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Why Was
This Woman

ered?

Denise Stephens was beaten to death with a baseball bat by her
ex-husband. The tragedy was that she saw it coming. But even after
months of threats and harassment, the police couldn't protect her.

T THE TOP OF THE DRIVEWAY, THREE BICYCLES ARE THROWN OVER,
strewn on their sides like books on a slippery shelf Pink, well-worn, they have the
look of having been places. Of lictle girls testing independence. But at this house,
the heap of wheels and handlebars is a wrenching image

Inside, Betty Seymour makes her way o the door. The house is one of many
just like it on this suburban block. at least from the exterior. Red brick, neat,
mailboxes at the eurb. You could be anywhere, really, This street has a happs
name. Sunny Meadows.

Betty has been working hard this part icular morning, taking care ol
rwo of har three sranddaughters. The middle one is at a friend’s house
The 10-vear-old helps with the 3-year-old, she says. But, still, it is never
L'ﬁ"\.':f.

She begins to talk about how she has found herself in MeKinney,
Texas, at 60, having moved from her lowa farm just a vear ago, wid
owed unexpectedly, With milkmaid skin and twinkly eyes, Betty

is an image of fortitude and purpose. She came here for comfort,
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but instead she was hurled into an unimaginable role.

“Daddy killed my mommy,” the 3-year-old says plainly, her
blonde bangs shifting side to side as she settles into Grammy's
lap, Betty just hugs her. And the tears come,

HE CRIES OFTEN AND APPEARS SPENT FROM
the physical labor required of a single adult-in-
charge. More than that, though, isthe responsibil-
ity for making sure her orphaned granddaughters
emerge, somehow, okay,

In the spring of 2007, Betty and her husband Fred were get-
ting reacy to sell their farm in Marshalltown. Fred, who was 66,
had retired from his job as @ machinist for a factory that makes
control valves, the Fisher Control Plant. Betty wus still the office
manager for the Scott Manufacturing Company, a furnace and
insulation business. But the plan was, they would eventually move
to McKinney to lend a hand to Denise, their only daughter, who

had separated from her husband in 2005,

It was March, and the girls were visiting their grandparents
in Towa during their spring break vacation. They brought them
back to Texas, and when they returned to the Midwest on Maon-
day, Fred didn't feel well, “The doctors said it was some kind of
hlood disease, but they weren't sure,” Betty says, “He died within
five weeks, We did an autopsy because I needed to know. This was
my husband for 42 years. But, still, T have no answer”

Betty took a leave of absence from Scott Manufacturing and
went to MeKinney. She sold off some of her land and began look
ing to buy a new house for Denise, the children, and herself. “1
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was still going to go” she says. “He would have been with me if
he could.”

She left her job and made the permanent move in July. “Tt was
a big salary to do away with, and 1 wasn't ready to retire, it |
was going to stick with the plan.” Betty says, "Life changesin a
matter of an instant.”

N RETROSPECT, BETTY ARRIVED AT A GOOD TIME.

Eight months earlier, Denise had filed for divorce,
The agreement was signed in September 2007, just
two months after Betty eame south. Denise had been

married for 11 vears to a man named Brent Douglas
Stephens, whom she met when she was 18 and in junior college
She had a part-time job at an Arby’s restaurant and Brent, who
was 20, worked there as well, After a vear, Denise followed him
to lowa City—where he was enrolled at the
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to support them both, as a receptionist at

a hair salon and a dispatcher at an answer-
Ing service

T knew he was the kind of guy you warmn

vourdaughter to stay away from,” Betty says,

“1 remember when Denise wns having her
first child, we drove 12 hours straight and

in pain and nauseated, and he was eating Chinese food, She had
tos have seen something in him, or something she thought she
could fix, She was not a quitter”

She never had been. Denise Ann Seymour played basketball
for Central lowa Christian Academy. Point guard. Nothing could
et b her, despite hersmall frame. Her dad would take a half-cday
off from the factory for a home game, a full day if the team trav-
eled. She was on the vollevball squad, too, and was a cheerleader
and played piano and ongn, sometimes at weddings, She could
pick up anything by ear, even sught her own students when she
was in junior high. In high school, she had two jobs, one making
ice cream cones at o Tastee Freeze, The other took her around
LWL, L||.~|_jl.,'|_-|'||'|_‘LT h:;“.[mn I HIJuers 1-|,|'|' O WiDran who ran a little
business from her house,

“She could do anything With a big, huge smile on her face,
she'd look at me and say, ‘I'm on it, Mom." "



When the divorce papers were filed, Denise
did not report any threat of violence. But after
the decree was finalized, the situation became
volatile, testing Denise's usual ability to manage
whatever came her way,

Beginningin December, Brent Hooded Denise’s
cell phone for months with obscene text mes-
sages, tnunting her, using profanity to describe
her, and threatening her with things like snakes
in her dresser drawer and an early demise, even,
When Denise asked about a check that was owed
to her, for instance, Brent replied, “You'll get your
precious money, Keep your foul-smelling panties
. God, vou're such a biteh” Denise reported the
incidents to the McKinney Police Department, who
photographed the messages. She began keeping
awritten log of aberrant and harassing incidents,
docomented with dates and times. A detective
called Brent towarn him to stop, He admitted that
he wanted to make Denise miserable. Then one of
her back vires was slashed with a knife while her
carsatout frontin the driveway. Then another was
sliced open. On January 21, Denise wrote:

“My mother called me while [ was at the pmai
7:20 aM and reported the back door to the house
had been kicked in. Twent with the officer through
the house. A short timae Eater I noticed my bike tires
had been cut, and I had vigarette ashes on my bed
pillow. The back door was kicked in by a block, so
no foot print could be lifted. The officer did not
print the house because they eould not show he
came in. Since 1 r'l.'|'lrlrfl'|.[¢|!|._' additional informa-
tion later, it was called ‘circumstantial f

The next day, Denise told Brent not to come to
the office where she worked. He did, anyway. $he
wrote: “He then leaves avoice mail on my phone
stating he would hate for the girls to lose their
mother 50 1 had better not do anything stupid
and keep my F--ing head down. Then, he leaves
another message stating "Never mind.' I can go off and be happy
I'm over my bipolar swing now.”

That diay, Denise alerted the school not to release the children
to Brent, fearful that he would hurt them, She installed a motion
activated camera on the neighbor’s roof, angled to photograph her
home. “I have a video of him coming to the house on January 21
at 11:00 at night and trving to get into my trunk.” she wrote,

The camera later caught Brent crashing his own car into the
rear end of Denise's, while it was parked just a few steps from
her front door.

Un January 24, her attorney, Brad Nace, had the decree of
divorce suspended, which prevented Brent from having any
contact with the children, Previously, he was entitled to super-
vised visits, Even so, he arrived at their doorstep in early Febru-
ary demanding that the girls leave with him. Denise called the
MeKinney Police Department and was told that she would have

to release her children, or be arrested.

Denise knew the order was in place and trusted her instinet,
dispite the uniformed officers on her porch. Nace says, “You are
secking protection from the very peaple who are seckingroarrest
vou. The courts are not open 24 hours a day, so there is not much
they can do for vou at 6:30 pam. S0 much for ‘protect and serve,!”
The tables got turned, but she knew not to let the kids go.

On February 14, Protective Orders were filed in Collin County
District Court. They prohibited Brent from communicating
directly or through another person with Denise and the chil-
dren in a threatening or harassing manner, engaging in conduct
that would “harss, annoy, alarm, abuse, torment, or embarrass”
Deniseand the children, coming within 500 feet ofher residence
or place of business, remeoving the children from their mother.
and, finally, committing family violence as it is defined in section

see MURDER on p. 131
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rounds out the menii. 2911 Routh St 214-871-
G991 85-355, 1 Quk Lawn/Uptown

Ruth’s Chris Steakhouse. With the exception of
the gpicy, Cajun-Aavored cocktall sauce, thee food
at this New Orfeams-based chain with 100 loca-
riodis hus pone muilistreiin 17540 Dallis Phwy,
97225002244, 813 Main St Fort Worth. B17-348-
0L, $5-8%8. © Far North Dallas, Fort Worth

siiver Fox. Reliahly busy and comformbly dark. this
beef joint between TCU and the Coltuml District
pleases hungry families and business diners
with its rib-eves nnd seared scallops as much o
it does girlfriends stopping in for mortinds and
pussip after o rigorous day of shopping 1651 &
University D, f17-332-8060, Multiple locations
£5-58% 1 Fort Worth, Oak Lawny Uptown, Grape-
vine, Richardsorn, Friscoe

Steve Fields® Steak & Lobster Lounge, This s
where the fine folks of Plane go for a mice sight
an the town, The bar ks often filled with revel-
ers enfoying live piano music over cocktails. Tn
thye dining room, tables are filled with fumished
familles, cute couplis, and off-the-clock busi-
pessmen feasting on steaks, Tohster dishes, and
u \.11|||1! selection of seafoad, 3003 W Park Blvd,
Plam, 972-596-7100, $35. 7 Plamn

Texas de Brazll, The “wow factor” isalive and well
at this traditional Brazilisn churrasearia. That
goes for the overwhelming selection of wegletars
inn delights—imporied cheeses, steamed asparn-
gus, hearts of palm, portobello mushrooms < that
crowd the salad bar and the (almost) nonstop
parade of gauche-clad servers wielding 2-foot
shewers of sexsoped ments, 2727 Cedar Springs
K. 284-7 2014 5. Multiple locations. $35, = Oak
Lawry/ Uptover, Addisary, Fort Warth

Texas Land & Cattle Co. [t's nice 1o see tha
Texas Land & Cattle doesn't have o £35 flet on
the miem, Mok prices bop oo at $20958 and that
includes nsakoc or soup and one side. 3130 Lem-
mon Ave. 214-526-4604. Multiplelocabions. 53,
aak Lavery Upraw, Northvwest Dallas, Ariingmen,
Bedford, Frisco, Garland, Plarno, Richardsen

11 Forks. Steaks nre good, but the standout here is
thie salad with greens, chopped pecuns, apples,
and crunmibled blue cheese. Dinner onky, 17776
rallas PRwy, 972-2071776. $85, © Far North
Drallas

¥.0. Ranch Steakhouse. vo1 s allied witha ranch
in Kerrville. Game is the deal here, and most of
it—the tenider, red elk wpped with cherry-muolas-
sty glaze and buffalo filet—is magnificent. Wiest
End, 702 Ross Ave. [ Market 5S¢, 234744 -3287,
$5-358, ¢ Dowrtown Thep Eflum
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Banghok City. Thisisa charmingdining room with
grocious service amd hargain lunch specials. The
corn patthes and coconutchicken soupare superb
starters, and the fried whole Ash with gimger i=
perfiection on g plave. 4301 Brvan 5t 214-824-
6200, $-25, ¢ East Dallas

sangkok inn. Every neighborhosd deserves some
tasty ‘Thai taleeout, and for Lakewood denizens,
that means Banghok Inn. Savor erisp amd sweet
corn patties, plump pork-and-shrimp-filled
dumplings, spicy Penang curry, and “unbeliey-
ably deliciows® pad Thal. (Their wards, not ours,

bt we eoneur.) 6033 Oram St 214-821-8979,
5-%5, nvon Ease Dallas

Chan Thal, 1% nist this best or most ambitious Thai
fiserck i the ey, butwhat Chan Thoi dees, it does
well, The men s a comforting blend of curtes,
moodle dishes, and stir-frv delights, The décor is
refreshingdy contemporary rather than an Astan
eliehd. 312 W, Seventh St 214-948-0056, £5, =
Oak CHfT

Chow Thal, S1art with o Chow Thai sumpler: an
on of crunchy fried delights, including wrian-
jular cenb cakes and vegetable tempuorn, plis
aatisfying skewers of chicken and spioy sweet
beef satay, Stay for the crispy sea bass with Thai
sl chile sauce, Fimish with the stieky rice with
mangns, 5290 Belt Line Bd. @ Montfore D, Ste.
144, 972-960-2000, 25, ¢ Addizw

0 BEST » Chow Thal Pactfic Rim. Sample fresh
shirimp and mango summer rolls inthe main din-
ing roam whire tea-smoked sea bass and a spicy
beel anlnd awiit, 3309 Dallas Plwy, Ste 401,
Mlann W72-60E-1503, $8-585. 1 Mano

menge. Ploviul proportons and offbeat hues colar
Mango Califernis-conl, Mango sea hass comes
with asideaffried rice. Pad Thaiis appropristely
sweet and crunchy with peanurs. 4701 W. Park
B, Ste, 104, Plario, 972-509-0289; 4448 Lovers
L. 214-265-9000, 8. ¢ Plamo, Park Cities

Pad Thal, The setting s nothing fancy, but the lunch
hauffet wows, not only for it hreadth and value
but also for its quality. A dinnes muse-hoveswhaole
stripesd hass, 3311 W Waknue Hill L, brving 972-
2521718, 5. uvn Jrving Las Colinas

D BEST » Royal Thal. While other Asizn restau-
rants are fusing and confusing palotes with Ori-
ental ingredients, Reanl Thai remains dedicated
o preeparing straightforw ard Thal culsine spiced
with plenty of fresh herbs and peppers 17 vou
order adish "That sevle” you'd better be ready for
it. 3500 Greenville Ave, Ste. 608, 214-691-3335.
§-55. v Northeast Dallus

D BEST = Samui Thal, The menu leatures tradi-
tiomal Thal, suclh as spicy beel and hasl, lemon
grass soup with seallops and mussels, and all
things curry. But it's the imaginative entfées
with Astan fouches that command the attention
of your taste buds, 906 W. McDermott Dir_ Allen.
O72.747-T452: 5700 Lepney Dr, Ste. Al Plang,
O72-398-317H, 5. Allen, Plane

Thal hill, Thisshopping center spat—achipaffthe
blockof Thod Chili in | rving—servies pristine foosd,
Garlic chicken with rice and romaine lettuce i
the top seller, Southlake Town Square, 215 Grand
Ave, Southlnke, R17-251-6674; 3597 E. Las Colinas
Blvd., Irving 472-830-0797, $-38%, © (Southlake
Incatinn only) Souchlake, frvingLas Colinas

Thal Garden. An casy spot to stop inowith a borde
of wing, but the food runs high and low, There
are definite Chinese undertones, swith dishes
such ns sesame chicken alongside the curries
and coconut soups you'd expect at o Thad place.
Tl seerot Iere b that they use fresh vegersbles
6000 Campbell Rd., Mo, 124, 972-24H-BB81. 53,
o Fuar North Dallad

Thal Noodle & Rice. Don't be foeled by the lino-
Jeum finor and Formion tables, because the food
eins st up i vy white-tablecioth Thai restan-
rantin tow, 2634 N, Firrhugh Ave 214-B27-5524
£ o Edar Dallas

©
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71004 of the Texas Family Code.

5ll, Brent persisted. “He walked all
over the order” Nace says, “showingupat
school, at the kids' extrocurricular activi-
ties, at street corners”

He sat one row behind Denise on the
bleachers aravollevhall game, leaning for-
ward and talking into her ear. “She left the
game and waited in the parking lot with
the two vounger girls” Betty says. "He con-
tinued tosit right behind me, and I turned
around and snapped his picture to prove
he was there, hut it did no good.”

At other times while the order was in
place, he'd linger in front of the house.
“We couldn't let the girls go out and play,”
Betty says. “Our dog, Lucie, would bark at
night and hide in the closet, cowering 1still
remember, Denise told the police officer,
What does he have to do? Kill me before
you do anything?' "

Forthe police department to arrest Bremt
forviolating the protective order, an officer
would have towitness the actual offense,
In other words, if Denise called 911 when
Brent was three feet behind her on the
bleachers, and if he didn't leave before the
police arrived, then he could be picked up
and charged.

“Just because someone can be arrested
for certain things, these things have to be
eommitted within our presence for an
arrest,” MeKinney Police Lientenant Scott
Brewer savs, “We feel that people need to
contaet the PD in a timely manner.”

For the offenses committed in Decem-
ber and January, Brent was charged five
months later with five counts of crimi-
nal mischief, harassment, and criminal
trespass, for which he was fined $1,500,
required to perform 125 hours of commu-
nity service, and ordered to pay $1.795 in
damages to Denise. He was placed on Adult
Community Supervision, which permits
offenders w live among law-abiding citi-
zens, “support their families, and receive
rehabilitation” according to the Collin
County Community Supervision and Cor-
rections Department. * This alternative to
incarceration,” the department’s website
says, “applies only to those who can be
safely monitored .. ultimately helping to
reduce crime” Judge Greg Willis of the
Collin County Court at Law Number 6



issued these orders for Brent Stephens
on May 2, 10 days before he murdered
his ex-wife.

Clearly, Denise Stephens put all avail-
able measures inplace to guard herselfand
her children from adangerous and brazen
man, short of packing up and escaping to
Montana with a new identity. She was
advised to have o handgun at the ready, but
could notacceptthe consequences of that
choice. “You have 1o ask yourself)” Nace
says,“ ‘Am I able to take somebody's life, if
Iam threatened? Itiseasy to arm vourself;
it's what comes after that is eritical™

50, how does acommunity and a justice
system reconcile that, despite doing all it
says itcan do, Daddy can stll kill Mommy?
Wi can recite the familiar argument that if
somehody is determined enough, he can-
not be stopped. 1f you hide in your hase-
ment, he will come through a tunnel. If
you surround yourself with 300-pound
bodyguards, he will make them stumble,
Or strike when they are sleeping,

But this theory isn't good enough, par-
ticularly in a case that had a well-docu-
mented and lengthy progression of devi-
ant and illegal activity. At some point in
the chain, say Betty, Nace, and the others
mourning thissingle mother's death, some
effort could have cut off a link. “We need
a thorough cleaning of that system,” says
Betty, who now has custody of the three
girls. Their father, whois in prison serving
alife sentence, has relinquished all parental
rights. His parents can visit the children
only if Betty agrees. “A protective order
exists in name only” Betty says, “There
are too many loopholes for these people.
He was in a psychiatric hospital two or
three times, and released. Probation? The
police went to his house to tell him to‘stop
it'? Why couldn't they just pick him up?
Laws have w change, and judges have to
be removed. Something has to make adif-
ference for people crving out for help and
not getting it

Here, there was an existing psyehint-
ric historv and unarpuable evidence of
aggressive stalking “An ankle braceler
could have monitored his whereabouts,”
says Nace, adding that police departments
need to know how tobetter recogmize seri-
ouss threats ef violenee, “How much more
difficultwould it be for departments to et
more tratning for their officers?™

Meantime, Betty and the girls go togrief
counseling, at the snme church where

she went when she was grieving over her
husband Fred's death, “Denise saw [ was
depressed and not comingout of my bed-
room much, so she insisted I go, She took
such good care of evervone,” she says, her
voice cracking,. “When 1 had to tell them
what happened to their mother, 1 said,
You know what T told you about Grandpa.,
Mommy’s up with Grandpa. She couldn't
live here anymore. ™

HEN DENISE WAS IN GRADE

school, her family took in
foster kids, most of whom were abused.
“They were beaten, burned with ciga-
rettes” Betty remembers, “and always
thought it was their fault, They'd try to
integrate back into their homes, but their
homes never improved.”

Denise saw the kids come and go. When
she was about 8, she nsked her mom 4
question, “When do [ have to leave?” she
nsked,

“She didn't understand” Betty says. “So
we stopped taking the kids in”

Betty and Denise were as close as any
mother and daughter could be, Like any
parent, Betty dreamed huge dreams for
Denise, who showed promise and pluck
and uncommon generosity,

“If you happen w say, ‘1 like that cross-
stitch pattern,’ a week later it would be in
your mailbox.” Betty says.

After moving with Brent to Town City,
Denise found nwoman whowould become
an unusual friend and confidante. "1 just
metmysister, savs Miriam Standish, now
40, who worked part-time at the answer-
ing service while attending college. For
20 vears, the two friends had an enduring
relationship, visiting vearly and talking
every dayon the phone. They wereineach
other's weddings and were even pregnant
at the same time, Denise in Texas, Miriam
in Chicago.

“It rook me a long time to have my son,
for various medical reasons, and Denise
researched it all,” Miriam says, “I'd call
and say, *These are the levels, here is the
bloodwork! and she knew exactly what |
was talkingabout. So that she would under-
stand what 1 was poing through, she went
and tapped into the knowledge, She just
knew what evervbody needed.”

Dienise left lowa in 1995 to be married in
Texus, where Brent grew up. As friends do,
Miriam supported Denise’s dectsion. “She
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was excited sbout moving down there. She
had a great outlook and rose to a challenge
if there was one. And she did share with
me that there were challenges, and alot of
issues in the marriage.”

Brenttested positive for drugs and aleo-
hal, lost job after job, and abused Denise
verbally for vears, He spent money exces-
sively, racked up erediteard debt and bank
charges for overdrafts. They spoke with a
marriage counselor and Brent saw a psy-
chiatrist. Like Miriam, Betty and Fredstood
by Denise in her efforts to eraft a peaceful
family life, “to make it work like you and
Dad did)” she remembers. They tolerated
him because he was their grandehildren’s
father, and on better davs, could even be
personable and smart, “When we'd come
down from Tows, he made sure we were
comfortable, then go out all night” Betty
savs. “He'd be decent to us, [but he was]
just worthless”

Denise did not reveal the extent of her
suffering until a few years before filing for
divorce in 2005, and then, it seems, only to
Miriam. *She hadn't loved him for a long
time, vet she continued to try and make
the marriage work,” Miriam says, “Then,
finally, she did feel that she was in some-
thing that even she could not manage.”

In 2006, while separated, Brent siashed
bothofhis wrists and spent five weeksina
mental hospital. He wrote two suicide let-
ters, one to his parents, one to Denise,

“My life has been misery,” Brent wrote,
“I've dug a hole that I can't climb out of.
My brain is messed up, but I'm so tired of
fighting it. How long does it have to go on?
Tjust can'tdoitanymore, Lruinevervthing
I touch, ... Get on with your life. T am no
good. T'm a filure ar everything Please
remembet, vou did not do this. Twas broken
when and before we met. It was probably
inevitable that it would come to this, You
tried your best, and 1 thank vou for that. 1
lowe vou and always have. 1'll see you on
the other side, if there is one.”

Despite what Denise was coping with,
the news of the divorce was surprising
for her employer, who had known her for
seven years at that time. Denise managed
the office of Edgar Nace, ML, a psychiatrist
who is known for his work in forensic psy-
chiatry. Dr. Nace is the father of Brad Nace,
to whom he referred Denise in 2005,

“as 1 lnok back, if she were afraid of
Brent, I wish she would have been more
open about it," the elder Nace savs. “She



never let on that she was really scared, or
felt her life was threatened, and seemed
o feel that she was doing everything she
ecould with the police She even wrote
a lerer wo Brent's father, hoping that he
might be able to quell some of his son's
aggression, “You don't ignere behaviors,
but address them as they unfold, and she
tock appropriate steps.”

Following the signing of the divorce
papers, when Brent turned from dejected
and self-loathing to hostile, Miriam helped
Denise document the violent incidents,
withdatesand descriptions, evidence that
would be helpful at a wial. “We worked
on that together, She did a beaatiful job?
Miriam savs, But Miriam was worried, “She
told me that Brentsaid, ‘If I can't have vou,
noone will' I remember feeling so fearful.
Youread about abusers and that statement,
what a powerful statement that is

Then he went to Florida for three
months, and evervone thought the drama
would subside,

N MAY 12, WHILE DENISE WAS

driving to work, she chatted
with Miriam on her cell phone. [t was the
Monday after Mother's Day. Miriam was
due tovisiton Wednesday. They were talk-
ing about what they would do when she
arrived. They always went to the Cheese-
cuke Factory, which they loved. and the
bookstare, Theyvenjoved the same authors
and sometimes read the same book at the
same Hme As always, Miriam would be
bringing The Scrapbook, the ongoing col-
lection of stories and images that the two
friends had kept for vears,

"“When something happens that is
s0 important, we write it down in that
seraphook” Miriam savs, “We work on
it together, and one day, we'll have it for
our kids"

Miriam was excited to see the new house
and spend time with the girls. They hung
up. anil Denise pulled into the parking lot,
acomplex of two-story office buildings on
the southeast corner of Hillerest Avenue
and Interstate 635. Meanwhile, Betty was
driving the girls to school and passed
Brent's parents’ house, where he was living.
She noticed that his truck was gone.

It was H:30 when Denise made herway
up the staircase and through the ploss parti-
tion into the hallwaywhere Dr. Nace had his
office. Brent had been waiting for an hour,

He had parked hisowncar ncross the streer,
out of view. He had talked to people who
worked in other offices on that hallway,
saving hello to them, while he waited with
an aluminum baseball bat hidden in his
pants leg, When Denise stepped through
the door, Brent ambushed her, pounding
her repeatedly with the bar.

Hearing Denise’s screams, people came
out and saw the attack, QOne woman
attempted to help but gave up when Brent
rurned toward her with the bat. After hit-
ting Denise at least 20 times, crushing her
skull and breaking her arms as she tried to
defend herself, Brent ran outof the building
und sped off in his pickup truck,

Dr. Nace arrived to find a cleaning crew
trying to shampoo the carpet, Denise had
been taken to Medical City,

Meanwhile, Berty had returned home
with her youngest granddaughter. At 9:15,
four MeKinney police officers arrived ar
her door, One of them walked the child
around to the side of the house, and the
others told Betty that Brent hod attacked
Denise at her office. They told her togo to
the school toalert the principal. A friend of
Denise's drove Betty to the sechool and then
tothe hospital. They were 10 minutes sway
when Brad called on her cell phone.

* T don't know how to tell you, " Betty
remembers Brad saying She looks up
and closes her eves. “He killed her. He
killed her”

Diallas policemen miet her at the emer-
gency room. Doctors advised her norto go
in and see Denise. “You won't know her,
There are too many braken bones”

Later, when the girls were told what hap-
pened, thev asked a simple question.

“Grammy, did my daddy do that®

“Yes, he did.”

“What did he have in his hand#"

“A baseball bat" Betty said.

“And he hit her, and hit her?”

They eried and eried and fell asleep.

The next day, one of them asked, “Why
didn't they shoot him?

“MNo one was there to do that” Betty
said.

One howr after killing their mother, their
father got out of his ¢ar on an overpass on
the Bush Turnpike in Corrollton, looking
as if he might jump, He was talked down,
arrested, charged with murder, tried, and
has been sentenced ta life in prison,

Miriam kept her plane ticket to Dallas,
using it to attend the funeral.
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memory box in Grammy’s room.
Anyvthing that reminds the grls of their
mom can be placed inside. A picture. A
piece of jewelry. There is a bookmark that
says, “You're doing great,” a bitof encour-
agement from Mom on a day someone
needed the reminder. They hove picked up
her phrase, too, “T°'m on it they sav.

“The younger one is not going to remei-
ber her, or know her” Betty says, “so we
talk about her often.”

Now, six months after the mureder,
Betty and her girls have struck a rhythm,
with school routines and assorted activi-
ties defining their days, Betty is trving to
“get a home made, finally” The girls wear
theirmoms t-shirts to bed. The 3-vear-old
poes to preschool, which gives Betty a few
hours to herself.

“Itissuch adifficultchange, and it is not
fair. [ used to do fun and indulgent things.
Now, [ have to make sure they dress prop-
erlyvand don'thave sugar after dinner,” she
says. T cannot replace Denise, yet Tam the
mom fgure in the house”

But the goal is clear for this tough Mid-
western woman. And despite its gravity,
there is a sense that such tragedyv won't
prevent it from happening. “They should
be level-headed, smart women,” Betty
savs. “Women who won't let men do this
to them. Women who will know exactly
what happened, because they are the ones
whao are going to have to continue this to
keep him locked up”

She is saving clippings for the girls to
read when they are older. Miriam is con-
tinuing with the scrapbook. These are
strong little women in the making Or
strong already.

“When you think about it Bettv says,
“for me to have been placed here at this
moment in time, 1 had to be able, finan-
cially and physically. These things had 1o
come into play before she had to go. [ don't
know the reason—to keep the girls from
him? To make others aware? Now God's
got to keep me around until the youngest
is 18, That's 15 years from now,” she says,
taking a breath. Her eves water again,

But she'son it @

Write to parmelakripha@sboglobal net,
To contribute to the Denise Stepherts Memorial
Furd, contact Amelia Saba, North Diallas Bank,
12900 Preston Road, Dallas, TX 75230,



