and precarious excursion,
ending in a chase that would take me full circle with many
treacherous rivers, steep mountains, and dark valleys to
traverse.

At exactly five a.m., the
prearranged time, the Buick pulled into the driveway. Angel placed
my suitcases in the trunk. Locking the door behind me, I headed out
into the cold dawn morning and left my parents’ home to become a
married woman, to become Mrs. Michael Angel Fuentes. Free at
last.
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After our Vegas wedding and New
Year weekend, I continued working at my clerical job. Angel
continued at a defense plant, where his childhood friend, Tom
Williamson, also worked. Tom and his wife, Candie, became our
closest friends.

Within the first few weeks of our
marriage, I hoped Angel and I would live in closeness and marital
bliss. But from the very start, we had problems. We argued
constantly . . . about everything. I was not free to make my own
decisions; I was not my own person. Angel insisted on total
control, especially when it came to money. He made all the
decisions without consulting me. He borrowed money from his parents
and grandmother without paying them back or letting me
know.

Angel even dictated the kind of
clothes and makeup I wore and how I was to act when his hunting
buddies came to visit. I could not sit with my legs on the couch in
a reclining or relaxed position. My feet had to be on the floor
with my legs tightly closed, even if I wore slacks. He chastised
and ridiculed or reprimanded me in front of his friends, then
laughed as if I were a stupid woman who could not think for
herself. He discouraged any relationship I had with other women and
coworkers. He did not want me to have any outside ideas about
married life because that might make it more difficult to control
me. During dinner in the evenings, he grilled me on what the other
women were telling me about married life and if I talked bad about
him. Eventually, Angel’s domination broke my spirit.

A marriage was supposed to be
this way. Wasn’t it? Thinking he was displeased with me because I
was so young and immature, I reminded myself that he was married
before and knew what was expected in a marriage. Also, I did not
want to be in the same category as Teresa, his ex-wife. There was a
lot I needed to learn about taking care of and pleasing a husband.
I wanted him to be proud of his pretty young wife and did not want
my parents to say, “We told you so.” I wanted to convince them,
along with myself, that I was happy.

The take-charge attitude I
previously admired in Angel soon changed into an abrasive rudeness
and demeaning harshness. He made me feel inferior. He carried
himself very tall and straight to put out a message of power,
control, and superiority. It soon became clear that I made a
mistake in marrying him. I was extremely unhappy. After only two
months, I began to think about divorce.

~

To help ease the tension in our
tumultuous marriage, Angel and I escaped to the desert to spend
many hours enjoying its peacefulness. We absorbed the fresh,
smog-free air; the incredibly blue sky, which sometimes displayed
huge puffy clouds; the myriad stars at night; and the incredible
silence found in its wide-open spaces away from city noises. This
magnificence and peace released us from the pressures of our
marriage.

What always amazed me the most
about the desert was its will to survive in spite of incredible
odds. During the winter months, the desert comes to life. Although
it normally receives less than ten inches of rain a year, the
cactus, plants, and grasses adapt themselves to the scarcity of
water. During the winter rains and snows, the plants collect as
much moisture as is available. They conserve water within their
stem, leaf, and root systems to hold them over during the tepid
summer heat.

The desert landscape is mostly
stark. When it rains, the sandy soil erodes. Canyons, arroyos, and
washes form as water from flash floods rushes down the hillsides.
It is through these arroyos and washes that rabbit, mice, coyote,
fox, and bobcat tracks and droppings are more prevalent. Many
animals use these deep canyon washes like thoroughfares. Even the
desert donkey and a few wild mustang tracks and droppings can be
found. Plus, many species of birds such as quail, dove, and
roadrunners use the washes.

For Angel and me, this wide-open
expanse of raw survival became our refuge. We grew closer during
each desert excursion, and the relief of just getting away bonded
us into a tighter unit. We looked forward to the weekends, to pack
up a few necessities, throw them into Angel’s jeep, and ramble off
toward the east, not stopping until we left the large city and our
marital problems miles behind. During our excursions, we hunted
varmints—mostly coyotes, red foxes, kit foxes, and, if luck shined
down upon us, an occasional bobcat, an extremely prized trophy. As
soon as the sun set and on into the early-morning hours almost
until dawn, we scouted every crevice, canyon, wash, and rocky crag.
After exhausting ourselves until we could hardly keep our eyes
open, we lay down in the back of the jeep, sometimes making love if
we still had the energy, then falling asleep until the sun was well
up into the afternoon sky.

During the late afternoon, we
went four-wheeling just for fun. We looked for the most challenging
and steepest mountains to test the jeep’s abilities to defy
gravity. We scouted possible hunting areas and walked the washes
and canyons while looking for and studying signs (tracks and
droppings). We ate, made love, then catnapped until the
early-evening hours. Then, we’d eat another meal and start hunting
all over again.

After I proved to be a competent
partner, Angel let me hold the large spotlight, made from an
aircraft landing light. I swept the light all along the desert
floor or up and down the rocks and mountains, keeping it in
continuous motion, looking for eyes (the iridescent reflection cast
upon the animal’s retina when it looked directly into the light).
If I saw two bright reflections and they were moving, I tapped
Angel on the shoulder and whispered, “Eyes!”

Then, I held the light on the
incoming animal, which was investigating the squealing sound Angel
started making with a special varmint-calling apparatus between his
lips. After switching to a smaller, softer-sounding call to bring
the animal in closer, Angel squeezed off the trigger of his
high-powered rifle just at the right moment. Then, if we were
certain we had a hit, I held the light on the spot where the animal
lay while Angel walked the distance to retrieve his trophy.
Sometimes, he climbed jagged rocks and steep terrain and would not
return for over an hour.

Angel took me as his partner in
many of his club hunts. We made a great team, collecting several
coyote, fox, and bobcat skins, many times winning the club’s
distinguished honor of the most kills. Angel mounted a treasured
bobcat head on our living-room wall: a proud trophy and evidence of
his prowess.

My life was totally wrapped
around Angel’s. As each day passed, his hold on me tightened its
grasp. My destiny began with no means of changing it or stopping
it. The lifeblood of my future was already churning within my very
veins. We were in it for the duration. Ahead of us, the most
challenging and unexpected milestones awaited.

 



Chapter
3

 


“Well, Jen, everything’s running
smoothly.” Angel leaned down and kissed my fevered cheek. “You just
rest now. While you’re here recuperating, I’m going hunting with
the club.”

“What!” The maternal bliss I was
feeling earlier quickly faded.

“I’ll be back in a couple of
days. You know the routine.”

“Why now, of all
times?”

“You’ll be okay. Stop worrying.
The worst is over. You’ve had the baby. He looks great. Pink and
healthy. Michael Angel Fuentes Jr. A good-looking kid, huh? You’re
both doing just fine. You don’t really mind if I leave for a few
days, do you?”

“Yes I do!” I sat straighter in
my hospital bed as tears began to form in my eyes. “I just gave
birth to our son, Angel. This is a momentous occasion. You can’t
leave us.”

“I’d hate to miss this hunt. Ya
gotta understand. It’s important.”

“More important than me and
Michael?”

“No, of course not. But this is a
tight competition. We’ve almost beat out the other chapters. Our
club’s got to win it. This is the last hunt of the season. The
championship. A trophy’s at stake. I can’t let the guys
down.”

“I’m sure the guys will take into
account the birth of your son and excuse you this time.”

“Look, I’ll be back by Sunday
night. You’ll have to stay in the hospital a couple more days
anyway. Besides, there’s nothing for me to do but wait until you’re
discharged. Right? What do you expect me to do? I can’t just hang
around here all weekend.”

“What if something goes
wrong?”

“Nothing’s going to happen.” He
put his arm around my shoulder and gave me a few jerks. “You’re in
the best of care. Your doctor’s right here.”

“I don’t mean me. I’m talking
about the baby.”

“Babies are born every day, and
nothing ever happens. Not in this day and age.”

“It can. This is the most
critical time for the baby.”

“He looks just fine. Stop
worrying, would you? Tell you what, if it makes you feel any
better, I’ll call you every day to check up on the two of you.
Okay?” He stood up and hugged me, then pecked my cheek again. He
jerked my shoulders more firmly. “Okay? I’ll see you Sunday. I’ll
check on the little tyke before I leave. Love you.” He placed one
last kiss on my furrowed brow, then disappeared out the
door.

Depression settled over me. I
began to cry, feeling deserted, afraid, and alone. The nurses
attributed my mood swing to post-delivery depression, which often
hits a new mother several hours after birth. They could not have
known I was crying because I had a selfish husband who would rather
be out hunting in the desert instead of looking after the
well-being of his wife and newborn son. Angel deserted me. If
anything happened to either the baby or me, the hospital would not
be able to reach him. He would be somewhere in the middle of the
desert, miles away from all civilization.

This was the time I most needed
his strength, his take-charge attitude, and his ability to make
decisions. I depended on that strength. Now that he was gone, I
felt totally inadequate and unable to face the responsibilities of
an adult and new mother. I cringed deeper into my hospital bed.
Before falling to sleep that night, I prayed God would protect our
baby and nothing terrible would happen.

~

The next morning, Saturday, I
awoke feeling even more depressed and deserted. After an early
breakfast and shower, I patiently waited for the nurses to bring my
little bundle of joy for his feeding. A nurse cheerfully delivered
a precious bundle to my roommate. The nurse glanced at me, then
swiftly left the room. I assumed she would bring Michael in next.
The hallways grew quiet. An hour later, the nurse returned to
collect my roommate’s baby to return her to the nursery. Before she
slipped out the door, I stopped the nurse by asking, “When can I
feed my baby?”

“They didn’t bring him?” I shook
my head. “What’s your name?” Taking my wrist, she glanced at my
hospital band. “Probably fed him earlier. Babies are on their own
schedules. Still, they should have brought him to you. I’ll check.”
She smiled, then left the room.

Feeling a little relieved, I
waited, but she didn’t return. Several nurses bustled in and out,
busy with their morning duties. Whenever I questioned them, they
answered my concerns with vague comments. I even stopped one of the
housekeepers. She could only shrug her shoulders, then told me to
ask the nurses as she busied herself with her chores.

The nurses didn’t bring Michael
to me during the midmorning or the lunch feedings. By the time my
mother and Diane arrived in the late afternoon, I was nearly a
wreck, wondering what was wrong with my baby. With a panicked
voice, I exclaimed, “They haven’t brought Michael to me at all
today!”

“Not at all?” my mother asked,
then frowned.

“I keep asking the nurses, but
nobody’ll tell me anything.”

Diane suggested, “I think you
could walk over to the nursery, Jenny. We’ll help you.”

“Good idea,” I replied and slid
out of bed. “They want me to start walking around today anyway.”
They helped me into my slippers and robe.

With my mother on one side and
Diane on the other, we slowly made our way down the hall to the
nursery, in an adjourning wing of the ward. We gazed at the babies
in their clear plastic beds. I scanned their tiny faces, some
sleeping while others cried, and checked their name tags. Michael
was not there. Eventually, Diane guided me to the adjoining room,
the Newborn Intensive Care Unit. Michael was inside a big square
incubator. His tiny wrists and ankles were restrained with long
strips of gauze. Clear plastic tubes were shoved up his tiny
nostrils. An intravenous drip was in his little arm. He wore only a
diaper. Wires stuck to round patches were taped to his chest, which
led to an EKG machine.

When I saw him, I burst out
crying and moaned, “Oh no! What’s happened to him? Michael!” My
knees buckled beneath me. I held onto the wall railing. My mother
and Diane tried to comfort me. Then, I became angry, sad, and
frustrated all at once, blurting, “Why hasn’t anyone told me he’s
not doing well? What’s going on?”

Michael struggled weakly at the
uncomfortable restraints and tubes, then started crying. A
blue-masked nurse glanced over at us, then turned her back as she
attended to him. She held a four-ounce bottle filled with baby
formula to his lips. He began to suck with vigor while flinging his
arms and legs. Soon, a nurse was gently guiding me back to my room.
She calmed me by explaining, “Your baby’s just fine. They put him
in the incubator just as a precaution. Last night he stopped
breathing, and—”

“Stopped breathing!” I
exclaimed.

“He turned a little
blue.”

“Blue?”

“It happens sometimes. It’s not
uncommon. Probably from the drugs they gave you during delivery.
When they gave him oxygen, his color returned.”

“Oxygen?”

“They’re not giving him oxygen
now. He’s much improved. He’s breathing on his own.”

“On his own?”

“Yes. He’s been breathing on his
own for the past several hours now.”

“Do you have to restrain him like
that? He doesn’t like it.”

“Most of them don’t like being
restrained. It doesn’t hurt him in any way. It’s for his own
protection. You understand, don’t you? They’ll be removing
everything as soon as your doctor examines him.”

The nurse settled me back into
bed, then left the room. Another nurse returned with a form
attached to her clipboard. She shoved it in front of my face, then
handed me a pen and asked me to sign it. She explained, “Your
doctor thinks it’s best to have a specialist examine your
baby.”

“Specialist!”

“It’s routine. Just a precaution,
since he had trouble breathing. Sign at the bottom. The specialist
will be here this afternoon; then he’ll come in to see you. Did
they tell you he’s breathing on his own now?” I nodded. “He has
been for the past three hours. That’s an excellent
sign.”

As I scribbled my name with a
shaky hand, the phone rang next to my bed. It was my doctor,
explaining the procedure and assuring me Michael was doing well. If
the specialist felt it was safe, he would be taken out of the
incubator the next morning, then brought to my room for me to hold.
I prayed for God’s protection over my little son. For the rest of
the day, I did not hear from the specialist about Michael’s
condition. I made several trips down the corridor with my mom and
Diane and stood by the window, just watching him. Tears filled our
eyes.

~

Early the next morning, Sunday,
the neonatal specialist stopped by my room. He explained a little
about why tiny infants sometimes have problems breathing during the
first few hours after birth and that it was not uncommon. He wanted
to do several tests to make sure Michael didn’t have any other
complications. I agreed, then nervously waited for his
return.

While I waited, my phone rang,
and I heard Angel’s voice sounding far away, “Hellooo, little mama!
How’re you guys doing? Gee, I sure miss you. I wish I could be
there right now.”

“I wish you were here
too!”

“Looks like I might be stuck out
here, Jen, maybe all week.”

“All week! No!”

“Jerry’s jeep broke down on us
again. And to make matters worse, we didn’t get one single animal
this trip. The club lost the trophy. Boy, this trip’s been a real
drag. And is it ever hot. I’d give anything to be back in our
apartment by the beach right now. It’s got to be near 110 degrees
out here. I’m standing here at a pay phone just sweating
buckets.”

“Angel! Something’s happened to
Michael.”

“What’s the matter,
Jen?”

While sobbing, I explained. Then,
I said, “You should’ve seen how miserable he looked with all those
tubes and needles.”

“No shit? Geez! I had no idea. I
thought everything was all right.” Then, Angel’s voice turned to
anger and suspicion. “What’d they do to him? He was doing just fine
when I looked in on him Friday. His color was real pink, and he
looked good. Someone’s not doing their job around there. They did
something to him. Something’s going on, and I’m going to get to the
bottom of it.”

“You shouldn’t have left us! I
wish you were here, Angel. They made me sign a paper for the
specialist. I don’t even have you here to help me. This is serious.
What if Michael dies? You had to go on your stupid club hunt. I’ll
never forgive you for this, Angel. Never!”

“What do you mean, Jennifer? I
was there when Michael was born. I left after I made sure you guys
were all right. It’s not my fault. Those nurses don’t know how to
take care of a newborn. They did something wrong. I just know it.
They’re looking at a law suit from me.”

“It’s not the nurses, Angel.
These things happen. The doctor said it can happen because of the
drugs they gave me during the delivery.”

“That proves it then. It’s their
fault. They shouldn’t have given you any drugs that would hurt our
baby.”

“They said he’s breathing on his
own now, but he’s got to stay in the incubator as a
precaution.”

“Believe me. I never would have
left if I thought there was the slightest chance anything would go
wrong. Geez! I’d do anything to be there, Jen. Ya gotta believe me.
Maybe I can get to an airport or grab a bus. But I can’t leave
Jerry out here with a busted jeep. We’ve got to get his jeep
running. That piece of shit is always breaking down just when you
need it. Don’t worry, Jen; everything’s going to be okay. It’s all
right that you signed the paper. I’m not mad about that. You had to
sign it. He’s with the best doctor now. I’ll get back to you just
as fast as I can. I love you both. Gotta go.”

Overnight, Michael improved
tremendously. He was taken out of the incubator and moved into the
nursery. When they brought him to me for a feeding, I knew God
answered my desperate prayers. It would now be possible to take my
son home. I looked forward to leaving the hospital with my new
little family.
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When Michael was two years old,
we moved into our first two-bedroom house about five miles inland
from our beach apartment. I enjoyed our little house with a nice
patio and brick barbecue and large backyard for Michael. We bought
a German shepherd for companionship and protection. She looked just
like a wolf, so we named her Lobo. Angel’s father helped us buy the
little house by providing the down payment. But at that time, I was
not aware there were strings attached to his generous
offer.

Shortly after our move, Angel
began a steady stream of subtle manipulations. He worked in the
idea of taking his crippled grandmother into our home. He tried to
convince me it was our duty to accept and care for his grandmother
by letting her move in with us. He said, “Grandma’s losing her
eyesight. She’s old and crippled. Mom can’t take care of her
anymore. So I offered to take her. If Grandma ends up in a nursing
home, it’ll hurt me deeply.”

“Angel, I don’t see how I can
take care of Michael plus drive your mother to the store and do her
other errands and take care of your grandmother too. When do I have
time for myself? I just can’t do it all.”

“Why not?” He looked at me
incredulously. “You’re not working. You’re home all day long.
You’ve got to go grocery shopping for us, don’t you? So take Mom
with you. You cook food for us, don’t you? So cook a little more
for Grandma. Add a little more water to the soup. See how easy I
can make it for you? What’s the big deal? Besides, Mom and Grandma
are my responsibility. I told you that before we were
married.”

“I know, but—”

“Look, ya gotta understand, all
my life, Grandma’s done so much for Mom and me. I can’t count the
times Mom left Dad. Grandma always let us live with her, and she’d
pay for everything. It’s my turn now. I owe her.” Tears misted his
eyes as he hung his head. “Jen, I don’t want to see her spend the
rest of her days in a rest home. She doesn’t deserve that. She’s
always been there for me. Now I have to be there for her. She’s a
good, loving person. I love her, Jen. If she dies in a rest home,
she’ll die lonely and abandoned by her family . . . a family who’s
supposed to help her out now because she helped us. If she dies
like that, it’ll be your fault because you refused to take her in.
You’d be the selfish one.”

“Okay, Angel, okay. I’ll give it
a try. Maybe it won’t be that hard.”

“That’s my girl!” He beamed, then
swooped me into his arms and hugged me tight. “I knew I could count
on you.”

A week later, Angel moved his
grandmother into our home. Those strings attached to Angel and his
father’s deal tightened and cinched around my neck. Grandma shared
the back bedroom with Michael while Angel and I used the front
bedroom.

Several weeks later, Angel
explained, “We’ve got to keep Grandma. I promised my dad to take
Grandma off of Mom’s hands.”

“What! When did you guys make
this deal?”

“Before we bought the house. He
wanted to move back in with Mom, but he couldn’t live there with
Grandma. Pop gave us the down payment on this house as long as we
took Grandma in. Look, it’s not my fault it lasted only a few
weeks, and he’s moved out already. You know how he is. All they do
is fight.”

“Well, let’s move Grandma back
with your mom, then. I can’t do it anymore.”

“I can’t do that!”

“Why not?”

“Grandma’ll think we don’t want
her here. She’ll end up in a home. I can’t do that to her. Can you
be that cruel? Besides, I can’t go back on my promise to my dad. He
gave us the down payment on this house.”

“You’re supposed to pay him
back.”

“I will. I’ll pay him back. But
Grandma stays.”

By the following spring, it
became too difficult for me to care for Grandma, Margo, and
Michael. My back ached from lifting Grandma whenever she fell,
which was quite often, because she refused to use her walker and
she was losing her eyesight. Michael suffered because my attention
was taken away from him. Margo depended on me to take care of her
too. She spent most of her days at our house. Eventually, Angel was
forced to move his grandmother back to Margo’s apartment. Margo
eventually placed her in a nursing home, where she lived until her
death at the age of ninety-one. Margo, however, continued to spend
the majority of her time—day and night—at our house. I cooked for
her, kept her company, and took care of her every need. At night,
she slept on our couch in her sleeping bag.
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In June Angel was hired as a
police officer. He liked representing authority. Being The Man with
the power and jurisdiction to direct people’s lives gave him a
heady exhilaration. By the following fall, Angel had completed his
training at the academy. A year later his childhood friend, Tom
Williamson, was also hired by the department. Whenever we got
together with Tom and Candie, Tom and Angel talked about the
department and swapped stories.

By May a doctor confirmed my
suspicions. I was pregnant again. We accepted this second pregnancy
with anticipation and joy. This time, I hoped to have a little
girl. Since Angel was well on his way in his new career, a second
baby was not a hardship for us. The baby was due in
February.

Shortly after becoming a police
officer, the physical abuse began. Whenever Angel and I engaged in
a heated argument, he slapped my head and face and shoved me onto
the floor. When I was around six months pregnant, we had another
violent argument. Angel’s rage took over. He slammed me into the
wall and pressed hard against my abdomen while slapping my face. He
stopped only after I cried over and over, “Stop, Angel! My stomach.
The baby!” Many times, my parents and Diane noticed the bruises on
my face, despite my best efforts to conceal them with heavy makeup.
Nevertheless, my pregnancy progress normally.

Around five-thirty a.m. on
February 15 I gave birth to Nicole Irene Fuentes. When Nicole was
born, Michael was three and a half and seemed pleased about the
birth of a new baby sister.

~

The longer Angel worked for the
police department, the more his demeanor and attitudes changed. He
sported a black mustache like the other officers. He became very
negative about life in general. Anything he saw on the news that
was repulsive, he would laugh cynically and make jokes about it. He
became paranoid. Becoming even more demanding and selfish, he
possessed little patience or empathy for anyone — including family
members — who was down on his luck or had endured a particularly
bad experience or was ill. He carried all of the things he
experienced on the job home with him and faced any domestic
confrontations exactly like he would handle a hard-core criminal.
Many times he explained, “In any situation, Jen, I’m going to come
out on top.”

While laughing, he told stories
about beating suspects and sending them to the hospital. Many
times, he said, “I’d love the chance to shoot a crook. And when the
judge asks me, ‘Why’d you empty your gun on the suspect, officer?’
I’d tell him, ‘Because, Your Honor, I wanted to make sure he was
dead, and he didn’t get back up!’ I don’t want that bastard alive
so he can tell his side of the story or come back to kill me or
mine. Dead men tell no lies. I’m The Man out there. The Man must
come out on top. Every time.”

As the years passed, the
emotional and physical abuse continued. Many times, the children
witnessed the beatings. Michael puffed up his little chest and
clenched his fists. At times, he cried and yelled at his father,
“You leave my Mommy alone. I hate you. I won’t let you hurt
Mommy.”

During those vicious arguments
and fights, I always felt as if I were being treated as an inferior
human being. Angel apprehended me in the same manner as he would a
common criminal. While he slapped my face or pounded my back, he
would shove me down onto the floor and seize both my arms behind my
back with one hand and continue hitting with the other. One of his
knees would be wedged into my ribs or spine to keep me pinned down.
Knowing how to hit without causing too much damage, he always used
an open-hand slap instead of a closed fist. Between clenched teeth,
he would hiss, “I know just how to handle a woman who won’t obey
me. I’m trained in apprehending people who refuse to go with the
program. You can’t win, Jen. You might as well give up. I’m The
Man, remember?”

Hours later, when things had
calmed down, I would cry and ask Angel, “What are we doing to each
other? This isn’t a marriage.”

Shaking his head sadly, he would
reply, “I just don’t know. I don’t know why it has to be this way,
Jen.” Then, he would justify his actions by saying, “You’re the one
who’s out of control. Look, I’m the head of our house. It’s my
right to demand complete obedience. It’s got to be my way or no way
at all, Jen. You’ve got to understand that.”

After our fights, I always felt
humiliated and guilty. I would always apologize. Angel never said
he was sorry or that it was his fault. When our big blow-ups ended,
which sometimes took several days or even weeks of giving each
other the silent treatment and me sleeping on the couch, Angel
acted as if nothing had happened. He dismissed the beatings,
laughing loudly while exaggerating to Tom and Candie and his patrol
buddies that he controlled his wife by beating her into submission.
He said, “You think she’s sweet and nice. You don’t know her like I
do. I know the real Jennifer. I have to live with her.”

~

In the fall I discovered I was
pregnant again. Michael was six, and Nicole was two and a half.
Since our marriage was going downhill at a fast rate, I was not
excited about the prospect of having a third child. When I told
Angel, he was thrilled and hoped for another son. But at the end of
my the third month, I began having contractions and bleeding.
Shortly thereafter, I miscarried the fetus. Angel and I were
saddened by the miscarriage and spent many weeks in a quiet
depression and resignation. Our marriage continued to fall apart.
Once again, I began entertaining the idea of divorce.

In November we moved from our
small two-bedroom home into a larger, four-bedroom home, thirty
miles away. Margo remained in her small apartment. Margo’s only
companion was her little dachshund, Penny. She complained she was
lonesome, insecure, and helpless while living so far away from us.
She refused to allow Angel’s father to help. Since she did not
drive, Angel manipulated me into driving back to take Margo
wherever she needed to go. Many times, to save on gas, he told me
to bring her to our house, where she spent anywhere from three days
to three weeks. Each time I delivered her to her apartment, in a
few days, I picked her up again for another lengthy stay. Angel
claimed it was better she stayed with us because she could watch
her grandchildren grow up, be our live-in babysitter, and have our
companionship. Also, Margo paid Angel room and board.

Angel’s father drove to our new
house on weekends for a visit. Sometimes he brought Liza, who was
thirteen. She enjoyed visiting us, and we enjoyed her.

Angel became interested in bird
hunting and bass fishing instead of varmint hunting. He quit the
hunt club, bought a German shorthair pointer, and named him Buck.
Buck and Lobo became best of buddies. Angel spent many hours
training Buck and went on many bird-hunting trips. He bought a boat
and spent hours frothing the water white while fishing for that
trophy bass. The children and I sometimes accompanied him on his
trips.

~

The summer was the turning point
in our marriage. Angel planned a trip to Florida and then on to El
Salvador so we could meet his relatives. We would drive our camper
to Florida, stopping at various attractions along the way, then fly
to El Salvador. The trip sounded exciting. We brought out travel
maps, called the travel agency for flight reservations, and
collected travel guides from our auto club. Then one afternoon,
Angel calmly said, “You know, I told Ma we’d be gone for four
weeks. She’s worried about being alone. I suggested she ask Pop or
take a taxi to go shopping, but she got mad and said we didn’t care
about her anymore. She said we’re deserting her. Imagine
that!”

“No, we’re not! We’re just going
on vacation.”

“She wants to go to El Salvador
with us. It’s been so long since she’s been home. She thinks it’s
unfair we go, but she’s got to stay home alone.”

“What do you suggest?”

“The only way I see it, Jen, is
we’ve got to take her with us.”

“She won’t like camping
out.”

“She can’t stay here all alone.
If she got sick or got into some kind of accident, I’d feel guilty
the rest of my life. What if she falls and breaks a leg or a hip
like Grandma did? Do you want that on your conscience?”

“She’s too old for camping out.
We’ll be roughing it across the states. She could fly to El
Salvador. We’ll meet her there.”

“She wants to come with us. She’s
very depressed, Jen. She hasn’t eaten or slept ever since I told
her. It’s up to you. Can I tell her she’s coming with us?” Angel
smiled sweetly, but his eyes said he made his decision.

Margo slipped into a state of
depression the very day Angel mentioned we were leaving. She lost
five or six pounds from not eating or sleeping and was extremely
melancholy and fatigued. Angel explained her depression by saying,
“She’s been like this for as long as I can remember. She’d find
something to worry about and lose ten pounds and not sleep a wink.
She’d be depressed for weeks, sometimes months. She’s a real
worrywart. From the time I was a kid, I remember her doing this.
Nothing to worry about. It’s normal for her. You watch: Within the
week, she’ll snap out of it.”

While I packed our things into
the camper and busied myself with my daily chores, Angel followed
me around and insisted, “We can’t leave her here for four whole
weeks to fend for herself, Jen. Ya gotta understand my position.
Remember? She’s my responsibility. I can’t depend on Pop to help
out.”

Nodding in resignation, I turned
and put dinner on the table, then said, “I know, Angel. I guess the
trip won’t be too hard on her. It’s only four weeks.”

“She’s never seen the U.S. like
we’re going to see it,” Angel added enthusiastically. “It’ll be
good for the kids to have their Grandma along.”

“I hope roughing it won’t be too
hard on her. She’s seventy, you know. She might not take it too
well. It’s not easy to camp out when you’re young, let alone when
you’re her age.”

“Look, if she can’t hack it,
we’ll put her on the first flight to L.A. Fair enough?”

“Okay.” I gave in, knowing it was
hopeless to disagree.

When Angel called Margo to tell
her about the good news, she was overjoyed. Her depression
immediately improved. She started packing. Soon, she ate and slept
normally. Within the week, she looked much better . . . well-rested
and healthier. She had a glow about her. She was going back to her
homeland.

We departed on our trip in the
early evening of June. By the time we reached east Texas, Nicole
was ill with a high fever and tonsillitis. We took her into the
emergency room of a nearby hospital. A few days later, she was much
improved, so we continued our trip. During the first two weeks of
the trip, despite our crowded conditions in the small camper, we
experienced a pleasant vacation.

By the third week, we delivered
Penny at a kennel, parked the camper in the Miami airport, and
raced for our plane to El Salvador. The loudspeaker crackled a last
call for our flight. We approached the loading ramp just as the
stewardess was closing the door. We ran toward the door, then saw
Angel’s father standing there, beaming at us. When we approached,
he said, “I surprise jew, no?”

“Pop!” Angel
exclaimed.

“I flew here last night.” He
followed us up the ramp at a quick jog and continued, “I spent the
whole night here at the airport. I didn’t want to miss you, so I
decide to stay here. I sleep sitting in a chair. Jew surprised to
see me, no?”

We hurried onto the plane and
found our seats. I raised an eyebrow at Angel and wondered if he
would insist his father join us in our overly crowded camper when
we returned. Angel was delighted his father joined us. Margo seemed
pleased her husband accompanied her to their homeland, but she
remained a little reserved. They sat together on the plane and
chatted amiably in their native tongue. Periodically, one of them
tapped my shoulder to tell me something of interest about El
Salvador.

We arrived in El Salvador,
collected our baggage, then rented a car. Our first stop would be
where Margo was born. The weather was a very humid ninety-six
degrees. Angel’s father sucked in air and exclaimed, “Can you
believe we are here? Jew like my El Salvador, Jen-eee?”

“Yes, very much,” I said,
laughing with excitement.

We visited Angel’s relatives in
various parts of the country. We toured where his father was born,
which brought sentimental tears of remembrance to his eyes at
seeing his birthplace. At the end of the week, we returned to
Florida and headed toward California. Angel’s father flew back to
L.A.

As we traveled west, Angel became
moody, depressed, and irritable. We argued. Margo interfered,
taking Angel’s views, which added to our frustrations and short
tempers. The camping trip wore her down. She complained about the
cramped quarters, the children getting in her way or stepping on
her things, and the lack of privacy and modern conveniences. Even
Penny became snappy.

While stopped for breakfast in
the beautiful Rocky Mountains, the tension within built into
resentment for one another. While Angel and I were engaged in
another argument, Margo jumped in with her loud high-pitched voice.
The children ran out of the camper and huddled together by the back
door with wild frightened looks. The three main adults in their
lives shouted and glared at each other with furious rage. Angel
shoved me to the back of the camper and slapped my face and head
repeatedly while pinning my hands behind my back. He shoved me down
and sat on top of me. I was unable to move or breathe or shield my
face against the stinging blows. He shifted his weight and landed
even harder on my rib cage with his rear end. My breath hissed out
of my throat. I felt a sharp pain.

Margo stood behind Angel with her
hand raised. She wanted to give me a few blows too. She screeched,
“Hit her again, Angel! She deserve everything you’re giving to her
right now. She needs correction, and jew are right to give it to
her. I see how jew are, Jen-eee. Jew really got a temper. I see the
things you do to the kids. Jew hurt them when jew suppose to
correct them. Jew are a bad wife and a no-good mother. Jew don’t
suppose to do dat.”

Angel hit me even harder with his
mother’s encouragements. His face was white with rage. His lips
pulled back into a triumphant sneer. Eventually, he stopped and
glared while breathing heavily and sweating profusely. I slumped
against the corner. Silent tears of outrage streamed down my
cheeks. My face ached and felt hot. My temples throbbed. I climbed
up to the overhead bed. Margo raised her piercing voice once more
and spat out, “Jew deserved everything you got from my son! He
suppose to do dat more often so you learn to respect
him.”

For the remainder of the trip, I
stayed in the overhead bed, refusing to help drive or cook or take
care of the children. I lay there with rage and hatred brewing
inside. My mind played back the vicious scene over and over. It was
then that I made my final decision to divorce Angel. I would plan
my escape and secretly make my move.

When we returned home, I secretly
contacted a lawyer and began divorce proceedings. I stockpiled and
hid money. When I wrote a check for groceries and other purchases,
I wrote it for a larger amount and kept the difference in a new
bank account with my parents’ address. I made phone calls away from
the house. Like a game of chess, I strategically made my move and
checkmated Angel’s king.

By September I was ready. Diane,
who lived in Napa near Allandale, with her family, offered her
home. Two weeks before my departure, I told Angel about starting
divorce procedures. He was not surprised. Instead, he said, “I
expected this. It’s good we’re doing it now while we’re still
young.”

Although I stopped sleeping with
Angel since the day he beat me with Margo’s encouragement, one
night after telling him about the divorce, he asked me to come to
bed with him. Angry, I said, “No. You’ll have to find someone
else.”

Exploding in cynical laughter, he
walked away saying, “I’d be better off with someone else. There’s
many young groupies hanging around the station. They’d love a
chance to get their hands on me. I can have my pick.”

“Good. Then pick one,” I snapped
and turned my back on him.

Later that week, we took the kids
to the circus for one last family outing. In the car, Angel said,
“You know, I’m really glad we’re doing this. We’re still young, and
we can find someone else. It’s time for a change.”

“I’m glad too. It’s been hard on
the kids.”

The following week, I packed
household items in boxes, discussed what furniture I would take,
and we put the house up for sale. Angel did not know the exact day
I would move out. Although he knew I was moving up north to my
sister’s, he somehow thought this whole charade of mine was really
only a bluff.

On a hot September morning, while
Angel was out in his patrol car, my father and his friend helped me
move my things into a rented moving van. After the van was loaded,
my father parked the huge truck down the street from their house so
Angel would not see it. Later that evening, Angel called. My mother
sternly said while I stood by her, “She’s gone. They’re on their
way to Diane’s.”

At four a.m. the next morning, my
father fired up the moving van, and I followed in my blue Ford
sedan. Angel kept the camper, his jeep, and a new sports car he
purchased to impress the young groupies he soon brought into his
free-and-easy-single life.

The children took everything in
stride. They thought we were on an exciting adventure. Michael was
seven, and Nicole was four and a half. They were too young to
understand the true nature of what was really happening.

The drive up the California
coastline was endless. It took over eight hours because of the
large, slow moving van. My father rested a little after Diane made
him something to eat; then we drove him to the airport in San
Francisco to fly home the same day. He was bone-tired by the time
he arrived in Los Angeles.

I launched our lives into the
divorced, single-parent category.

The children and I settled into
one of Diane and Bill’s three bedrooms. I was lucky I had a job
waiting for me in Napa. Diane’s husband, Bill, secured a
secretarial position for me with an electronics company. Angel
refused to pay us any money, claiming a judge would have to order
payment. I anticipated such a move and informed my lawyer weeks in
advance. Angel and I were scheduled to appear in a divorce court
the following week for an Order to Show Cause.

When Angel called his parents to
tell them the news of our divorce, they were devastated. Margo
cried and whined, “I’ll never see thee kids. How could Jen-eee be
so cruel? Thee kids are the ones who will suffer dis. They love and
need their father, no?”

“We’ll make the best of it, Ma,”
Angel assured her. “I’ve got a good lawyer.”

Margo lapsed into a dark mood of
depression. She lost sleep and ten pounds from not eating. Soon,
she became extremely ill with a flu virus and pneumonia. She
remained ill for several months. Angel’s father reverted to his
religious fanaticism and preached to Angel to convince him he
needed to get his family back. He hounded Angel incessantly with
Bible verses, claiming God put man and women together; therefore,
they were bound together for life. When Angel was with another
woman, he verbally chastised him and bombarded him with religious
quotations about being unfaithful to his wife. Angel was forced to
avoid his father to escape the constant religious
attacks.

The court hearing proved fruitful
for the kids and me. Angel was ordered to pay child support. The
divorce hearing was set for the following month.

During the interim, Angel dated
many women. He even dated several on the same day! If one did not
satisfy him or angered him, he didn’t call her back for a second
date. After several months of this demanding love life, he burned
himself out. Then, he settled for one woman. He chose a slim and
very pretty twenty-five-year-old who had waist-length, dark-red
hair (very much like my own), deep green eyes, and an easy-going
personality. Her name was Sharon. She fell in love with him and
moved into the new condo he bought after the house sold. She talked
about marriage and children. Angel, however, put the idea of
marriage off. She was patient and waited, loving him so much she
was willing to wait forever. She was young and innocent and
incredibly naive. She could not possibly fathom how close she was
to making the biggest and most tragic mistake in her beautiful
young life.

Angel kept in touch with Tom and
Candie during his bachelor life. He boasted about his women, acting
cocky and self-assured and outrageously bragging about his
individual conquests. He used words such as “main squeeze” and
“present lay” and “babe.” Tom listened to Angel and thought he was
a fool because he let the best woman of all get away from him. Tom
told Candie after Angel left, “What’s with Angel? He’s not the
same. Did you hear how he talked about his main squeeze? That’s the
stupidest thing I ever heard! He thinks he’s happy. He really
doesn’t know himself at all. I feel sorry for him.”

Angel and I spoke to each other
only by phone concerning the kids. Whenever we spoke, we argued
bitterly. Feeling a heady power in my new freedom, I was extremely
demanding and hateful toward him.

After one of his visitational
weekends, I waited at the airport for Michael and Nicole to arrive.
The jet landed, and the passengers filed out. I searched for my
children’s smiling faces. I froze. Angel’s father walked down the
ramp holding each child’s hand. Anger and rage consumed me. He
smiled and began a dissertation about cleaving to my rightful
husband. He included a few Bible verses about God’s disapproval of
divorce.

Yanking each child’s hand away
from him, I glared with contempt, then sped down the corridor. He
followed, saying the kids were too young to travel alone. I turned
and angrily snapped, “You shouldn’t have come!” People stared at
us. “The kids can travel alone. They’ve done it many times. The
flight attendants take good care of them. There’s no danger of them
getting lost. Don’t you ever do this again. I warn you! If you come
up here, I’ll get a court order against you. I’ll never allow the
kids to fly down again. Angel’ll have to drive all the way up here
to pick them up.” Whirling furiously, I dragged the kids behind me.
They ran to keep up.

“Tell me where you live!” he
begged as I stormed toward the parking lot. “Angel won’t tell
me.”

“Never! You’re making it
worse!”

Quickly, we left the parking lot
so Angel’s father could not follow us to our apartment. When we got
home, I dialed Angel’s number and gave him a tongue-lashing. “I’ll
go back into court and curtail your visitation rights. You’re
living with Sharon and not married to her. That’s a very bad
example for our children. I’m warning you: Make your father stay
out of my life.”

Angel apologized and claimed, “I
told Pop not to approach you and to stay on the jet for the return
flight to L.A. He never listens! I thought you’d be pleased the
children didn’t travel alone. I promise never to allow my dad to
accompany them again. But you know my dad. If I tell him he can’t
go up there, he’ll do it anyway. He’s stubborn. But don’t worry; he
doesn’t know where you live.”

“He’d better not!”

“He’s asked me over and over.
I’ve refused to tell him. I know he’ll just make a mess of
things.”

After two court hearings and many
arguments over the phone, our divorce became final by spring.
During Angel’s four-week summer vacation in July, he drove the
camper to my apartment with a small travel trailer in tow. He
planned to take the kids camping along the Northern California
coastline. Liza (who was now fourteen), Sharon, and Margo were also
with him. He collected the kids while Margo and Sharon remained in
the camper, then headed north.

Within a few hours, Michael come
down with a high fever and painful earache. Angel called to ask my
advice. With a tone of annoyance and imposition, he said, “You
shouldn’t have allowed Michael to swim every day. He’s ruining my
plans. He’s in a lot of pain. I might have to bring him back and go
on without him.”

“Oh no, don’t do that!” I
replied. “Just take him to a clinic for antibiotics.”

“Jen, I’m telling you, he’ll just
have to miss out this trip. I can’t be babysitting a sick kid. This
is my vacation. I’ll take him next time. I’ll make it up to
him.”

“Don’t do that, Angel! He looked
forward to this so much. He’ll hate you for this.”

“Naw, he won’t. He’ll get over
it. Ya gotta understand, Jen.”

“Kids get sick, Angel. It’s not
his fault. And it’s not my fault either. Just take him to the
nearest clinic. As soon as he’s on the antibiotics, he’ll
improve.”

“I don’t have time for that! If
he’s not better by tonight, you might see us back.” Then, he hung
up.

That afternoon, Angel took
Michael to a nearby clinic. As soon as Michael began the
medication, his pain disappeared, and the infection cleared up. As
the trip progressed, Margo began her usual complaining about the
crowded conditions and the lack of privacy. She took out her
frustrations on Liza and Nicole, arguing incessantly. The girls
soon built a resentment against their grandmother. To make matters
worse, Michael, Nicole, and Liza fought constantly. They vied for
Angel and Sharon’s attention. In short, Angel returned from his
trip a week early. He delivered the children saying, “This’ll be
the last trip I ever take with all three of these kids and my
mother. I had a miserable time. Nobody got along except Sharon and
me. From now on, I’m going to take one kid at a time. And I’m going
to leave my mother home!”

Laughing to myself, I thought,
Angel is finally realizing what I’ve had to go through for the past
eight years.

 



Chapter
6

 


“Hi, Jen. How’re you?” Angel
spoke in a humble, little-boy voice. A Friday morning in August I
was at work when I received his call.

“Hi. Just fine. You in town
already?”

“Yeah. Just got in. Where’re the
kids?” Gone was his take-charge attitude, his demanding
I’ll-get-my-way-or-else tone. He spoke in a gentler,
feel-sorry-for-me voice. I became skeptical.

“They’re in day care,” I replied.
“Wait a minute. I’ll get the address—”

“That’s okay. I, uh, actually
want to see you, Jen.”

“Me?” My suspicions
grew.

“I thought, before I get the kids
. . . well, uh . . . I was just kind of wondering if you’d go out
to lunch with me? I’d like to talk to you. We’ll make it a date.
You know, like old times.”

“A date? I don’t think so,
Angel.”

“Won’t you at least go to lunch
with me? You’ve got to eat lunch, don’t you? I really want to see
you. What do you say? Just for lunch. What’s the harm?”

“I don’t know. We’ve gone through
so much. It just won’t work, Angel . . . .”

“Please, Jen? There’s something
we need to talk about.”

I wondered what was so important.
Maybe he had a fight with Sharon and wanted a shoulder to cry on.
This is a man I did not know. This is a man who actually humbled
himself. After a long pause, I replied, “Okay, I’ll go to lunch
with you.”

“Okay! I’ll be there before noon.
How do I find you?”

After giving him the directions,
I hung up. As the morning wore on, I became more apprehensive about
meeting Angel on friendly terms. When noon arrived, I was a basket
case. My hands shook; my stomach did flip-flops so violently I
feared I could not eat lunch. I felt like a schoolgirl going out on
her first date. I wondered if Angel’s intentions were genuine and
tried to figure out what he really had up his treacherous
sleeve.

Looking through a one-way mirror
window into the visitor’s lobby, I saw Angel patiently waiting. He
looked nervous, like a lost little boy. My boss winked; then she
said, “Go ahead, Jennifer, take a couple of hours. It’s
Friday!”

“Thanks!” I glided through the
lobby door.

Angel smiled when he saw me. He
put his arm around me and said, “Hi, babe,” then gave me a hug and
a quick kiss on my hot cheek. “It’s good to see you.” He never
called me babe before.

As we walked out of the office,
Angel chatted easily. Then, he said, “You look good. You’ve gained
weight. You’re . . . chubbier!”

“Now I know why I divorced
you!”

“No, I mean I’ve never seen you
looking so good. So . . . filled out. You know?” He formed an
hourglass female shape with his hands and whistled.

“Thanks!”

After Angel opened the pickup
truck’s door, I slid onto the bench seat and directed him to a
nearby sandwich shop. We ordered our lunch and sat at a cozy table
on the patio. The sun shined brightly, and the afternoon was
picture-perfect. Butterflies flitted around the fragrant flowers in
the garden near our table. The sun felt warm against my back. We
talked easily about various aspects of being divorced. After
finishing our lunch, we sipped ice-cold wine spritzers. Angel
talked a little about his experiences with women and how he settled
on Sharon. He said, “She’s really pushing marriage. She wants a
baby.”

“Marry her, then. You love her,
don’t you?”

“She’s moved back with her
parents.”

“Why?”

“We had a fight. She doesn’t
think I want to marry her.”

“Well, do you?”

“She thinks I’m still in love
with you. And you know, Jen, I am. I don’t intend on marrying her.
You’re my wife. I’ll never marry anyone. Never again. Twice is
enough for me. I’m not in love with her like she is with me. I
don’t want another kid. I already have three!” He lowered his head.
“I still love you, Jen. I always have. Always will. I can’t live my
life without you. I miss you and the kids terribly. That’s why I
came up here. Not just for the kids. I was kind of hoping we could
do something together, sort of like a family. Does that surprise
you?”

“Yes!” I gulped down the
remainder of my wine and ordered another. My cold, hardened heart
was melting. I wanted to believe him.

“Hey, maybe you’d like to go
camping with us?” He sounded hopeful. “We could go
tonight.”

“Uh, I’m not much for camping
anymore. Sorry.” I rolled my eyes.

“We could plan a picnic or
something instead.”

“I don’t know, Angel.” I shook my
head. The sun glistened off my red hair. “I’ll have to think about
it.”

“Okay. No rush, Jen. I’ll be here
all weekend.”

Two hours later we returned to
the office. When I reached for the truck’s door handle, Angel
placed his hand on my forearm and gave it a little squeeze. He
looked sad, gazing sweetly into my eyes and asking, “Can I call
you?”

I hesitated, then said, “Sure.
Later.” I got out and called over my shoulder, tossing my hair
back, “I’m off at five.” I walked toward the office, then looked
back one last time before opening the lobby door. I was pleased but
still suspicious.

An hour later, he called me at
work and asked softly, “Will you go out with me tonight?” I heard
the kids’ voices in the background.

“Go out?”

“I want to take you to dinner and
dancing. Can you get a babysitter? You can show me the in places up
here. What do you say?”

I thought of nothing else but
what Angel said during lunch. Hesitant, I answered, “I don’t know,
Angel. I can get a sitter, no problem.”

“Great! I’ll pay the
sitter.”

“What the heck. Okay, I’ll go out
with you. I know some really cool clubs. I’ll call the sitter right
now.”

“Okay! We’ll be there at five.”
He laughed excitedly, then said good-bye.

Angel and the kids arrived at my
apartment promptly at five p.m. I settled the kids with their
dinner and babysitter. Angel and I left for a quaint little
restaurant for dinner. After dinner, I directed him to several
nightspots with dancing to live music. We danced the disco, the
grind, the bump, the jerk and the old-fashioned rock and roll. We
drank wine and talked the night away as if we had a whole lifetime
to catch up on. The wine made me sentimental and very relaxed with
Angel. He was familiar and comfortable, like a favorite sweater. I
was growing more emotionally attached to him as the evening wore
on. I kept thinking, Why couldn’t it be like this all the
time?

We had a wonderful time. We
popped in and out of one dance club after another. We laughed
constantly and brought up old-time remembrances from our past. We
talked about Tom and Candie. We talked about other mutual friends.
Angel brought me up to date as to who was divorced and who had
remarried. We talked about our mutual fears of being divorced and
alone. Angel insisted he was breaking up with Sharon.

The night magically slipped away,
and the early morning arrived with its crisp coolness from the damp
night air off the bay. As Angel drove me home, he said, “I don’t
know where I’ll end up staying tonight. In the camper, I
guess.”

“Do you want a motel room?
There’s a motel next to my apartment building.”

“Well, uh, I thought maybe I’d
just sleep in the camper in your parking lot.” Glancing at me, he
chuckled. “That’s what makes a camper so great. You can park it
anywhere and just crawl in the back. I always sleep in the camper
for free.”

The words cheap and stingy
flashed through my senses. Pushing them aside, I didn’t want to
spoil the companionship we shared. We walked to my apartment door.
Angel stepped inside to pay the babysitter. After she left, he
said, “Well, guess this is good night, huh?” He briefly let his
eyes sweep the room, then added, “Would you mind if I slept here
tonight? I mean, I was just going to sleep in the parking lot
anyway. That’s kind of silly, don’t you think?” He waved a hand.
“I’ll sleep on the couch. It’d be warmer. I mean, we’ve spent the
whole night together already. I’d love to take a hot shower and
shave in the morning. But if you don’t want me to, I’ll go.” He
pivoted to head for the door.

“It’s okay, Angel.” I sighed.
“You can use the couch. It’s really no big deal. I’m too tired to
care right now anyway.”

As we prepared for bed, Angel
stood at my bedroom door in his boxer shorts and said, “You know,
it’d be silly of me to sleep on that couch out there with you in
here. Can I sleep with you, Jen? For old-times sake? It’s been so
long. I’m lonely. We slept together for nine years. What’s one more
time? I need it, and you need it too. I love you, Jen.”

I was careless about my emotions
on that night and did not have a care in the world because Angel
was there and everything was right again. Angel made passionate and
tender love to me. When it was over, I burst out crying. Angel
comforted me tenderly, in a soothing and loving way. He promised to
make it right between us, to make it better. I was not ashamed. I
was happy and contented and snuggled into his familiar arms and
cried, my emotions boiling over. I thought about the absurdity of
everything that had happened between us and fell asleep in his
arms.

~

When we awoke, we heard
early-morning cartoons from the TV in the living room. We made love
again before slipping out of bed. The children were extremely
happy. Their daddy was home. I prepared a breakfast of pancakes,
eggs, bacon, juice, and coffee while Angel played with the kids on
the living room floor. They laughed excitedly and wrestled around
while the cartoons still played on the TV. I smiled, feeling more
at home in my little apartment than I ever had before. While we
ate, we made plans for the day. Angel suggested taking the kids to
a nearby amusement park. It was unanimous.

After breakfast, the children
skipped outdoors to play. I clicked off the TV, then brought two
cups of steaming coffee to the coffee table. Angel and I settled
close together on the couch, still feeling a warm afterglow. We
talked about the children’s exuberant amount of energy. As we
sipped our coffee, Angel mentioned he missed the kids and, most of
all, me. Speaking softly and sincerely, his voice had a tone of
lonesome sadness. He said, “I’ve felt a lot of pain and remorse
concerning our divorce. I sincerely wish to bring our family
together again.”

For the first time, he was
actually admitting he truly loved and needed me. When we separated,
I never thought he would ask me to come back. When I walked out the
door, I thought it was for good. In his eyes I would be tainted,
damaged goods. There was no coming back.

“Jen,” Angel continued, “there’s
a huge void in me now. I ache for you, for the kids, for my family.
Ever since you left, it hasn’t been the same. Last night was
beautiful between us. It was right. You were meant to be with me.
No one else. You belong to me, forever. I want us to watch the kids
grow up together. I want us to grow old together, celebrate our
ninetieth birthdays. I’ve tried to get my life together since you
left, but it’s not the same.” Tears filled his eyes. “Nothing’s
right no matter what I do or who I’m with. Something’s missing. And
that’s you, Jen.”

His voice cracked with deep
emotion. Tears filled my own eyes. “I’ve found no one who can take
your place. No one! Please come back to me. Won’t you consider it?
I want my family back!” He covered his face and cried with pitiful,
deep sobs.

Staring in shock, I held him
close as he cried on my shoulder. He sobbed, “Jen, please? All I
want is for us to be together again. I yearn for my family. I can’t
sleep, can’t eat. I need you. That’s all I’ve thought about. I’m
going to spend the rest of my life trying to get you back. I love
you more than you’ll ever know. It’s my fault you left. It’s
because of the way I treated you. It was wrong. I know that now.
You know, I drove up here when you lived with Diane. You were at
work. Diane came to the door. She was kind of cold and rude. I
couldn’t help it. I started crying. Then, I said I was sorry you
left and I wanted you back. I said you must’ve hated me an awful
lot because you moved so far away just to get away from me! I saw
it in her eyes, Jen. She felt sorry for me. She was sad. I’m
willing to change. Things are going to be different from now on. I
promise. My folks won’t interfere. You watch. I promise, from now
on they won’t be involved in anything we do. I want to make it
right. The kids want it too. Did you see how happy they
were?”

Looking at Angel’s tear-stained
face, I felt sorry for him. He looked so miserable. He never
admitted he was wrong about anything. I was shocked he admitted the
divorce was his fault, but instead of feeling victorious, I felt
guilt and sadness and cried along with him. Our relationship had to
slip to the very bottom before we could talk about our problems to
save it. Numbness filled me.

The children popped in to see if
we could leave for the amusement park. They pretended to be unaware
of their father’s inner turmoil. I promised we would leave soon.
They ran outdoors, squealing happily. Angel took me into his arms,
looked deep into my eyes, and asked, “Promise to think about it,
Jen?”

“Yes, I promise.” He squeezed me
tighter.

“You don’t have to give me an
answer right away. I won’t push you. You spent a great deal of time
planning the divorce, so I don’t expect you to make a decision
right away.”

After collecting my thoughts, I
said, “Angel, this is so sudden.”

“I know.” He nodded and wiped his
tears.

“I’m sorry too. But what about
our arguments? They won’t just go away by themselves. What about
our constant fighting over the kids’ upbringing? Could we possibly
solve that?”

“Yes, Jen, yes! That’s easy.
We’ll make those decisions together.”

“What about our fights about
money? Then, there’s your parents. I know your mom hates
me.”

“No, you’re wrong!”

“It’s true. She proved that last
summer on our trip. She even said she wished you never married
me.”

“My mother said that?”

“Yeah! I’ve tried to help your
mom out. I’ve been patient and compassionate. But what does she do?
She throws sand in my face for everything I’ve done for her. And
your dad’s religious preaching and constant interfering would have
to stop.”

“No problem, Jen. I’ll take care
of them myself. I promise.”

“I feel the same as you, Angel.
There was nobody I could trust or be relaxed with or even want to
live with. Nothing feels right to me either. Everything’s
topsy-turvy. Sometimes I wake up at night dripping with sweat and
shaking because I’m afraid of being on my own. It’s an anxiety
attack. But I won’t get married just to stop my anxieties. I don’t
need a husband. The kids don’t need a father. You’re their father.
But I don’t think it’ll work, Angel.”

“Jen, we’ve got to give it a
try.”

“I know, for the kids, it’d be
good if their parents were together again. Lord knows Michael needs
stronger supervision now that he’s older. He’ll be into his teens
soon enough. It’s hard being a single parent and working full-time.
But first a lot of changes must be made.”

Angel talked about the drastic
changes he would make to meet my conditions of reconciliation. He
approached the subject with enthusiastic vitality and a fresh new
look. He talked about his new condominium and four-plex apartment
building he purchased through his friends Darroll and Brenda, who
owned a real estate office and brokerage. Brenda was a CPA and the
broker. Darroll used to work with Angel at the same police station;
then he resigned and started the real estate office.

Angel described his condominium
in detail to entice me and said I would not be involved with his
parents’ affairs. He promised Margo would never accompany us on
summer vacations or stay overnight; he would shield me from his
dad’s constant religious bombardments and tantrums. He explained
that his dad lived at his new apartments and helped to keep an eye
on things while doing a little cleanup and gardening and collecting
the rent, so he would not come to the condominium very often. He
promised to discuss future decisions with me first. I would be his
equal in all things, including the handling of our money and the
buying or selling of property. He promised to add my name to the
deeds of the condominium and the apartments and future purchases.
Everything was so incredibly simple to him. He had an answer for
every little detail. It sounded much too good to be
true.

Eventually, I said, “Angel,
there’s something you’ve neglected to bring up.”

“What’s that, Jen?”

“If we were to have a
disagreement and you lost your temper, like in the past, and you
start hitting and pushing me around—”

“Jen, please!” he interrupted.
“Don’t bring up bad memories like that. Let’s just forget that ever
happened. It was wrong of me. I know that now. I promise I’ll
never, ever strike you again. You can believe that, Jen. You’ve got
my word on it.”

“Good, because if you ever hit
me, I mean it, I’ll be packed and gone that very day. I’ll press
charges against you, ruin your reputation as a officer. It’ll only
take one time . . . .”

Angel pulled me to him, kissed me
long and hard on the mouth, and held me close. Then, he said with
enthusiasm, “I’m so happy right now, I can hardly stand it! Maybe
there’s a chance you’ll come back? I can return to L.A. with some
hope. I’m going to get things ready, clean the place up. You know
how it is. A man can’t keep his place neat and tidy. It needs a
woman’s touch. When you come . . . I mean, if you come, you’ll be
impressed with the condo. I know you’ll like it.”

He sounded so convincing and
sincere. I replied, “I need time to think about it.”

“Sure, Jen, anything you say.”
Angel beamed brightly. “Say, I’d better take my shower.”

While he showered, I cleaned the
kitchen and loaded the dishwasher. The children clambered up the
stairs and burst through the door. They were glad we were getting
ready to leave for the amusement park.

We spent the day enjoying the
amusement-park rides, games, and junk food. We felt a new closeness
as a family. The children noticed Angel and me holding hands,
sneaking quick kisses, and talking quietly. They seemed happy their
parents were together again. They felt secure. We returned to the
apartment in the late evening. We watched a little TV with the
children before going to bed early. Angel slept with me again that
night.

~

The next day, Sunday, Angel
delayed driving back to Los Angeles. We sat in the sun and watched
the children swim in the pool. We spent most of the morning and
part of the afternoon working out the details of our
reconciliation. Angel talked as if I had already made my decision.
More promises were made. More things were going to change. That
evening, I cooked a simple dinner. After dinner, Angel prepared to
leave. He bid us a tearful good-bye. We followed him to the parking
lot. I was still dazed by the turn of events.

Before getting into the pickup,
he lamented, “I want to scoop you and the kids up and take you back
with me right now. You’d make me the happiest man on this earth if
you’d come with me now.”

“I can’t, Angel.”

“Can’t I talk you into coming?
I’d love to show you the condo. I’m so excited. I can’t wait for
your answer. I want to get the ball rolling right now. You know
me!”

“I can’t. Besides, I can’t leave
my job like that. My boss has been good to me. The company hired me
sight unseen. Then, when I had pneumonia, they paid me anyway even
though I wasn’t eligible for sick pay. They even gave me a sizable
raise because I’m a single mom. I can’t just desert them, Angel. I
owe them at least a month’s notice before I quit.”

“A month! Two weeks should be
sufficient! Heck, one week’s good enough. Why don’t you give them
your notice tomorrow? Oops! I’d better not tell you what to do.
See, I can change.”

“I need time, Angel. It’s all too
fast. It’s better you leave right now. I’ve got a lot of thinking
to do.”

“Well, I can still hope.” Tears
formed in his eyes as he took my hands into his. “I think there’s a
chance for us. You’ve made me so happy. I’m flying high, Jen. The
wheels on this camper aren’t even going to touch the pavement! I’ll
call you.”

He kissed me long and hard, then
squeezed me tight. After hugging the kids, he slipped behind the
wheel, waved out the window, and slowly drove away. I returned to
the apartment with my head spinning from a whirlwind of love and
promises from Angel. That’s when everything changed. My destiny was
forced back on track.

~

The rest of the week dragged by.
My thoughts constantly revolved around our reconciliation. I
bounced between the pros and cons and remembered his changed
attitude, sincerity, sadness, pain, and promises to make things
right between us. To make matters worse, the children pressured me
by asking, “Are we going to move back with Daddy? I hope we do.
Please, Mommy? The condo is really neat-o. It’s got an upstairs and
everything. And it has a swimming pool. And Buckie is there and
Slow Poke.”

Smiling at the mention of Angel’s
dog, Buck, and his desert land turtle, I told them, “We’ll
see.”

~

Later that week, I spoke to Diane
about moving back. She did not commit herself. She said I should do
what I felt was right for me. Deep within my heart, I knew that if
I never gave Angel a second chance, I would always wonder. I had to
find out if he meant what he promised. Because of my religious
upbringing, when we married, I took my marriage vows seriously. I
felt like I would always belong to him.

When Angel called, he sounded
excited and exhilarated. “Hi, Jen! Say, I’ve got a fantastic idea.
Why don’t you and the kids fly down here this weekend?”

“I don’t think I
should.”

“You can stay at the condo. Of
course, if you’d rather stay in a motel . . . .”

“No, no. We could stay with
you.”

“I’ll pay for the
flight.”

“Really?”

“I want you to see the condo.” He
spoke rapidly, with enthusiasm. “It’s going to be your condo too.
You don’t have to give me your answer about coming back. No strings
attached, Jen. Just spend the weekend with me.”

“Sounds fair.”

“You’re really going to like this
condo. I just know it. I’ve cleaned it up. Anyway, you’ll have to
approve it first before you make your decision. You’re the boss,
Jen.”

“What about Sharon?”

“As soon as I got home, I called
her and we broke up. It’s over.”

“Didn’t you kind of spring that
on her all of a sudden?”

“I let her down easy.” He sounded
defensive.

“But everything was great between
you two. Then, in one swoop, you lowered the boom on
her.”

“I never promised her
anything! I told her you were moving back.”

“You told her I was coming back?
That’s cruel!”

“I had to tell her something! I
told her it’d never work between us because I’ll never get married
again or have any more children. Good thing she never got pregnant!
It wouldn’t be fair for her to keep hoping. It’ll never happen. She
was upset. She’ll get over it.”

“She must really be hurt. Poor
Sharon.”

“I guess she thought she’d change
my mind. She said she suspected I still loved you and wanted you to
come back. Sharon’s a good kid. She needs a younger man to build
her life around and have kids. Ha! I’m getting too old to start a
new family. I already have my family.”

“I still can’t help but feel
sorry for her.”

“Yeah, but like I said, I made no
promises. It’s her own fault for making more out of it than what it
really was. She’s young, Jen. Eight years younger than me. She’ll
bounce back in no time. She’ll find someone else. Forget about her.
Let’s think about us.”

~

The kids and I flew to Los
Angeles the following Friday evening. We disembarked from the jet
and walked down the tarmac. I spotted Angel standing among a crowd,
waving excitedly, his face beaming. As we approached, he met us
with hugs and kisses and tears. He held me close and squeezed me.
My hair blew about from the jet engines behind us, looking like a
red halo. We laughed as I pulled my hair away from my face. He
kissed me passionately, then said, “I’m so glad you’re
here.”

“How’re you?” I asked.

“Just fine now. My family’s
back,” he said with deep sincerity. “This is where you belong. I
missed you so much. You feel so good! I could hardly wait for the
weekend.” He hugged me even tighter and looked hopefully into my
eyes then kissed me again.

While collecting our bags, we
chatted and laughed with nervous excitement. Then, Angel drove onto
the busy freeway toward his condo. He stopped at a nearby hot dog
stand and ordered chili dogs with fries and sodas. When we arrived
at the condominium, I was impressed. It was neat and clean and very
nice. Three bedrooms were upstairs with the main bathroom. The
kitchen, living room, family room, and a smaller bathroom were
downstairs. There was a small covered patio between the condo and
the garage. Buck and Slow Poke stayed in the patio.

Angel spoke as if we already
moved in. He took me around the condominium pointing out the things
I could change or rearrange or even redecorate. He said, “You’re
the boss now, Jen. I mean it. Nothing’ll be decided unless you say
so. Everything’s going to be better. I just know it. I’ve already
changed. I know it’ll be good between us again.” He talked about a
possible move-in date and pressured me for a decision by
suggesting, “Since school starts in two weeks, why don’t the kids
just stay here? Next week, I’ll register them in their new school.
It’s within walking distance from here.”

“Who’s going to watch them while
you’re at work?”

“I know you won’t like this, but
I see no other way then to bring my mom out here. She can baby-sit
for us. I don’t have anyone else I trust who can watch them. You
don’t want a stranger watching your kids, do you . . . especially
when you’re eight hundred miles away?”

“Well, no.” I had to agree. It
was the best solution for the time being.

“My mom won’t mind. She did it
when I had the kids on my weekends. She’ll stay here until you move
in. But I promise, the day you move in, she’ll go back to her
apartment. She won’t be staying here. I’ve already spoken to my
parents. They’re really happy the kids’ll have their family
together again. They want us back together. Pop agreed to stay away
unless invited. They want to help us work things out.”

So, I returned to my apartment
alone and gave two weeks’ notice at my job then started packing. I
mailed two large boxes full of the kids’ clothes and toys to the
condo. I made arrangements to rent a large moving van and nervously
waited for the big day. Angel called every evening. I spoke to
Margo and the kids. Margo said she was happy we were getting back
together.

When I told Diane, she was
disappointed I would no longer live near her, but she said she
respected my decision. Then, I called my parents. They were very
upset. Several calls were made between us. They desperately wanted
to talk me out of going back. They brought up old memories of the
things that forced me to leave Angel in the first place, but I told
them I made my decision.

~

Two weeks later, my moving
weekend arrived. That Friday afternoon, I picked up Angel and
Michael from the airport. Nicole remained with Margo. The next
morning, with Bill and Diane and their two boys, we loaded the
moving van. When we finished, Diane and I tearfully said good-bye,
with promises to make many trips to visit and to call or write each
other often. Angel drove the moving van with Michael beside him,
while I followed in the Ford.

We would begin again. The road to
my destiny did not allow any detours such as a divorce.

 



Chapter
7

 


When we arrived at the condo,
Margo and Angel’s father, along with several relatives who arrived
from El Savador, cheerfully greeted us. After jumping down from the
moving van, Angel hugged me, then whispered, “Don’t worry. They’re
leaving by the end of the week.” Several days later, we were
finally alone. We settled into our new life as a complete family
unit.

Despite his parents’ periodic
presence, our relationship went relatively smooth . . . at first.
Angel went to great lengths to make sure he followed through with
his promises. The children were well-adjusted and happy to have a
normal family again. Angel and I developed an open line of
communication. I was convinced he was totally truthful and honest
with me and surprised he wanted to please me. He became very
considerate and aware of my emotional feelings. We discussed
important decisions. He listened to my opinions and input. I
believed he had transformed into a considerate, empathetic, and
more compassionate person.

Then, one afternoon while Angel
was out in his patrol car, I answered the phone and heard the soft
shy voice of a young woman on the other end. Although I never spoke
to her personally, I knew it was Sharon. There was a long pause
before she said, “Is Angel there?”

“No, he’s not. He’s at work. Can
I take a message?”

There was a moment of nervous
indecision. After another long pause, she said with a slight quiver
“No, that’s okay—thank you” and quickly hung up.
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