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 Chapter 1: The Funeral

 


 


The news of her death came as a complete
shock to everyone who knew her. Not because she was presumed to be
exceptionally healthy or strong in any way, but the loss of someone
so revered is always likely to be deemed “untimely.”

Although, not a celebrity or politician, she
was just as charismatic and pulled people to her with the same
effortless ease sans the drama. She also pulled a lot of
people to her funeral. It seemed everyone in this small town had
abandoned their Saturday afternoon to come and pay their last
respects to Sally McAnuff as all the chairs in the small church
were taken up, with a large number of persons still standing
outside.

Sally had been an energetic, outgoing and
very popular woman, even at her somewhat advanced age of
seventy-six. She loved the company of friends and maintained a
thriving social life and was adored by everyone who knew her. She
reigned supreme in her small Iowa town, but she reigned gently too.
She was the sort of person who went out of her way to help other
people--family, friends, acquaintances or even strangers, although
many would say Sally never knew a stranger. Confident and cheerful,
Sally had a walk that exuded conviction and drive. She never
appeared to have an idle moment or a frown on her lightly-lined
face. So far reaching was her popularity that even one of the
town’s newspapers had sent a reporter to cover the ceremony.

Anyone who knew Sally would say that she was
the life of any party and an absolute pleasure to be around. There
was a graceful air about her that made others comfortable and drew
people to her, young and old alike. She was the kind of person to
whom people came to for help and advice, a counselor and
confidante. She was also the person with whom everyone wanted to
share good news with. It seemed good news shared with Sally was
doubled, as she shared in everyone’s joy. She rose to meet life’s
challenges with health and vigor and a never-say-die attitude.

It was, therefore, a hard pill to swallow by
everyone in the community when the news of her sudden death was
administered. What was even more shocking was the discovery of an
empty bottle that had contained sleeping pills beside her lifeless
body, suggesting that she had overdosed.

This kind of ending to her vibrant life
seemed surreal and it stunned everyone because she never seemed
depressed or tired of her life. She wasn’t the sort of person who
would be so reckless either. But then again, nobody had any reason
to suspect foul play, or any person to pin the potential murder on
because it was hard to envision Sally having even one enemy. Who
would want to harm the woman that it seemed everyone loved in this
little Midwest town?

There were whispers, however, as there will
be in any small town; speculations which started like a light
drizzle before flooding the streets of the town with suspicion.
They could be heard at the local diner, at the PTA meetings, in the
grocery store and at the corner gas station. Those whispers were
about to take on a life of their own and turn into a roar.

Those whispers mentioned one name. It was
that of Sally’s only daughter. Gretchen.

 


***

 


As she painstakingly walked up to the casket
to view the body, Gretchen couldn’t help wondering if her mother
was in a deep sleep and would awake at any moment. Sally was laid
beautifully in her casket with not a hair out of place, just as
when she was alive. Beautiful pearls encircling her elegant neck,
perfectly accentuated the pastel suit she would be buried in and
her folded arms bore no flashy jewelry. Only the tasteful, simple
gold wedding band her deceased husband had given her fifty-five
years earlier.

She stood gazing at the woman she used to
call mother, noting the peacefulness of her countenance and
wondered what it felt like to be dead. Gretchen was decked out in a
simple black dress with her grey sprinkled, dark hair caught up in
a beehive, the style her mother used to hate seeing her in. Her
face was heavily made up and one could not tell if this was to hide
swollen eyes from crying or if Gretchen was just being herself.

As she looked at the woman that used to be
her mother, memories began flooding her mind like a tidal wave as
she reflected on the woman who had tried to be a parent and a
friend to her, but somehow never quite made the connection. There
always was an attempt to seem like they had the perfect
mother-daughter relationship, especially in public during her
childhood years, but as Gretchen got older, that shine wore
off.

She stood for quite a long time at Sally’s
casket, but it was not just to soak up a last look at her pale and
lifeless face; it was mostly to avoid the accusing stares of the
gathering. She could almost literally feel the eyes of the
townspeople upon her. Her senses were often numbed by her affinity
for alcohol, but today she would have had to be in a coma not to
feel the tension surrounding her. She had heard the rumors too,
seen the fleeting glances sent her way which were quickly averted
upon eye contact, and noticed how people suddenly stopped talking
whenever they became aware of her presence. Yes, she had heard the
whispers, and they echoed in her ears as she fought back the
tears.

She didn’t want to cry, not in front of her
dead mother. She made it a point of duty not to be weak while she
had been alive, so she didn’t see the need to break down now. She
had tried so hard to be the daughter any mother would be proud of,
but it seemed she was always closer to her dad. Gretchen had been a
good girl for many years, but something had always bubbled under
the surface, an edginess that Sally couldn’t fully understand or
identify with, but one which didn’t seem to bother her father.

She remembered now some of the many fights
they had, how Sally scolded her about her insatiable need for
attention and material gains. Sally, who had grown up in humble
settings could not understand the incessant urge her daughter had
been born with, this urge to have more and to be more. Hence, there
was a serious disconnect between them both and Sally was very vocal
about highlighting their differences, saying many times that she
wished Gretchen was more like her.

“I can’t understand it. How can you look so
much like me but have such different ways? It’s a mystery, I
swear,” her mother once said to her, commenting on how very
different they were in personality although having similar physical
resemblances.

It only got worse as she grew up, the sharp
contrasts in behavior puzzled Sally more and more to the point
where she stopped trying to figure it out. During Gretchen’s
teenage years, it was obvious Sally did not understand her and this
was reflected in how she answered questions from family friends and
people in the town who asked about Gretchen’s behavior. She often
answered questions about her only daughter with a sigh and a polite
smile. Never did she say a disparaging remark about Gretchen, but
one couldn’t help but wonder if she thought of them.

“So you’re gone now, Mother,” Gretchen
whispered, almost angrily, “You were never really the mother I
needed you to be. The least you could have done was to leave me
with some money.”

The thought was like a strong shot of bitter
whiskey, followed almost immediately with a chaser of guilt. The
remorse and disgust was like having cold water thrown in her face.
Sally may not have been the mother Gretchen desired, but she was
her mother--the only one she would ever have, and now she was gone.
As she finally managed to turn away and face the crowd, she tried
her best to keep a straight face without looking at anyone in
particular, lest they recognize the emotions raging beneath the
composed appearance.

Many condolences were offered, but Gretchen
noticed how their smiles and eyes were saying different things and
the nonchalance with which they took her hand.

“Really sorry Gretchen, your mother was such
a good woman…”

“I’ll never forget how good a cook she was,
she made a mean lentil soup…”

“May her lovely soul rest in peace…”

“Sally’s gone to heaven for sure, you can bet
on that…”

These were just some of the comments that
greeted Gretchen and she replied to all of them with a curt “thank
you” and a taut smile.

Hypocrites…

There was a lot of crying and praying,
especially when the eulogy was being read and Gretchen found
herself becoming upset at the attention being showered on Sally.
Upset that everyone cared so much about her dead mother, but no one
seemed to care about how she was doing. They hate me because I’m
not Miss Goody Two Shoes like dear old Mom, she thought.

She sat stoically between her two grown
children, Jackie and Damien, hoping to get some emotional support
from them, but even they weren’t paying her much mind. She wanted
so badly to get away and counted the minutes to the end of the
funeral when she would finally be able to shake off the accusing
stares she knew were only thinly veiled by offers of “if there’s
anything I can do….”

Just when she thought she couldn’t bear it
anymore, Susan came over and gave her a bear hug.

“Oh Gretchen, I’m so sorry for your loss. I
know you must be hurting more than anyone else here because she was
your mother, but try not to take it too hard, okay?”

Gretchen was pleasantly surprised. The last
person she thought would give a hoot about what she felt was the
only person who actually showed any real concern for her. Susan was
Sally’s housekeeper and even though she often wondered about her
mental capacity, she didn’t worry much because Susan had been so
devoted to her mother. This meant that Sally didn’t depend on her
for much assistance in her old age because Susan was always at her
beck and call. However, she was also very protective of Sally and
disagreed with Gretchen on anything that Sally also disagreed on
and seemed not to like her much.

On top of all that, Gretchen owed Susan
money. Secretly, she had borrowed $2000 from her about six months
earlier that she used to go casino gambling in Las Vegas. She had
promised to pay her back within a month, but had given Susan the
run around each time she came to her. Deep down, she didn’t have
any intention to pay her back as she told herself Sally was paying
Susan a good salary and she didn’t seem to have much need for
money, because she didn’t go anywhere and she had all her meals at
Sally’s expense.

However, Susan had not let up and threatened
Gretchen that she would tell Sally about the money she owed to
her.

“Listen Gretchen, if you don’t give me back
my money in two weeks, I’m going to tell your mother. As a matter
of fact, I’m going to tell everyone who will listen and you know
how news gets around in this town,” Susan had ranted after Gretchen
had tried to brush her off once more.

That was a week before Sally died, and
Gretchen, not wanting to be exposed due to her reputation already
being in shambles, decided to borrow the money from Sally to pay
back Susan. She had actually visited her the night before she was
found dead and pleaded with her to lend her the money, and had made
sure to come after midnight when Susan would have been asleep in
her quarters. But Sally had been adamant that she would not give
Gretchen any more money because she was convinced that she would
just spend it on gambling and alcohol like all the times
before.

So as Susan hugged her, and all these things
flashed through her mind, Gretchen was tempted to ask if she knew
who she was hugging, but decided not to, because Susan was crying
so hard. She wondered what Susan would do now, seeing that she was
obviously out of a job due to Sally’s passing and whether she would
still carry out her threat of telling her friends about the money
she owed her.

“Thank you Susan, and I know she meant a lot
to you too,” she finally managed to say.

Susan gave a little shrug as she wiped her
eyes, squeezed Gretchen once more, and then walked away.

She didn’t mention anything about the money
or tried to give Gretchen as much as a mean look, and this puzzled
Gretchen just a bit and made her feel uneasy. Even though Susan had
been crying, there was a strange look in her eyes, as if she knew
something no one else did. Gretchen tried to wrap her mind around
it for a few seconds, wondering if she could expect trouble from
Susan.

Did she know that I visited Sally that
night and for what? she thought.

Eventually, she waved the thought aside,
easing her troubled mind by telling herself that probably Susan
would leave her alone now, due to the fact that her best friend was
gone.

Gretchen blocked out the rest of the
proceedings by thinking about her kids.

Jackie, her oldest, was a slender woman with
long, flowing dark hair, porcelain skin and blue eyes she had
gotten from Gretchen. The tall, slinky grey dress she wore clung to
her curves and attracted many stares from men, some of which she
had grown up with, and she was glad that her husband hadn’t come
along. He definitely wouldn’t have approved of such a dress.

While Damien, her son, was a splitting image
of his father: tall and lean, with red hair and a temperament to
match. He sported a double-breasted black suit with faint
pinstripes and looked as if he was attending a black tie event
rather than a funeral.

She looked across at Jackie who was to her
left, whose well made-up face was wearing a bleak, blank
expression. Poor Jackie, she thought.

Jackie did not seem outwardly shaken by the
loss of her grandmother, in fact, her expression was similar to
Gretchen’s, only more somber, but Gretchen knew that she was
devastated inside. Jackie had always been close to Sally, her
favorite grandmother, and in the latter years, as Gretchen became
engrossed in liquor and casinos, she had become even closer to
her.

Jackie had become closer to alcohol as well
and seemed to be heading down the same path as Gretchen. The saying
that the “apple doesn’t fall far from the tree” was proving to be
true because just as Gretchen had started drinking as a result of
marital problems, Jackie had done the same when she and her husband
started having troubles. Of course, being the typical grandmother,
Sally had turned a blind eye to Jackie’s “occasional” binges, but
Gretchen knew better. She was all too aware of that kind of trouble
as she “had written the book on it,” but she didn’t know what to
do, especially when it was quite evident that Jackie was itching to
add her own chapter.

Looking at Jackie now, her eyes partially
hidden beneath a thick-rimmed dark Ray Ban, she felt a pang of
pity. She realized Jackie was slowly, but surely, becoming more
like her and deep down, her motherly instincts told her she should
try and stop her, but she didn’t know how. How could she help
Jackie when she was struggling to even help her own self?

What did they say on an airplane? Something
about making sure your oxygen mask was secure before attempting to
help others?

Gretchen stifled a wry laugh at the thought,
she was pretty sure she had tossed out that oxygen mask on the
runway long before the plane had taken off. She was convinced her
own life was nothing but a downward spiral filled with chaos and
destruction, and decided that if Jackie needed help, she was in no
position to offer it. As a matter of fact, she believed she had
helped enough by allowing Jackie to stay with her when she and her
husband had started fighting. As a mother, she knew her home wasn’t
the best environment for Jackie, especially if she wanted to save
her marriage, but at the same time, she did like Jackie’s
company.

As her gaze shifted to Damien, her son, she
couldn’t help noticing how he kept looking at his watch. She
suddenly remembered him mentioning that he had scheduled a meeting
later in the day with an important client in another city. That was
typical Damien, always setting up some business deal or attending a
meeting. He only attended the funeral for the sake of appearances
and out of respect for his grandmother because, unlike Jackie, he
was never close to her. As a matter of fact, Damien was hardly
close to any of his extended family, keeping them at arm’s length
for the most part.

He appeared to be stand-offish with family,
giving face time at family events, only because he felt obligated
to do so and it always seemed like he’d rather be somewhere else.
Damien was much like his father, always short on time and shorter
on patience; always seeming to have something better to do. Like
most family gatherings, even his grandmother’s funeral appeared to
be an interruption to his unending business itinerary.

However, Gretchen didn’t mind how her son
lived his life because he made good money and bailed her out more
than once out of a few tight situations. For instance, when she was
charged for a DUI and her insurance rates became unaffordable,
Damien not only paid the fines, he also footed the bill for an
attorney and added her to his car insurance. So even though he
distanced himself from family, in Gretchen’s mind, he still had a
heart or something resembling one.

For Damien though, he felt remorse for his
mother because of how his father had treated her and felt some sort
of responsibility to help her with her broken life. He was no good
at showing emotions, so throwing money at the problems was his way
and it was enough to make him feel he was doing his part. The last
time she got into trouble, however, he had drawn a hard line with
Gretchen.

“Mom, your behavior has gotten way out of
hand and this has got to stop. This is the last time I’m bailing
you out. I’m tired of supporting your gambling and drinking habits.
The next time, you’re on your own!” he had said after she was
arrested for driving under the influence of alcohol.

As the funeral finally ended, Gretchen
couldn’t wait to get away from the many tears being shed and the
condolences being offered. It had been a lovely service, one
befitting someone like Sally. Quite a few people had held their
breath, wondering if Gretchen would have created any outbursts or
scenes, but she had been uncharacteristically quiet. However, a few
sad souls were actually disappointed that Gretchen didn’t show up
drunk and stir up some drama.

One of those persons was Alfred Reznik, a
short, stocky pub owner with a Russian accent and grizzly blonde
hair to match. He had some amount of contempt for Gretchen because
she had run up a huge bill at his establishment and then tried to
avoid paying him.

When he had tried to pressure her into paying
him, she had managed to seduce him one night after inviting him to
her house. After which, she had blackmailed him by threatening to
tell his wife about their little fling if he didn’t leave her
alone.

Gretchen had spotted him the moment she came
into the church, but decided to avoid him. She couldn’t avoid him
now though, because he was standing right at the door as she made
her way out.

“Well, if it isn’t Gretchen, my favorite
customer,” Alfred blurted out, even before Gretchen had reached
him.

“Hey Al, thanks for coming,” Gretchen
responded quickly and walked past him without stopping.

She had no intention of getting in a
confrontation of any sort with Alfred or anyone else, who might
have a grouse with her. Not at her mother’s funeral; the last thing
she wanted was to attract any negative attention to herself.

There were many prayers going around, mostly
for Sally, some for the grandchildren and great-grandchildren, but
none for Gretchen. In her mind, everyone had long written her off
as a lost cause and she was fine with that, but deep down she felt
cut off. She comforted herself by telling herself she could do
without friends, family and neighbors. They can all have each
other for all I care, they are all dead to me anyway, and I don’t
need them.

But that’s what she thought.


 


 Chapter 2: Reflections

 


 


Monday morning, two days since Sally had been
laid to rest, found Gretchen in an all too familiar position:
craving a strong drink.

Her boss had given her two weeks off from
work to prepare for Sally’s funeral and to deal with all the added
factors surrounding her mother’s death. However, she was tempted to
get dressed and go in for duties, but had no doubt her boss would
send her back home.

“Come on, get hold of yourself, Gretchen,”
she tried to boost her resolve.

Since lately, she was finding herself
fighting this mental battle more often. Sadly, she lost almost all
the time. Her hands began to shake as she lay back in the sofa, one
of the few remaining pieces of furniture in the house, trying to
read the newspaper, as though Sally’s funeral had made the papers.
The story took up a small section near to the obituaries and
included interviews of prominent persons who were in attendance.
Gretchen couldn’t believe her mother’s funeral had pulled such
“top-notch” personalities; even a well-known baseball player was
there.

“Mrs. Mcanuff was a gentle soul. She used to
bake cookies for my team when I was in minor league. We really miss
her and may her soul rest in peace,” the article quoted him as
saying.

A wave of envy mixed with guilt washed over
her again, envious at how loved and how popular her deceased mother
was, guilty from being envious to begin with. After all, her
mother, her only mother, was dead.

As she laid grappling with her inner
conflicts and urges, she began to think about her life and the many
turns it had taken. Her life seemed like a sad story and felt she
was dealt with a terrible hand.

Gretchen liked to think her situation was
quite special and unique: the way she was raised, how her life and
marriage crumbled, and subsequent addiction to alcohol--all of
which gave her an excuse for the self-pity she wallowed in. It read
like a rather tragic, romantic story in which she was the heroine;
one who had been wronged and whose life was in shambles at no fault
of her own.

When she was sober though, like now, she did
manage to face up to herself and take responsibility for the path
she had chosen. She would realize she wasn’t much different from
other women whose husbands found more pleasure chasing skirts than
being faithful to their wives. Divorce attorneys throughout the
land handled cases like hers every day.

The major difference between Gretchen and
some of these women, however, was that she had chosen to throw in
the towel and call it a day. She simply chose not to move forward
and instead feel sorry for her lot in life.

There was a time, however, when Gretchen was
a truly stunning woman. Her charm and daring spunk gave her that
extra spark and made her almost as popular as her mother was, at
least in her own way. As a young woman, men twice her age would
compete for her smile, and as she got older, men half her age would
do the same. Now at fifty-four, she wondered how she was viewed.
Yes, she was still hit upon occasionally, but hardly by the kind of
men whom she usually found attractive.

She got up and went to the bathroom. Washing
her face would probably help her to deal with the withdrawal
symptoms of her latest attempt to curb her alcohol appetite. As she
dried her face, she paused to look at her reflection in the mirror.
The sharp ray of sunlight stealing in through the small window was
unkind to the face staring back at her. The late nights of drinking
and partying were becoming quite evident in the abundance of lines
in her face, and the redness of her eyes. Her body told a similar
story, looking lumpy in places that had once been flat, and sagging
in places that used to be taut. Obviously, lifting drinks and
throwing them back wasn’t exactly an effective exercise plan.

As she compared how she used to look with
what she had become, she felt a strong sense of dislike for herself
and immediately her mind wandered to the bottle of scotch she had
in her kitchen cabinet. Especially since she was feeling so cold
from the lack of heat in the house; she had it disconnected because
she didn’t intend to pay for any extra bills as she was saving the
little money she earned from her part time job at the nearby
diner.

“Shake it off Gretchen, you can do it,” she
thought aloud.

She made her way back to the sofa on unsteady
legs and continued reflecting on her life as a way to divert her
thoughts. Her mind wandered back to over 30 years earlier when she
was the brightest young thing growing up in the town. She was the
girl every other girl wanted to be and often mimicked, and even
though she and her mother had differences, it was evident that
Sally was proud of her. Gretchen, although rebellious, tried her
best to please her mother, and for a while she seemed to have
succeeded. From cheerleader to prom queen to being ranked in the
top ten percent of her graduating class, Sally was quite proud of
Gretchen. Her father wasn’t that involved in her life apart from
providing for the family and rubbing her head occasionally so she
only had her mother’s expectations to live up to as far as parents
were concerned.

However, even though these achievements
seemed to please Sally, Gretchen somehow thought she hadn’t done
enough and searched for bigger ambitions to pursue. Much bigger
than what she could find in a small Iowa town. She dreamt of moving
away from her Midwestern lifestyle to one of the big cities,
probably New York or California where there were far more
opportunities available. She even had ambitions of making it as a
famous actress or model, gracing the annals of Hollywood. With her
spotless porcelain skin, shiny ebony mane and sparkly aqua eyes all
atop a tall, thin frame, she certainly had the looks and probably
the drive.

But the outcome of most dreams are usually
directly or indirectly influenced by a love story which either
helps to realize the dream, or takes it in an entirely different
action. Gretchen’s love story began the summer right after her
senior year in high school. It came in the form of Jim, a handsome
stranger who had just rolled into town.

Even though Gretchen hated his guts now, she
couldn’t help remembering how he made her feel back then, the
pounding of her heart, twitching of her stomach, and the weakness
of her knees.

She remembered how his big talk and swagger
made her feel as if he owned the world and would place her on top
of it. He was part of a construction crew working on a new housing
development in a nearby town, but it often seemed like he owned the
company based on his boastful talk. He was too loud, too cocky, and
way too good looking to be anything short of trouble, but Gretchen
was so caught up in his arresting smile and somewhat urban accent
that she threw all caution to the wind and fell headlong in love
with Jim. He quickly became the mental compass on which her entire
being depended on for direction. She was waiting tables the day he
sauntered into her life, he opened his mouth and she knew her life
had changed.

Jim was a great talker, both in volume and
the way he used words. He was the kind of man that made women think
seductive thoughts and made men want to trade places with him. He
had a larger-than-life aura about him and seemed destined for
bigger things than the construction business. At least that’s what
he said. Jim Goodnight painted vivid pictures in Gretchen’s head
about entrepreneurial ambitions which would attract major investors
to fund the ventures he envisioned, and he left very little doubt
in her mind that he could do it.

No doubt, he was the salesman of the century.
Gretchen clung on to every word he said and very soon he
represented a ticket out of the small town way of life, a much
quicker ride than college would provide. He did his best to fan the
flames of her dreams as well, sweet talking her out of her clothes
with well-chosen words and poetic lines. She couldn’t count the
amount of times and different ways he told her how much she was the
most beautiful girl in the world, how heaven was sorely missing an
angel, and that she was the only woman in the entire world for
him.

She believed every word of course, and
unwisely gave her heart and all her body parts to him with very
little abandon. Things rushed on at a heady pace and Gretchen was
walking on air, especially when she was out in public with Jim.
Pity she had to discover that Jim had a string of women behind
closed doors, some of whom she actually knew. By the time she found
out though, two months into the relationship, the damage was
already done. It was August, a mere few weeks before she would have
started college, only to find out that her sudden exhaustion and
recoiling stomach was the early signs of pregnancy.

Faced with a dilemma, she initially decided
to have an abortion.

“Jim, you don’t have to worry, I won’t
complicate your life, okay?” she remembered saying to him after
revealing that she was pregnant.

“What do you mean?” he had asked with a
puzzled look.

“I know you don’t want a baby Jim, and with
school set to start soon, I am not ready either, so I’m just gonna
go ahead and get rid of it.”

“No, please don’t!” his reaction had almost
startled her.

“But Jim…”

“Gretchen, no! Listen to me, I will stand up
to my responsibility and be a father to this baby. I don’t want you
to do an abortion.”

Despite his brash personality, Jim had a
Christian upbringing, and although far from living the life, he had
strong beliefs that were against abortion.

“Are you sure you want this Jim? ‘Cause my
parents don’t know about it and if I tell them they might not
approve of you being in my life.”

When she had found out about Jim’s cheating
ways, she had told her parents who ridiculed him with every
demeaning name in the book.

“I don’t care Gretchen. I’ll marry you if I
have to. I want this baby and I want you. I’ll leave all those
other girls, they don’t mean anything to me. Please give me a
chance, I promise I’ll make it right. I love you.”

His pleading appealed to her and she found
herself lowering her defenses, plus the promise of marriage was
like music to her ears. Mrs. Gretchen Goodnight. It had a great
ring to it.

Just as she thought, her parents were not
happy about her being pregnant and were totally against Jim having
any further part in her life.

“How could you do this Gretchen, you have
your entire life ahead of you,” her mother had said, “and what
about school?”

“I can still go after I’ve had the baby,
Mom,” she had said.

Mr. McAnuff, hardly ever vocal, expressed
disapproval for the marriage, but made it clear to his only
daughter that he wanted only the best for her.

“Gretchen, I don’t like that Goodnight boy
one bit. I’ve never liked a smooth talker. I know he probably has
good intentions but he will only bring you more trouble, I know
those kinds of boys. We don’t mind helping you raise this baby, at
least I don’t mind,” he said.

“I don’t mind either, Gretchen. I really
don’t think this boy is right for you. Bob and I will be there for
you, after all, we’re your parents,” Sally chimed in.

Gretchen thought about it for a few days, but
Jim’s dreamy voice kept booming in her head. His promises of
dropping all the other girls and his pledge of loving her alone
drove out all the cautions her parents and even her friends had
given against Jim. Plus he called to check up on her as regularly
as possible, indicating his dedication and willingness to do right
by her. Thus, Gretchen gave in to what her heart wanted, and that
was marrying Jim.

“I have decided to accept Jim’s proposal,”
she finally told her parents. “Anyone can change and Jim is
definitely a changed man. Just give him a chance, you’ll see.”

Bob and Sally were crestfallen, but agreed to
support her decision as they didn’t want to add any additional
stress to the pregnancy.

The wedding was arranged in record time with
Jim’s family combining with the McAnuffs and Gretchen’s friends to
plan the event.

They were married within a month, in the same
little church that Bob and Sally’s funerals would eventually be
held, and Gretchen began her trek into adult life and parenthood
with a cosy wedding and a baby on the way.

During the rest of her pregnancy, Jim was a
perfect picture of a doting father-to-be. As a matter of fact,
those few months stood out in Gretchen’s mind as probably the
happiest period of her life. Jim catered to her every want and
need, between showering her with flowers, trinkets and other
presents. He told her every day how beautiful she was, how she was
the sexiest pregnant woman he ever saw, and how he loved the way
she glowed.

He wanted a girl baby, a splitting image of
Gretchen with dark hair, blue eyes, and a pretty nose.

“She would have your good looks and my bad
attitudes,” he jokingly told her.

Gretchen couldn’t believe the turn-around Jim
had made, from a conniving womanizer to devoted husband and baby
father. She desperately hung on to every word that he said as if
her life depended on it and during that time, she felt a sense of
triumph that Jim had proven her parents wrong.

When the baby came, it was, in fact, a girl,
and Jim could not have been happier, calling all his friends to
tell them about his first-born. Gretchen took it all in with a
sense of achievement and didn’t have any objection when Jim
suggested they name her after his mother, Jacqueline.

As the days turned into weeks and then
months, Gretchen slowly began
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