
Elia Cardenas, Story #3  

"My kids are the victims of this abuse"  

Elia Cardenas, a former Marine, left her husband in 
California four years ago. Elia is a social work pro-
gram manager and lives with her children in Des 
Moines.  

My eight-year-old son has a nightmare where he 
finds my body in the park. How did I get to a point 
where I allowed my child to be exposed to such fear? 

I got married at 32. I thought I did it right. But the 
abuse started really early in our relationship. 

Eventually, “X” convinced me I was better off dead. During my pregnancy with my daughter, Nieves, I lost so much 
weight. I thought, “Okay, I just want to die after I give birth.” The week after Nieves was born, X started hitting me 
more, because he wanted me to leave. Once he hit me really bad, and I went into the ER. Nieves was three weeks old. He 
dropped me at the ER. He said, “If you say anything, I will make sure the kids disappear.” I was going crazy. Because, 
what if he did? He said, “I can make the kids disappear in Mexico.” And he could. Because he has dual citizenship. 

I thought my son was too young to remember that his father used to beat me. But he remembers. He goes, “Do you 
remember when daddy used to hit you?” I thought, at a year and a half, that he was too young. At one point, he hated me. 
He hated his sister. He called his sister a bitch. He was five. He wasn’t even a kindergartner. He would have anxiety at-
tacks in front of school. He didn’t want me close, but I couldn’t leave the same room. He had nightmares. He wanted to 
die. 

When my son has nightmares, he sleeps with me. He says, “What if daddy kills you? Remember he said he was go-
ing to kill you?” In his mind, if daddy comes, he’s going to keep him from killing me. 

I want people to understand: These are the victims. My kids are the victims of this abuse. 

My son went to see Star Wars with his uncle. He said, “You know, Luke had Darth Vader for a father, and he does-
n’t have to be like him.” He said, “I don’t have to be like my dad. I can be like Luke.” He’s getting older, where he un-
derstands: Daddy chooses. 

When her father used to call, Nieves would tell him, “I don’t got a daddy.” He says, “Yes, I’m your daddy.” She 
said, “No, daddy hugs you and kisses you and takes you to the park. And you don’t do that to me, so I don’t got a 
daddy.” My daughter was three. 

Now we joke. Half of this (pointing to her face) is daddy, half of it is mommy. I am multiple purpose. So she gets 
two kisses: her mommy kiss, and her daddy kiss. I understand that at some point in her life I’m going to explain to her 
what happened. I have a lot of making up to do to those kids, and I have a lot of explaining to do. It was my life, it was 
my mistake, but it affected theirs. 

Some things are better now. I make enough money where I can afford this house by myself. It’s a big house, we have 
a dog and a cat. I have two cars, insurance, retirement, a little bit of college funds. I refinanced my house last month. 

My son used to ask me, “Are we going to be okay?” He was five. He would go, “Mama, are we going to be okay?” 
He always had that anxiety, you know, because his dad would tell us that he would kill me. He would say, “I want a 
daddy. How about that one, mom?” 

Other times he goes, “No, we don’t need a daddy. We’re good.” I go, “Are you sure?” He goes, “No, we’re good. 
They’re going to cramp our style, mom.” 


