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BETH STARED IN DISBELIEF as Mrs. Williams spelt out the judgment for her. She had pulled down her reading glasses and was peering above them, glaring disapprovingly at the tiny girl clutching on the armrest of a chair as she pronounced, “We have come to the conclusion that Beth should terminate her pregnancy or be excommunicated from the church. We can’t have her bad mouthing the pastor’s son can we?” The decision had been made after a long session of debating and hearing both sides to the story from the couple in question. Jeffrey her partner in crime was still adamant in that he didn’t date her and to top it all up, he claimed Beth was obsessed with him. With her pert nose held high at such a claim, she also remained resolute in her statement that he was being cowardly and they had indeed been involved. 

The women in the board rather thought the whole idea preposterous for the pastor’s son to date the maid’s daughter and hence kept on goading Beth to admit to what they deemed the truth. Finally the decision was reached and all eyes were focused on the girl as the boy had already left for his home. This is not fair, Beth thought. Her eyes pleaded for someone to rescue her from the wretched women. Her mother was staring at the ceiling, oblivious to the events taking place as Beth clutched at her heart, feeling the injustice pressing heavily on it. 

Walls were closing in on her from both ends, taking away her very breath as she panted for more of the air and not the fear she felt which was about to overwhelm her as the notable women in church would rather defend the culprit while the victim suffered. It had all been a lie, she thought. Gone was the Jeffrey she knew who followed her like a love sick puppy. In his place stood a smartly dressed, dark haired, cold blooded young man, with a slight curl on his mouth showing how disgusted he was. 

Now she disgusted him, yet when he had followed her around she had been his princess. She sought her mother’s attention again as tears slid down her smooth cheeks and savagely wiped them off with the palm of her hand. What a mess this was all turning out to be. Her Nana would have brought Jeffrey to account. Made him do right by her, but she was long gone to be with the Lord. 

Had she been so naïve she had failed to see the signs before. Jeffrey’s callous way when she didn’t want to be intimate with him. How like a petulant three year old, he had told her they were girls more beautiful than her willing to be with him. The act that had produced this child that they wanted to get rid of hadn’t been at all appealing; rather it had been demeaning as he took her virtue in his father’s car. An outsider would always be that, an outsider, since her yearning heart had tricked her into thinking, finally she could be a part of a good and loving family. The Pastor always commended his children for being good and exemplary. All that was just a veneer as Jeffrey the Pastors son turned out to be the opposite. He sweet talked her into falling in love with him and dumped her when it suited him. Fear had driven her not to tell her mother or any adult when she found out she was pregnant. Rather she made a makeshift corset so it wouldn’t show while Jeffrey promised to stand by her and inform his parents. They were good parents after all, so they would understand the plight of the two lovers, allow them to get married and live happily ever after. 

She believed him, his lies, fake promises, all of it, hook, line and sinker. She even had a mental image of being impeccably dressed in the suits and wide brimmed hats that ministers’ wives loved so much. She would be extolled for being the epitome of womanhood, like the Proverbs 31 woman and an entourage of well-dressed ushers will always be at hand to accompany her to the seat next to the Pastor, her husband. What a fool she was, living in fool’s paradise. Having been on the sidelines all her life, when Jeff painted the beautiful picture of the life they would have, she had gladly grabbed it with her whole being. 

Her family consisted of her mother and her. No father figure apart from of course Jeffrey’s father who happened to be her mother’s employer. So what he was offering appealed to her senses and emotions more than anything else. Except in an instant he snatched the dream away. She chided her heart for being so gullible and for being taken in by a trickster masquerading as a lamb. The minister extolled his son so much. Jeff was different, he was their peer educator, their leader and respected ladies. Bah, lies, all lies. She stared at her slight bump, loathing her body as usual. Finally her body had given up over the abuse of having a corset tied tightly around the midsection. For some days she had been feeling faint and ignoring thinking it will pass. Falling was rather a frequent occurrence in church when the pastor ministered so nothing had seemed out of the ordinary when she fell in a faint. 

The lady ushers had merely carried her to the room at the back where she would be attended to by a female minister. Mrs. Williams who ministered to the ladies had reached out to make her comfortable by loosening her clothes and such was her shock when she saw the corset tightly wound around her midsection. At further inspection she came to the conclusion that their choir lead singer was pregnant. This would be a scandal, considering Beth had been leading congregants in praise and worship while fornicating and going against what they stood for. Beth was revived by the old lady and clutched at her dress when she realized the zip had been opened at the back and the corset loosened. Her bump was more pronounced and she sobbed at the realization that her secret was out. Mrs. Williams coaxed her to tell her who the father of the child was and such was her shock when Beth announced it was Jeffrey the pastors’ son. Her mother was called, the other deaconesses, women who made up the board in their church, Mrs. Matthews, Brice and off course Wilson who happened to be Jeffrey’s mother. 

The normal practice in such a situation was punishment by stepping down from any leadership position held. Beth being the lead singer in the choir was meant to step down with immediate effect, while Jeffrey also did the same. An announcement would be made by the minister as the couple would be made to stand in front of the congregants and apologize for not walking uprightly as they were meant to. This served as a warning to other youths, to always conduct themselves in a proper manner.

Terminate, the word kept on ringing in her mind. She was a tiny young lady and so was her tummy. Her pregnancy couldn’t be terminated. It was far too gone along for that, except the women didn’t know since they didn’t ask. She heaved a weary sigh as Mrs. Williams was still staring at her and waiting for her to decide between the two judgments passed. “I...I ..will not terminate the pregnancy” she managed to stutter as she gazed her mother’s way. “I can’t....Jeff is lying, he is indeed the father of this child I am carrying. I have known only him.” She felt hurt, dejected and hoped that this whole discussion would come to an abrupt end as she grew wary of having to explain her actions to the women who were already judging her. Mrs. Wilson scoffed, “How do we know girl that my son is the father to that bastard you are carrying. We called him and he denied it. Who are we to believe in all this? I know my son very well and he is not the type to trifle around with a girl. Every relationship he has been in, he is always honest about it and informs me. How come he has never mentioned you?” 

She stared at Beth disapprovingly as Beth clutched tightly to the armrest until her knuckles turned white. She could feel her eyes contemptuously rack over her body clad in a plain purple doll dress that once had belonged to Jeffrey’s sister and her best friend Joan. Mrs. Wilson wondered if this was punishment for being kind and taking in mother and daughter. 

The other women nodded in agreement as the Jeff they knew was a good boy and this good for nothing maid’s daughter had bitten more than she could chew.  “For your own information girl, Jeff has been seeing Dora the pastor’s daughter from our other branch and they are planning to wed soon. Who is putting you up to this hmmm?” Mrs. Wilson continued as she glared at the blonde girl who barely looked old enough to be an expectant mother. Beth gulped in more air as Mrs. Wilson was being the passionate defender for her son’s misdeeds and would gladly box her to reason. Already she had edged to the end of the seat. “Mom,” she whispered tentatively, pleading with her eyes and willing her to rise from her stupor, “Believe me, it’s Jeff. You can’t let them do this to me....” 

There wasn’t a need for her to finish that statement as Ellen had just heard enough. She had been holding her emotions at bay and listening to everything that was being said. She could feel her heart pounding and the fury churning up in her belly as it rose up and consumed her. For the first time she glared at all the women, having read between the lines to what Mrs. Wilson was insinuating, in that she was the one who had influenced her daughter to lie. Her pumpkin did not lie easily. She had brought her up in the Lord. She wasn’t a manipulator. She had been shocked that Beth hadn’t told her of her predicament but had hid the pregnancy from her. But now hearing Mrs. Wilson rant and rave, she wondered if Beth had feared her reaction would be the same in that she would not believe her. “Don’t you dare accuse my daughter of being loose; I have raised her well in the Lord and have taught her to respect people” she stated with an edge to her voice as gasps of shock from the other ladies could be heard. What was wrong with these women, she wondered as they ganged up on a defenseless girl. “I thought by now a reasonable resolution to this problem would have been reached in which my history is not brought to the forefront. Do you really think I would do such a despicable thing like put her up to this?”  

The women were now gawking at her as if she had suddenly grown another head. Mrs. Williams’s eyes now looked like saucers as she gaped in amazement at the impudence she was witnessing. Ellen grabbed hold of her daughter’s arm and hauled her to her feet “Come on pumpy, we should go. For women who profess to hold to the highest values in honoring God, your behaviour is appalling. You are all murderers.”  Mrs. Matthews shifted and lowered her eyes to the floor embarrassed while Mrs. Wilson stood up and screeched, “You see that, all of you. She is a bad tree and the fruit definitely did not fall far from it.  Look at her. I will not let you destroy my son’s future. I will make sure that the community shuns you.” Ellen and Beth were of the same petite frame while Mrs. Wilson was bulky, hence as she lunged at mother and daughter, Beth shrieked, while her mother stood resolutely as the other women managed to hold Mrs. Wilson from doing them bodily harm. “We should have done so when you fell pregnant for a stranger 18 years back, but no, we did the Christian thing. Look what it has brought us”. 

Ellen was still pulling at Beth undeterred by the big woman as they left the room, not even listening to her tirade. They hadn’t noticed that so much time had passed while they were holed up in the room. When they came out, it was already dark as they trudged to their house behind the church. Ellen had been a maid for the pastors’ family ever since she fell pregnant and did not finish her education. She knew that Beth was a good girl and different from her in many ways. She on the other hand was once a rebellious teen and against her better judgment hooked up with a man who came to their town for the church conference that had been held for the youths. She only knew his name, Richard Reynolds. 

That encounter cost her everything. She accepted her fate over the whole issue and retreated into a shell after that. Her widowed mother always strong in her beliefs didn’t offer the option of termination to the pregnancy. Instead she got her employed at the pastor’s house as a maid at the age of sixteen. Her mother wished much more for her than being a maid as she was, instead she went and blew the whole thing off. 

Eighteen years down the line, her daughter did the same. She imagined her mother cackling with glee and stating that whatever was happening was inevitable. At the same time, she had told her that she would never know the love of a parent until she had her own child. She was surprised that she had voiced out the way she had to those women. She definitely would protect her young no matter what might come her way.  No one was going to abuse her daughter like that while she was still alive. They were panting as they arrived, got into their house and Ellen quickly locked the door. 

They gazed at each other and for a second, Beth caught a glimpse of her mother’s once rebellious nature that her granny once spoke of. At the time she didn’t believe a word and Beth concluded those were just the ramblings of an old woman. Uncontrollable laughter issued from the two women, accompanied by tears as her mother slumped dejectedly onto the bed. Beth rushed to her side and hugged her. “I am sorry mom, I should never have let this happen. Knowing your history and how you struggled to give me the best of everything. I am so- - so- - sorry”. Their bodies shook with heart wrenching sobs as they cradled and comforted each other.

Finally Ellen disentangled her arms around her daughter and sniveled. “We should pack; I don’t think will be welcome here after all that has taken place.” She could see the tortured expression on her daughters face as she felt guilty. “Don’t worry pumpy” she pulled on a smile and tilted Beth’s face so she could look into her eyes. “It is well.”

“But mom, where will we go?”

“I have a relation who stays in Graceland, that’s a good place to start afresh.” She wiped off Beth’s tears and turned to the task at hand of packing up their things. She looked around at what used to be their home. The bedroom was huge while the kitchen was smaller in size and one person was meant to be in it at a time since they wasn’t much space to move around. She would inform her friend to sell their furniture and the money would help them as they transitioned. Courtney was good at selling second hand things and she knew how to find the buyers quickly. She took her phone and texted her. She doubted very much that Mrs. Wilson will take kindly to seeing their faces all the time, when such a huge elephant hung over their heads. Her employer might have been married to a pastor but she wasn’t saintly at all. 

Beth watched her mother pack up and felt guilty for bringing such trouble in her life, she didn’t deserve all this. She thought back to how her granny used to say that one should never cry over spilt milk and managed to push aside the overwhelming need to give into more tears. She got up and started helping her pack. “How far along are you?” her mother asked as she packed the clothes in a suitcase. There was a slight pause. “Beth” her mother asked softly. She grabbed her hand and settled down with her, “How far along are you?” Beth lowered her eyes to the floor, ashamed for having hidden the truth for such a long time. “Eight months.” For the first time her mother stared at her shocked before she burst out laughing. Beth stared at her sheepishly not having expected that reaction. “Well pumpy, you got one over me. I was four months along when your granny discovered it.”

“Moom”

“Come on it is done, stand up and pack before they chase us out.” She was chuckling as she went back to work at the same time apprehensive over how their life would turn out. She hoped that Beth would not go through what she went through. Since Jeffrey had denied his involvement with Beth, she was going to make sure that he never came in contact with her daughter and manipulated her again, before she knew it, Beth will be tending to a second child. Over her dead body will that happen?

“Do you think your relation will take us in?”  Beth asked worriedly. “Rosemary once invited me for a visit during the time when you were registering for your exams. Its time I took her up on her offer.”

“Is Graceland a nice place?” Beth was rambling as she wanted to forget about what they were doing. “I guess it is what would you expect of a place full of farming lands and where one has to climb mountains to get reception. According to Rose it’s a safe haven and a good place to start afresh.” For a second Beth stared at her mother incredulously having forgotten that she was the one who had exiled them to such a fate. “Pack up, that’s the last of the bags right” her mother stated before they picked up the bags and left the house. 

The night was silent and they were relieved that the pastor’s wife hadn’t bothered to come to their quarters to bodily throw them out. They both knew that the next day would be a different matter. Before she could step out from the church gates, Ellen couldn’t resist the urge to get into the church for the last time. Her prayer was that God guide them in their path and not forsake them now in their hour of need. 

Beth also knelt down. She couldn’t shake off the guilt that she felt. What had she done? Her mother had tried by all means to bring her up well and this is how she repaid her. She prayed, “God, I know my mother has more faith in your goodness and mercy than I have. I feel guilty and it is justified since I did things my way and not yours. Your word confines sex to the marital bed and it serves me right what I got in return for transgressing your law. I ask you to forgive me for doing things my own way. Please be with us and guide us. Make my path straight and for this unborn child to have a steady home. I promise to work hard from now on and will do things your way and no longer mine. I promise to serve you fully, if you could just take me from this whole mess I have done. Amen.”  She heaved out a heavy sigh after the prayer and stood up before walking out from the life she knew. Her mother was already waiting outside for her. The bus terminus was a short distance from the church. They noticed that one of the buses was about to be full and depart. Getting in, it immediately set off for the train station. It was when they were in the train that they finally settled down, relieved from the events that had taken place and fell asleep. 
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BETH DRAGGED OUT A long heavy sigh while she stared outside the window at the rain that was slowly falling, wondering on what to do. She was bored and her huge bulk didn’t help matters. She was now at Graceland and as her mother had stated before, it was a good place to make a fresh start. The community was far removed from the events happening in the world as people lived their lives and went on about their duties with smiles always on their faces. Everyone knew each other. The small town boasted of malls, convenience stores, gaming halls, cinemas and so much more. They were so many activities to be done that kept young people from being idle. Outside town, huge acres of farming lands could be seen as farmers went on about their duties so as to provide produce to the markets in town. They was a beach where youths could be found frolicking around on a good day, while fisherman made a living out of the different fish they managed to catch in the river. She heaved out another sigh and Rosemary who had been knitting finally put aside her things and glared at her good humoredly. 

“What is it now Bethy girl?” she asked cocking her brow in the process and bringing about a smile on the young lady’s face.

“Nothing just bored.”

Her mother’s aunt turned out to be just like her grandmother and she loved her to bits. She had deeply etched laugh lines on her face, evidence of one who enjoyed and took life at its stride. Her soft gray hair reminded Beth of her grandmother a lot as she could be found plaiting the woman at times as they chatted about everything. Rosemary had gladly taken in the duo, offered them a roof over their heads and a fresh start. She had chided Ellen over taking long to visit her while she winked at her grandniece and advised that she would look for a good male suitor for her to her horror.  Having been widowed three years after she got married, Rosemary never contemplated taking the marriage route again but rather built upon the plans that she and her husband had made prior. She didn’t have any children and was content in owning a farm with a couple of loyal workers. On a small scale she had a few products that came from her farm, a Granny brand which included peanut butter, orange marmalade, flour and orange juice. The old woman was successful and hence decided to take Ellen under her wing and teach her the trade.  For the mean time she had advised her relations to rest and hence Ellen was making friends in the community while her daughter’s bulge prevented her from making such a progress. The bulge apparently didn’t matter to Rosemary since she had already lined up a few potential suitors, starting with David who met Beth while she was out shopping for baby clothes with her grandaunt. Beth had been standing a bit further away while the young man’s eyes kept straying to her as he spoke with Rose. She smirked; having noticed the young man’s interest and was more than willing to point out, “Dave my dear boy, she is already knocked up. If you need a ready-made family, she is good to go.” Beth had wished for the ground to open up and swallow her, while she could see Dave’s embarrassed expression. Her aunt went on to pat her back after he left, softly stating to her horror, “Will get you married soon Bethy, in these parts they are honorable young man willing to do what your beau failed.”  Apart from that embarrassing scene she rather enjoyed her outing with her grandaunt. They got into Baby world and Beth glossed over everything as she moved and picked out what her baby would need.
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