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    To my wonderful children, Brandon and Nicole. I love you more than you know. Mama
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This book is dedicated to Nicole and Brandon,

the true loves of my life.
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JONAS AND DEBORAH WERE betrothed at birth. Her mother trained and groomed Deborah most of her life for marriage. She was taught all of the customs, traditions, recipes, and practices of a becoming a good wife. Religion was an important role in anyone’s life, but especially a betrothed girl. The idols were to be polished and worshiped each and every morning before the daily regimen of cooking, cleaning, and tending to one’s family. In the evening the idols were to be worshipped again, and then covered so they would not be troubled during their rest. Only one idol would stay uncovered, to keep watch over the night. They alternated idols nightly to guard the night and its activities. 

Deborah’s mother was exceptionally hard on her. Since Deborah was lacking in the beauty area, she was to be exceptional in every other area of her life.

It wasn’t Deborah’s fault that she wasn’t attractive. Her mother (and everyone else) could tell her fiancé was less than thrilled at the prospect of being married to an unattractive girl. 

Deborah had been born with a birth mark that covered her right eye and some of her cheek. She always wore a scarf that covered that side of her face. Her mother tried to get nice scarves and robes for Deborah, and decorated scarves for her hair, to dress her up a little, but it was just about as helpful as putting lipstick on a camel if you asked her. Her mother’s constant orders of “sit up straight, hold your stomach in, don’t wrinkle your forehead like that, pull your scarf over more, I can see that ugly mark” finally had no effect on Deborah. She did as ordered, but it finally didn’t hurt her feelings anymore. Her mother’s intentions were probably not to hurt Deborah but to help make her more accepted. Deborah’s mother felt like a failure for having a marked child. She was doing everything in her power to make the girl presentable for her new husband.

Deborah prayed every day that the gods would have mercy on her and let her wake up beautiful. The gods did not do as she requested. Young Jonas had begged his father and mother to be excused from the marriage, as he felt he would be the laughing stock of all the city. They would have “the ugliest babies ever born!” he cried to his mother. The arrangement had been made when they were but infants and it could not be unbroken. Deborah’s father had paid a handsome dowry: five goats each year and ¼ of his flax seed crop for the first 10 years. In their time, this was a steep dowry. 

“Can’t we just give the dowry back?” Jonas cried to his mother. 

She looked at him and reached out to stroke his hair. “No, son. We cannot give anything back. Our gods have recognized your marriage. Your father has given his word. It will be easier if you just accept this. I have tried all of your life to prepare you for this. I cannot undo it. Neither can you.”  

Jonas sobbed. He knew if his mother could not help him then no one could. 

––––––––
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AS HIS FATHER ENTERED their dwelling, Jonas ran to the back of the house. He knew if his father caught him crying he would beat him severely.  

His father didn’t like Jonas much and was not much of an example of a good husband. He was very abusive to Jonas, his mother, and his sisters. He loved wine, and when he got drunk he got mean. 

Everyone was always working hard to stay on his good side and not upset him. He had a tendency to remember things that stressed him and he would “owe someone a beating”, as he would say. All of the family was terrified of him. He was upset that this year marked the last of the dowry payment. The marriage was to take place in the harvest, and to add to his misery the boy would leave and take his paycheck with him. This angered the father sorely!

Jonas had a job working in the fields for Trehan. He had been an employee since he was 10 years old.  He made decent money, but his father took it. Trehan knew this because the father always came to claim the pay. So Trehan purposely kept a small portion and saved it for Jonas. He would give the savings to him in its entirety when the wedding tradition was complete. It was for the boy’s own good. His father was a worthless sort that tried to be superior to the rest of the city, but they all knew he was a drunkard and horribly abusive to his wife and son and daughters. 

“One good thing about getting married,” Jonas thought to himself, “I will get to keep my salary. All of it.”  

He would need it to support Deborah and their family. As part of his salary, Trehan offered Jonas a small place to live when he married. It was big enough for them and maybe one more person. Trehan felt it was the least he could do for Jonas. That would keep Jonas from having to live with his parents along with his new bride. What a bad situation that would have been for the new bride. 

“Yes, it is the right thing to do,” Trehan said to himself.

One day the opportunity presented itself for Jonas to have a serious talk with Trehan about getting married. 

“I think you are just nervous, Jonas. It will be okay. Not every woman is beautiful on the outside. It really is what they look like on the inside that matters,” the older man said with a smile.

“What do you mean, on the inside?” 

“I mean how a person is, how they treat you, how they treat others. Are they kind and thoughtful? Some people are pretty on the outside and monsters on the inside.”

“Like my father,” Jonas said before he thought. “I’m sorry. I-I didn’t mean...” 

The older man held up his hand and said with a smile, “No apology, I understand. Now, getting back to your bride to be. Perhaps when you get to know her heart, you will discover a beauty that you did not know existed.” 

––––––––
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“I HOPE,” JONAS SAID, and he let out a sigh.

Jonas was a good boy, but Trehan was worried for him. He feared Jonas may have been exposed to his father long enough for him to be just like him. Jonas had anger issues and Mr. Trehan had intervened several times when Jonas would fight with other workers. He tried to always talk with the boy and listen to him, because he felt sure his own father was not doing any talking or listening—judging by the black eyes and bruises Jonas used to wear to work daily. Jonas’ father was brutal in his beatings. It was never for disobedience, more for sport. In his drunken stupors he would attack Jonas with a leather strap. He would tell Jonas if he cried out for help he would hit him 10 more times.  

Trehan had taken pity on the boy and given him a job the day he arrived to ask. He was so young. His eyes had filled with tears and he said, “My father said he is not feeding me anymore, and then he said he would kill me if I returned without a job. I will work hard for you; please let me do something.” 

Trahen hired him seven years ago, and had watched him grow into a very sad young man.  

The wedding was not very large. The bride’s family and friends outnumbered the groom’s. Jonas’ father was ill-tempered all day. He was losing a large percentage of his income and that was making him unhappy. Anyone could tell he was ready to explode; his face was red. He did not enjoy the celebration of anything that did not revolve around him. He did not sit with the families; he sat off by himself and drank his wine. He told his wife he was sure everyone was just celebrating the fact that the dowry was paid off and he wouldn’t get anything else. He felt that every laugh was directed right at him. “Not to mention that idiot Trehan has arranged for a separate dwelling for Jonas to live. Now I won’t get any of his salary!” he mumbled. He fueled his anger with more and more wine.

Jonas’ mother begged him to please try to enjoy the day his only son got married. He smiled at her. She knew the worse for her was to come later. 

Deborah’s mother and father could tell that Jonas’ mother was very pleasant to be around and was genuinely happy for the young couple. She did not glance at Jonas’ father for the rest of the night or she would have seen the hatred in his eyes and the planning of the coming beating she would get. That night, as she hugged her son and wished him so much love and happiness, she did not know that would be the last time she saw him. Before morning she would be dead, as would Jonas’ sisters—all three beaten to death by his father. 

To the priest who came to tell Jonas of the deaths, it appeared that his father had killed his mother first then the two sisters. They suspected the daughters were coming to the aid of their mother when they were killed. All three died a violent, merciless death. His father fled into the wilderness and was never captured for the murder of his wife and two daughters.

––––––––
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JONAS WAS BEYOND DEVASTATED. He fell into a catatonic state for several days; he could not eat, or drink, or sleep. He just sat on the floor, rocking back and forth. He cried until there were no more tears for him to cry. Deborah tried to nurse him back to health.  But it took Trahen coming to talk to him to get Jonas back to his life. Trahen helped Jonas to his feet and hugged him tight for a long time. Then he held him at arm's length and said, “I will be your father now, Jonas. We cannot undo what has happened, but we can help what happens from here on. I will teach you and guide you and help you to be a better man. You will be my son and I will be your father. Do you understand me, Jonas?”  
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