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Her mother had always told Rachel, “Darling, divorce is for the weak that do not honor the decisions of our maker,” whenever they heard community news or gossip about a broken marriage or divorce.  It was just not something that her mother believed should be done – under any circumstances.  

And Rachel lived to please others.  It was just the way that God had made her.  She did not want to let her mother down.  She did not want to let her community down.  She did not believe for a minute that women that chose divorce were weak or sinful, but she feared the pain of being judged as weak.  She feared the disappointment that she would incite in her family, especially her mother, if that would ever be something that she would need to consider.  

So that was why when her oldest friend in the world, Samuel, encouraged her to sneak away in the night and start a new life, she stubbornly refused.  That was why, each and every time she felt the same sickening, sharp, agonizing blows reverberate through her entire physical being, she simply clenched her teeth and prayed for it to be over.  And that was why she learned to keep her posture demure even through the pain; her dress and hair completely neat, perfect ad covering her skin; and her flinching at gentle contact by others to a minimum.  Others saw a flawless, happy young bride on the verge of entering motherhood with an attentive ad protective husband.  Younger girls envied her ability to always carry and dress herself just so, even when they should not have allowed themselves to envy.  But what the community did not know, and what they could not see, was that the perfection and poise that she demonstrated to the world was merely the only lifeline she had in an otherwise tumultuous and hopeless reality.  

Market day was always Rachel’s most and least favorite day.  It was her most favorite because she loved having an excuse to leave the house and go out into the community unaccompanied by Walter, or her parents.  It was perfectly acceptable in their society for her to do so anytime that she wanted, but her husband did not allow it, with the exception of market day.  She was allowed a “stipend,” Walter called it, to purchase only necessities for their home and health.  “Anything beyond that, you will ask me, and I will give you my answer as to whether I think you need and deserve an item,” he had announced on the day after their wedding.  He had given her quite a number of instructions that day, in fact.  She could not leave the house alone without him or his or her parents; she could not speak with other men within ten years of their age unless he was with her; she was to keep the house clean; she was to only prepare certain meals that he would decree; she was to keep herself presentable; and she was not to argue with him.  He continued on from there, with further instructions, and then ended with a level stare into her eyes, stating “and I will punish your insubordination in any way that I see fit.  You have been provided by God for me to have dominion over, and I will use that power for whatever I see fit.”  She had stood on in appalled silence, disguised as obedience, devastated by the fact that she was now tied for her entire life to a cruel, monstrous man.  

For the first four months of their marriage, Rachel did her very best to follow the rules and demands of her husband.  Inside her head she leveled him with insults and made refusals, stating things like “I am a person and deserve the right to have a rest or enjoy my days” inside her head.  But she never uttered such things aloud.  In fact, she was productive, obedient and attractive.  She lived-up to all the standards in place in the community and more.  Her skills were noticed and adopted by others.  Her general appearance made those around her smile.  Community members assumed that she stayed so much in the house to simply show her husband how much she loved him through her work.  He had his way with her ever night, and she was dreading the day that she would realize that she was with child.  And through it all, she begged people with her eyes to help her.  Sadly no one saw or heard the agony that she was living in.  

And then one day it started.  She had not seen it coming.  She thought that he had already done his worst, denying food or money if she made a mistake.  But once the back of Walter’s hand made contact with her soft, white cheek, she saw that there was so much more suffering in store for her.  

That first backhand slap across the face actually turned out to be a rare even, however.  Usually he would save the hits and grips that caused bruises for the parts of her body that would be hidden under the generous clothing that the women of the community wore.  It made it easier for him, in his depravity, because the only parts of her body that he really need worry about were her face and upper neck and her hands.  Other than there, he had given himself free license over her body, physically and sexually.  

Her oldest friend, Samuel, suspected that something was wrong, but she would never confirm it, and warned him to keep quiet about ungrounded suspicions.  That particular market day, she was at his family’s table at the market, picking out the kinds of vegetables that she by now knew her husband would want.  She saw a beautiful squash there that made her mouth water, and placed it in her basket on the ground next to her.  But after she thought about it, she realized that purchasing it would mean angering Walter who hated squash.  She turned to fetch it from her basket and caught her breath as a shooting pain lanced through her back from the previous night’s injuries.    

“Rach, what’s wrong with your back?” he said as she straightened, more stiffly than she would have liked.

“Oh, nothing.  I’m fine,” she said as cheerily as she could muster. “I just twisted at a funny angle when I bent down.”

Samuel simply stared at her long enough that it became uncomfortable in its obviousness, and Rachel became nervous because she knew from past experience that Walter had spies that would tell him if she was spending too long speaking with any man in particular.  He had a huge dislike for Samuel because of their close friendship and had done everything that he could, short of forbidding her to speak to him, to stop that friendship.  Samuel was from a well-connected community family, and Walter never picked on the strong, only the weak.  The irony of this fact was never lost on Rachel, who had grown-up with that idea that women who left bad marriages were weak – and those that stayed were strong.  That should have meant that Walter would not dare pick on her in all of her strength, but obviously there was a disconnect somewhere.  Maybe she did not yet know what true strength was, or maybe he was not smart enough to.  

“You can’t lie to me, Rach.  You’ve never been able to.”

She kept that fake public smile plastered to her face and feigned confusion.  “I’m not lying, Sammy.  I don’t have anything to lie about.”

“Remember when you stole my jacks on our first day of school?” He retorted with the smallest of half grins. 

That brought a genuine smile to her face.  “I didn’t steal them.  You gave them to me,” she said in the rehearsed way she always did to keep their old joke going.  

“Okay, now that we’ve established that I won’t put up with any lies, can you please tell me what is wrong with your back?  Did he do it again?”  There was fire in Samuel’s eyes now.  He had always hated Walter and absolutely loathed him now that he knew that he was rough with Rachel.  The reality was that he would likely find a way to kill Walter if he really knew what he did to her, but she had never shared the extent of the behavior.  She did not want her friend to be arrested for murder.  But Walter dying, that would actually be pretty great.  

She felt her cheeks get hot under her best friend’s scrutiny.  “Sammy, please,” she whispered, not really knowing what she was asking him for.  She took a step closer and lowered her voice to a quiet whisper.  “I don’t know how to stop it.”  The tears that burned the back of her eyes would betray her to anyone watching this conversation, but she was dangerously close to the point where she could no longer blink them back.  

Samuel leaned in further – not enough to make the conversation look intimate, but enough so that a passerby at the market would not hear what he was about to say.  His eyes softened.  “Just leave him.  Ask the community for help.  Ask me for help, Rachel.”

“You know I can’t just leave him.  You know why I can’t seek out a divorce.”  

“Rach, your reasons for not being able to leave him seem pretty weak in the face of the pain that he is causing you.  You need to find a way to walk away.  I need you to find a way to let yourself get out.  Find peace with divorce.  Find it in yourself to change your heart about this.  I will protect you.  I need my best friend alive and kicking, or what have I got?  You can use your new heart to make a new start.  I can help you.”

“It’s just not that easy, Sammy.  I can’t let everyone down.  I can’t be that person.”  Her shoulders sagged under the renewed understanding of the situation that she was in.  No matter what happened, she would be letting down someone she loved.  Her best friend hoped against hope that she would leave, and the rest of the community put faith in what an amazing existence she led and would not understand her walking away.  

Samuel straightened up and the anger that was there before flashed anew.  “That’s not enough of a reason anymore, Rachel.  He’s hurting you.  I know he is, even though you won’t show me the bruises he leaves hidden like you on a coward.”  

“What are you two talking about so privately over here?”  The jovial voice of Samuel’s father boomed loudly in Rachel’s ears and across the market.  

Instinctively both she and Samuel took a step back and straightened.  “Hi Pa, did you bring the rest of the squash and tomatoes?”  

And just like that the conversation was over, at least in that moment.  “Well, Sammy, thank you for the beautiful vegetables and I will see you next week.”  She plastered on her public smile and gave a wave as she turned away, purposefully not looking at his face as she left.  To everyone around her it would it would never seem as if Samuel had not just been asking her to make the most difficult decision she had ever had to face.  And that is what she needed it to look like until she could figure out what to do.  

She always took her time walking home from the market on these days, no matter the weather.  Today was a particularly lovely day and she took advantage.  She felt like a prisoner that was let out once a week, and she took full advantage of the freedom.  She was cognizant of the fact that too much sun could burn her skin, however, and she did not linger too long, as she knew that Walter wanted her skin “white and milky, as a woman should be.”  

She hated that she was married to a person that would think such a thing.  She hated that she was stuck with a husband that was not really a man.  And that was just the truth.  A real man would not treat a woman the way that her husband did.  And Samuel was right, he was a coward, but it was even worse than that.  He purposefully guided his attacks to hit the parts of her body that would be hidden.  It was not young passion in the heat of an angry moment.  It was sustained.  It was pre-meditated.  It was evil.  

The cold fear that gripped her as she stepped across the threshold into what should have been her happy marital home was always stifling, particularly because each market day she would make the active decision to return to a situation that she knew could not last.  The fear of divorce and letting everyone down paralyzed her, and was compounded by the reality that she truly tried to hide from herself – she was absolutely terrified of her husband.  

Her eyes adjusting from the bright sunny day to dark interior of her entryway hid from immediate view the hand that shot out and grabbed her by the shoulder of her dress and dragged her body completely into shadow before the front door slammed and clicked.  Unfortunately, the temporarily blindness did nothing to cushion the blow as her husband’s knuckles struck her left cheek, sending her spinning and hitting the inside of the doorway with her right cheek .  She saw lights and felt pain, unlike anything that she had ever felt, even at his hand.  Pain and shock silenced any instinctive cry that should have come.  

“You continue to bring this on yourself, my darling.”  His voice was cold and quiet.  

She reached out to steady herself on the wall and the side of her face that had just hit the wall suddenly took another blow from his knuckles, harder than the fist, sending her body plummeting to the ground.  She had enough time to wonder what in the world she could have done to bring on such a violent attack when the blows started coming again.  She could not focus on anything with her eyes as his fists and feet made contact after contact, blow after blow.  The sickening sound of solid parts of his body, slamming into the delicate skin and flesh of her body sounded in an almost continuous refrain, as he unleashed unimaginable brutality on her.  Maybe she cried out and maybe not.  She couldn’t be sure, as he never allowed her a moment to get her bearings or catch her breath.  At some point the torment became incessant and she no longer felt each individual blow.  Vaguely she realized that there was a crack and then another, but by that point, she didn’t feel the cause distinctly.  

After a time, she did not know if it was long or short, she became aware that the actual new hits had stopped.  She twisted her head to look up, not having the strength to lift her head.  The light coming through the window behind his head put Walter in silhouette, but she could tell that he used a cloth to wipe his hands as he stared down at her.  “You are such a disappointment as a wife, Rachel,” he said calmly.  “Did you really think that I wouldn’t know that you traipse off every week to see Samuel at the market like a common whore?”  He crouched down and tilted his head as he looked at her.  “Now your face is ugly enough to match who you are.”  He spit on the rag that he was using to wipe his hands and reached out to roughly smear it across her cheek.  You have some blood on your face.  Get cleaned up before I come home for dinner.”  And with that he stood and casually excited the house, closing the front door behind him.  

As soon as the door clicked, Rachel’s tears started.  The pain was insurmountable.  She couldn’t move and when she tried, sharp pain shot through her ribs.  She knew that her face was swelling up because it started getting harder to blink.  She gave up on her attempts to stand and simply rested her head on the ground, wondering distantly if he would kill her when he came home to an empty kitchen, before she passed out completely.

Rachel was woken sometime later by a knocking on the door.  As she came to, pain lanced through so many parts of her body at once that she could not even distinguish them all.  She did her best to breathe through her nose to prevent the vomit that was pushing at the back of her throat from coming up.  The disorientation was profound, as her muddled mind struggled to figure out where she was and why she hurt so badly.  It all came back to her in a rush of confusion and terror.  Walter had almost killed her.  She did not know how long she had been there on the floor, but there was still light coming through the windows, which was good.  Walter never returned home before the sun had set.  

The knocking got louder and a deep voice called out, “Mrs. Webber, are you there?”  

She did not have the strength to answer or move, and hoped that whoever that was would come in and help her up, or she would likely die where she lay.

The door opened slowly and stopped against the bag of food from the market that lay discarded on the floor next to her.  “Mrs. Webber?  It’s Amos Bayler, your neighbor.”  

She tried to speak but it came out as a choked cry.  It was loud enough though, that he obviously heard it, because his head peaked around the door.  As soon as he saw her his eyes widened and he rushed over to her, lowering himself to his knees next to her twisted form.  

“Mrs. Webber, my God.”  He gently, but firmly untwisted her limbs and helped her lay more comfortably, if there was such a thing when a body was as broken as hers.  “I need to leave you for a moment to get some help,” he said, starting to stand. 

“Please, wait,” she croaked out with intense effort.  He lowered himself back down and leaned in to hear her better.  “Not my husband.”  

He opened his mouth, likely to ask why.  But then his eyes first widened in understanding and then narrowed in anger.  With a curt nod, he stood and said in a gentle voice, not matching the ferocity on his face, “I will be back in a minute.”  

Rachel didn’t know why, but despite the pain and vulnerability of that moment, she felt safe having Amos Bayler there.  She let herself succumb and the world around her went black.  

*  *  *

When Rachel came to, she was in a strange place.  The air was cold, but her body was under warm blankets.  There were beeping sounds and a whooshing sound that she recognized as an air conditioner from the times that she had been in other office buildings or stores.  Still disoriented, she tried to sit up and groaned.  Her entire body hurt and she realized there were ropes attached to her body, pulling on her hands and nose.  Suddenly panicked, she pushed herself up through the pain and started to pull at the ropes. 

“Rachel, wait.”  A man’s deep voice froze her efforts.  She knew it wasn’t Walter’s voice because even though it was deep, it was gentle.  Walter always spoke with a harsh scowl on his face when he addressed her.  There was never any of the compassion and concern that she heard in this person’s voice.  Looking up, she realized that the voice belonged to the handsome neighbor that she had never dared speak to in fear of retribution from her husband.  

“Amos Bayler.  What are you doing here?  What are these ropes?”

“Rachel, you’re at the hospital.  Do you remember at all what happened to you today?”  He took a few tentative steps forward as he spoke.  

Suddenly a woman in bright purple scrubs, whom she didn’t recognize, entered the room with a clipboard and started reading the beeping machines and taking down notes.  She began fiddling with the ropes, which Rachel now recognized as being IV lines.  “Hello, honey.  How are you feeling?”  She busied herself with more notes and charts.  

“I hurt a lot.”

The woman’s eyes were kind.  “I know you do, sweetie.  Just lay back and rest.  Here, let me adjust the bed a bit for you.”  Once she was sure that Rachel was comfortable, she said “I’ll be back in a few minutes with something for the pain and I think that the hospital social worker is going to want to speak with you when you feel a bit stronger. “

“Okay, thank you,” Rachel said, overwhelmed by waking up in such a foreign place.  

“Amos, I don’t recognize that nurse.  What hospital is this?”

“I brought you to Central.”  He held his hands up like he was worried that she would be angry, and he was surrendering.  

“Central?”  She was shocked.  

“Why would you go to so much trouble?  What happened to me?  You’ve never even spoken to me.  My husband is not kind to you.”  She felt a warm rush of gratitude, eclipsed by that still lingering confusion.  

“I just...well, I saw you there on the floor and...do you remember what happened?”  He sat down in the chair next to her hospital bed.  He obviously was struggling with what to say to her, and she wanted to know why.

“I remember Walter being angry.  I remember...well, he lost his temper like I’ve never seen him do before.”  Amos’ eyes were hard and he nodded, but did not comment.  “Then I remember...you.  You, like an angel to save me.  And then everything went black.”

“I was coming over to borrow a tool.  I had seen your husband leave and hadn’t had time to catch him.  But I figured that you would be able to give it to me.  I was working on something for the elders and they suggested I borrow it.  And that’s when I found you there on the ground.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, suddenly overwhelmed with the understanding of what that must have been like for him.  

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  When he opened them again, his eyes were nearly black.  “Please do not ever again apologize to me for what your gutless husband has done to you.  He deserves more than what will come to him.  And that I know to be true.”  

Amos was angry.  Rachel could tell that, but for some reason it did not scare her the way that it did when Walter was angry.  “I can trust you,” she simply stated.  

“Yes, you can,” was his simple reply.  

They sat in silence for a few minutes.  She closed her eyes and rested against the pillows, taking stock of what hurt in her body.  Her ribs on her left side were throbbing and it hurt all over her torso to take a deep breath.  Her limbs felt like they had been seen a fall of a cliff or a buggy accident.  And her face stung and throbbed at the same time.  She couldn’t see clearly out of her left eye.  She wondered if there
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