
Gwen and Bill: a narrative exposition 

 

ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, and Grok each completed the story. 

Once a year ago, and again today. 

Make of it what you will. 

Beginning of the story (the prompt): 

Please finish this story: 

1. A young couple in their early 20s get married in Oklahoma in the 1930s during World 
War 2. The husband is a chemical engineer and works for Dow. The wife is a 
homemaker. 

2. They begin their "normal" American life. The husband works very hard and is 
brilliant. He does great work for Dow. His supervisor/manager takes all the credit. 
The husband is not promoted. 

3. He shares the news with his wife. She is disappointed. He loves her very much and 
wants nothing more than to make her happy. He knows he doesn't deserve her. He 
was not drafted into WW2 because of his harelip (cleft lip and cleft palate). While 
the other men were overseas at War, he was left back in Tulsa where he had his 
"pick of the litter" & married Gwen who was incredibly beautiful and intelligent. 

4. Gwen also knows she doesn't deserve her life. 
5. After missing his promotion, life continues normally. Gwen starts to find things in 

magazines that she wants. She cuts them out and shows them to Bill when he gets 
home from work. With anguish on his face, he explains to Gwen that they cannot 
afford the things she wants, not on his salary as a rank-and-file chemical engineer at 
Dow. She is disappointed. 

6. Bill is consumed with guilt. He wants nothing more than to make her happy. He 
stews night and day. 

7. He returns from work one day and informs Gwen that she can have anything she 
wants. He'll figure it out. She says she wants a pool. Bill builds it for her, with help 
from his best friend Wally. Gwen is delighted. 

8. Bill is happy again. 
9. Bill returns home from work. Gwen hands him a magazine cutout of a Buick Riviera. 

It's 1963. Bill promises Gwen he will get it for her. 
10. Bill appeals to his supervisor, telling him he needs to make more money. His 

supervisor relents and promises him a raise, but explains it will require him to travel. 
Bill accepts. 

11. Bill travels to the Gulf of Mexico. He takes a small boat to a deep-water offshore oil 
rig. He is hoisted up into the rig. He stares at a problem in the control cabin of the 
rig. 



12. Bill returns to Tulsa. In the lab he invents a chemical that solves the problem. His 
supervisor is pleased. Bill gets the raise. Gwen gets the Buick. Everybody is happy. 

13. Bill comes home from work. Gwen hands him a cutout of a beachside home in Gulf 
Shores, Alabama. Bill tells Gwen he will get it for her. 

14. Bill builds a small lab in their garage. He gets rid of his fishing boat to make room. 
Bill invents a household chemical degreaser. He puts it in a spray bottle and shows 
it to Gwen. She uses it in the kitchen and is delighted with the results. 

15. Bill makes 200 bottles and drives to the local hardware store. The manager agrees to 
let Bill sell in the store on consignment. Bill spends his weekends at the store, giving 
demonstrations to shoppers. He sells out. He makes more. He sells out. He makes 
more. 

16. Bill buys the beachside home in Gulf Shores. Gwen is happy. Bill is happy. 

 

Claude: 

 

17. The bottles keep moving. The hardware store manager calls one evening — he cannot 

keep the degreaser on the shelf, and the regional buyer for a chain out of Oklahoma City 

wants a meeting. Bill drives down on a Saturday in his good suit. By Monday he has an 

order he cannot fill in his garage.  

18. Bill rents a small warehouse off Mingo Road. He hires a high school chemistry teacher 

named Earl to help him mix on weeknights, and two of Wally's sons to bottle on 

Saturdays. He keeps his job at Dow. He does not tell his supervisor about the warehouse. 

19. Gwen takes over the bookkeeping. She is good at it. Bill discovers, sitting at the kitchen 

table watching her tally invoices in her steady, even hand, that he had not known this 

about her in twenty-three years of marriage — that her mind had been waiting all along 

for something to count. 

20. By 1968 the degreaser is on shelves in four states. Bill quits Dow. His supervisor shakes 

his hand and wishes him well, and Bill, who has rehearsed something cutting for this 

moment for many years, finds he cannot remember a word of it. He thanks the man 

instead, and means it, which surprises him on the drive home. 

21. They name the company Beech Chemical, after the trees behind the Gulf Shores house. 

Bill invents a second product, a rust remover, then a third, an industrial floor cleaner used 

on the decks of shrimp boats from Bayou La Batre to Pensacola. He files patents. He 

hires a lawyer. The lawyer hires another lawyer. 

22. Gwen brings him fewer magazine cutouts. She has, it turns out, almost everything she 

wanted. She takes up gardening at the Gulf Shores house and grows tomatoes that taste, 

Bill thinks, better than any tomato has a right to taste. 

23. In 1979 a larger company in Houston offers to buy Beech Chemical. Bill is sixty-four. He 

sells. The number on the check is large enough that he reads it twice and then a third 

time, and even then it does not seem to refer to him. 



24. They move full-time to Gulf Shores. Bill buys a fishing boat again, a better one than the 

one he gave up for the garage lab. He fishes most mornings. Gwen reads on the porch. 

They eat dinner at four-thirty like old people, which is what they have become. 

25. One evening in 1983, Gwen sets down her book and tells Bill she always knew. He asks 

her what she always knew. She says: that you thought you didn't deserve me. She says 

she has wanted to tell him for forty years that he had it backwards. She says she was the 

one who got lucky, in Tulsa, in 1942, when a boy with a scar on his lip looked at her 

across a church basement as if she were a thing he had been promised in a dream and 

could not yet believe was real. 

26. Bill cannot speak. He looks out at the Gulf. He thinks about the rig in 1962, about the 

long hoist up over the water, about how frightened he had been and how he had not told 

anyone. He thinks about the harelip — the thing that kept him home from the war, the 

thing that gave him Gwen, the thing that made him work, the thing that, when he finally 

followed it down to its root, had made every good thing in his life possible. He has spent 

forty-one years trying to outrun a mark that was, it turns out, a door. 

27. He tells Gwen none of this. He takes her hand on the porch rail and they watch the light 

go out of the water. Later he will think he should have said something. Later he will 

understand she already knew. 

28. Gwen dies first, in 1991, quickly, of a stroke, in the kitchen of the Gulf Shores house. Bill 

finds her in the late afternoon. He sits on the floor with her for a long time before he calls 

anyone. 

29. Bill lives nine more years. He keeps the house. He keeps the boat. He keeps the garden, 

badly. Wally's sons, grown men now with sons of their own, drive down from Tulsa 

twice a year to check on him and to fish. 

30. In the last week of his life, in a hospital bed in Mobile, Bill tells the night nurse — a 

young woman with kind eyes and a soft Alabama voice — about a pool he built in 1958 

with his best friend, by hand, in the backyard of a small house in Tulsa, because his wife 

had cut a picture out of a magazine and he had promised her she could have anything she 

wanted. The nurse, who has heard a great many stories from dying men, says that sounds 

like a beautiful life. Bill says, yes. It was. I was the lucky one. 

 

ChatGPT: 

 

Here’s a finished version in the same numbered-story style, carrying the emotional thread 

forward: 

17. The degreaser begins to spread by word of mouth. Housewives tell other housewives. 

Hardware-store owners call Bill at home. Men from small factories ask if it will work on 

machine parts. Bill works all day at Dow, comes home, eats whatever Gwen has saved 

for him, and then works half the night in the garage. 

18. Gwen is proud of him. At first, she loves seeing him transformed from the overlooked 

engineer at Dow into a man everyone suddenly needs. She loves hearing the phone ring. 



She loves watching him put on a clean shirt on Saturday mornings before driving around 

to stores with cases of bottles in the trunk. 

19. Bill names the company Gwen Chemical Products. Gwen laughs when she sees the first 

label. She tells him it sounds too fancy for something made in the garage. Bill tells her it 

is not fancy enough. 

20. Wally helps him on weekends. Wally is a salesman at heart and says Bill should stop 

calling it a “household chemical degreaser.” Nobody wants to buy a chemical. They want 

to buy a miracle. They change the label to say: Gwen’s Miracle Cleaner. 

21. The name works. The bottles sell faster than Bill can make them. Bill hires two boys 

from the neighborhood to help fill boxes after school. Gwen brings them lemonade. She 

stands in the doorway of the garage and watches her husband explain formulas, orders, 

and delivery routes with the intensity of a general moving troops across a map. 

22. For the first time in his life, Bill is not waiting for another man to notice him. 

23. At Dow, his supervisor hears about the cleaner. He calls Bill into his office and asks 

whether any of Dow’s equipment, formulas, or research had been used in developing the 

product. Bill says no. The supervisor smiles politely, but Bill understands the warning. 

That night, he comes home and tells Gwen he may have to choose. 

24. Gwen tells him not to quit. A steady job is a steady job. A company in a garage is a 

dream. Bill nods, but he does not sleep. 

25. The next morning, before sunrise, Bill sits alone by the pool he built for Gwen. The water 

is still black in the dark. He thinks about the promotion he never received. He thinks 

about the men who had gone to war and come home decorated or not at all. He thinks 

about the way he has always measured himself against absences: the absence of a normal 

face, the absence of a uniform, the absence of recognition. 

26. Then he thinks about Gwen’s face when she first sprayed the cleaner on the stove and 

wiped the grease away with one motion. Not because she wanted a thing. Because she 

was amazed by him. 

27. Bill quits Dow. 

28. The first year is terrifying. The phone rings constantly, but so do the bills. Suppliers want 

payment. Stores want credit. A distributor in Texas promises a large order and then 

disappears. Bill and Gwen mortgage the Tulsa house. Bill sells the Buick Riviera to make 

payroll. 

29. Gwen does not forgive him for that right away. 

30. Bill tells her he will buy her another one. She tells him she does not want another one. 

She wanted that one. The one he promised her. The one that meant the long nights and 

missed dinners had been worth something. 

31. For the first time, Bill sees that every gift he gives Gwen becomes proof of love, and 

every gift he cannot give her becomes proof of failure. He does not know how to stop. 

Neither does she. 

32. The company survives because Bill invents a safer, stronger industrial version of the 

cleaner. Wally sells it to mechanics, truck yards, machine shops, and oil companies 

across Oklahoma and Texas. Bill’s old contacts in the Gulf remember the brilliant Dow 

engineer who solved the offshore problem, and they begin placing orders too. 

33. By 1968, Gwen Chemical Products moves out of the garage and into a small plant on the 

edge of Tulsa. Bill walks through it on opening day with his hair combed flat and his best 

suit on. The workers clap for him. He looks embarrassed, almost frightened by it. 



34. Gwen cuts the ribbon. 

35. A photographer from the Tulsa paper asks Bill to stand beside her. Bill tries to step back, 

but Gwen takes his hand and pulls him forward. The photograph runs the next morning: 

LOCAL ENGINEER BUILDS CLEANING PRODUCT COMPANY FROM 

GARAGE LAB. 

36. Bill buys Gwen another Buick Riviera. This one is newer, sleeker, and more expensive. 

He parks it in the driveway with a bow on the hood. 

37. Gwen cries when she sees it, but not in the way Bill expects. She runs her hand along the 

fender and says, “You didn’t have to do this.” 

38. Bill says, “Yes, I did.” 

39. The words hang between them. 

40. Years pass. The company grows. Bill becomes known as a quiet genius. Wally becomes 

vice president of sales. Gwen becomes the woman everyone wants seated at their table at 

charity dinners. She is still beautiful. She is still intelligent. She learns the business 

because she cannot help herself. She notices which labels look cheap, which store 

displays work, which salesmen exaggerate, which customers are loyal. 

41. Bill begins asking her opinion before making decisions. At first he does it to please her. 

Then he does it because she is usually right. 

42. Gwen stops cutting things out of magazines for a while. She has the pool, the car, the 

beach house, the clothes, the jewelry, the appliances, the furniture. She has more than the 

young woman in Tulsa could have imagined. 

43. But Bill keeps looking for cutouts. 

44. When he finds a magazine on the table, he studies it nervously. When Gwen mentions 

that a friend has gone to Europe, he starts calculating freight contracts and overseas 

distribution. When she admires a house in a neighborhood they drive through, he silently 

wonders what it costs. 

45. Gwen realizes that wanting has become dangerous in their marriage. A careless sentence 

from her can become six months of labor for him. 

46. One evening at the Gulf Shores house, after dinner, Bill finds Gwen sitting on the back 

steps facing the water. The sun is lowering over the beach. She has a magazine in her lap. 

47. Bill feels the old tightening in his chest. He asks what she found. 

48. Gwen hands him the cutout. 

49. It is not a house, or a car, or a dress, or a cruise, or a diamond bracelet. It is an 

advertisement showing an older couple sitting on a porch, holding hands, doing nothing. 

50. Bill looks at it for a long time. 

51. Gwen says, “I want that.” 

52. Bill laughs once, softly, because he thinks she is joking. Then he sees she is not. 

53. She tells him she never meant to make him spend his life proving he deserved her. She 

had liked the pictures in the magazines because they made the future feel bright. She had 

not understood that every picture became a debt in his heart. 

54. Bill tells her he was already in debt before she ever picked up the scissors. 

55. He tells her he has spent his whole life believing he got away with something by 

marrying her. That he was the man left behind during the war. That other men had been 

braver, stronger, better formed by God and by country. That Gwen had chosen him only 

because the world had been short on men and long on fear. 

56. Gwen is quiet for a long time. Then she says, “You foolish man.” 



57. She tells him she chose him because he listened when she spoke. Because he looked at 

problems as if they were locked doors and he had been born holding the key. Because he 

was gentle. Because he was funny when no one else was around. Because when he loved 

something, he built around it with both hands. 

58. Bill does not know what to do with this information. It is easier for him to invent a 

chemical than to believe he has been loved without earning it. 

59. Gwen takes the cutout back and pins it to the wall of the beach house kitchen. 

60. It becomes the last cutout. 

61. Bill does not retire immediately. Men like Bill do not know how to stop all at once. But 

he begins leaving the plant earlier on Fridays. He promotes younger chemists and makes 

sure their names go on their work. When one of them solves a major formulation 

problem, Bill calls the whole staff together and gives the young man credit in front of 

everyone. 

62. Later, Wally tells him, “You know, you just became the boss you never had.” 

63. Bill pretends not to hear, but he goes home happy. 

64. Gwen takes over more of the company’s public life. She funds scholarships for students 

with facial differences, especially those who want to study engineering or chemistry. Bill 

does not want his name attached to the scholarships. Gwen attaches it anyway. 

65. At the first scholarship dinner, a young man with a repaired cleft lip shakes Bill’s hand 

and says he wants to be a chemical engineer. Bill has to excuse himself before dessert. 

66. In old age, Bill and Gwen spend more time in Gulf Shores. The house needs repairs 

constantly. Salt air eats everything. Bill complains about it, but secretly he likes having 

things to fix. 

67. Some mornings, he still wakes before dawn and writes formulas on yellow legal pads. 

Other mornings, Gwen convinces him to sit with her on the porch until the coffee goes 

cold. 

68. One afternoon, after a long silence, Bill asks Gwen whether she ever thinks about what 

their life would have been like if he had gotten that promotion at Dow. 

69. Gwen says yes. 

70. Bill asks what she thinks would have happened. 

71. Gwen says, “You would have made someone else rich.” 

72. Bill laughs so hard he coughs. 

73. When Bill dies, many years later, the church in Tulsa is full. Former employees come. 

Chemists come. Salesmen come. Store owners come. Men from the Gulf come. The 

scholarship students come. Wally, old and stooped, stands beside Gwen and tells her that 

Bill was the finest man he ever knew. 

74. Gwen says, “I know.” 

75. After the funeral, Gwen returns to the Gulf Shores house. Her children and grandchildren 

worry about her being there alone, but she insists. 

76. That evening, she sits at the kitchen table and opens a drawer. Inside are old magazine 

clippings, brittle with age. The pool. The Buick. The beach house. A stove so clean it 

shines. A photograph of a porch with an old couple holding hands. 

77. Beneath them is a newspaper clipping from the opening of the Tulsa plant. In the photo, 

Gwen is holding the ribbon, and Bill is standing beside her, looking as if he might step 

out of the frame and back into the shadows. 

78. Gwen touches his face in the picture. 



79. For most of their marriage, Bill had believed the story was about a man trying to give a 

woman everything she wanted. 

80. Gwen knows better. 

81. It was the story of a man who thought he had to earn love, and a woman who took too 

long to understand the cost of letting him try. 

82. The next morning, Gwen walks down to the beach. The sun is rising. The water is bright 

and restless. She carries the last cutout with her, the one of the old couple on the porch. 

83. She sits in the sand and holds it in both hands until the wind lifts it from her fingers. 

84. It tumbles once, catches the light, and skims away toward the Gulf. 

85. Gwen watches it go. 

86. Then she stands, brushes the sand from her dress, and walks back to the house Bill built 

for her, finally understanding that it had never been the house she loved most. 

87. It had been the builder. 

 

Grok: 

 
17. Bill’s garage business exploded. He named the degreaser “Gwen’s Grease Gone” and 
printed the labels himself at first, a bright yellow bottle with a little cartoon housewife 
winking on the front. Word spread fast among the Tulsa housewives. Within a year every 
hardware store in Oklahoma wanted it on the shelf. Bill quit Dow the same week his old 
supervisor tried one last time to claim credit for the offshore-rig fix. The supervisor’s face 
when Bill smiled, shook his hand, and said, “I won’t be needing that raise after all,” was 
something Bill remembered with quiet satisfaction for the rest of his life. 

 

18. He rented a small warehouse on the edge of town and brought Wally on full-time. They 
added a glass cleaner, then a rust remover, then a car-wash concentrate. Gwen designed 
every label. The money came steady and then it came fast. They kept the Tulsa house but 
spent every summer and every long weekend at the little beachside place in Gulf Shores. 
Their two children—Billy Jr. and little Gwen—learned to body-surf before they could read. 

 

19. By 1968 the company had outgrown the warehouse. Bill patented every new formula. 
He still got up before dawn some mornings just to stand in the empty kitchen and watch 
Gwen sleep, the same way he had done back when he couldn’t afford the things she 
clipped from magazines. The old guilt was still there, but softer now, like a scar that no 
longer hurt when you touched it. 

 



20. One warm evening in 1975 they sat on the porch of the Gulf Shores house watching the 
sunset turn the water the color of rose gold. Gwen leaned her head on his shoulder the way 
she had since they were twenty-two. “Bill,” she said quietly, “I don’t cut pictures out of 
magazines anymore.”   

He asked why.   

She smiled against his shirt. “Because everything I ever wanted, I already have.” 

 

21. For the first time in thirty years, Bill believed her completely. He turned her face toward 
his—harelip and all—and kissed her the same way he had the day they married, like a man 
who still couldn’t quite believe his luck. 

 

22. The company grew large enough that a national brand bought it outright in 1982 for a 
sum that would have stunned the young rank-and-file engineer who once stood in his Tulsa 
kitchen explaining why they couldn’t afford a Buick. Bill and Gwen kept the beach house 
and moved there for good. Wally got a handsome share and retired two doors down. Their 
children grew up, went to college, and started families of their own. Bill kept a tiny lab in the 
garage anyway; he liked inventing things for the sheer joy of it. 

 

23. In their later years Bill’s cleft lip had long since been repaired by a good surgeon in 
Mobile, but he kept an old black-and-white photo of himself from 1943 on the mantel—
skinny, self-conscious, the harelip plain as day. Whenever anyone asked how a small-town 
Oklahoma boy built an empire out of a garage, he would point to Gwen rocking beside him 
and say the same thing he had told her back in Tulsa: “I just wanted to make her happy.” 

 

Gwen would always reply softly, “You did, Bill. Every single day.” 

 

They both finally understood they had always deserved each other. 

 

 

 

 



Gemini: 

 
The degreaser didn't just sell out locally; it exploded into a regional phenomenon. Within 
a year, Bill had to quit his job at Dow just to manage the sheer volume of orders. He 
leased a warehouse on the outskirts of Tulsa, and Wally left his own job to become the 
warehouse foreman. The money poured in faster than Gwen could flip through pages to 
find new things to buy. 
They had achieved the ultimate American Dream. But monumental success rarely goes 
unnoticed. 

The Knock at the Door 

One rainy Tuesday afternoon, a sleek black town car pulled into their driveway. It wasn't 
a wealthy distributor. It was a team of corporate lawyers from Dow Chemical, 
accompanied by Bill’s former supervisor. 
They handed Bill a thick legal injunction. Dow was claiming ownership of the degreaser. 
The paperwork argued that because Bill was a salaried chemical engineer at Dow at the 
time of the invention, and because the product utilized chemical principles parallel to 
Dow's proprietary research, the intellectual property legally belonged to the corporation. 
Bill was shattered. Standing in their beautiful living room, he saw the beach house, the 
Riviera, and—most importantly—Gwen's happiness dissolving like the grease under his 
spray. He retreated to his empty garage, sitting in the dark where his lab used to be, 
consumed by that old, familiar inadequacy. He touched his scarred lip. He felt, as he 
had in the 1940s, that he was just a fraud who was always one step away from losing 
the only good thing in his life. 

The Realization 

Gwen found him in the garage. For the first time in decades, she wasn't holding a 
magazine cutout. 
She sat on a wooden crate beside him. Bill tearfully apologized, telling her they might 
lose it all. He told her she deserved better, that she had always deserved better than a 
defective man who couldn't even protect what he built for her. 
Hearing this, Gwen finally confessed her own agonizing secret. She told Bill why she 
had always felt she didn't deserve her life. It wasn't out of guilt for his hard work; it was 
because she felt utterly useless. The beautiful, highly intelligent girl from Tulsa had 
allowed herself to become a woman who only knew how to point at pictures of things 
other people made. She demanded things because it was the only way she knew how 
to participate in their marriage, the only way she knew how to ask for his love and 
attention. 
But watching him give up his beloved fishing boat, watching him toil in the freezing 
garage night after night, she realized her worth wasn't in what she owned. It was in the 
man she was married to. 
"They can have the beach house, Bill," she said, taking his grease-stained hand. 
"They can have the Riviera. But they can't have your mind. And they absolutely 
cannot have us." 

The Defense 

Gwen, utilizing the sharp intelligence she had let lie dormant for thirty years, went to 
war. 



While Bill returned to the lab to refine his formulas, Gwen spent her days at the Tulsa 
public library, poring over patent law, employment contracts, and corporate loopholes. 
She meticulously compiled a paper trail. She found the bill of sale from Bill's fishing 
boat, proving it funded the raw materials. She gathered receipts from the local 
pharmacy and hardware store where he bought his components, proving beyond a 
shadow of a doubt that not a single ounce of Dow's resources, time, or proprietary 
polymers was used in the creation of the degreaser. 
When they met Dow's legal team in a sterile downtown boardroom, Bill didn't cower. 
Gwen sat right beside him, her towering stack of evidence laid bare. 
Dow's lawyers recognized a protracted, unwinnable public relations nightmare when 
they saw one. Mr. Henderson, the supervisor who had spent years stealing Bill's credit, 
looked visibly defeated. Recognizing they couldn't steal the patent, Dow pivoted. They 
offered a settlement: a massive buyout of $4 million (a staggering fortune in the 
1960s), provided Bill handed over the formula and signed a non-compete clause. 
Bill looked at the contract, then looked at Gwen. He expected her eyes to widen at the 
number, expecting her to calculate how many beach houses that could buy. 
Instead, Gwen reached into her leather purse, pulled out a thick envelope, and dumped 
a cascade of paper onto the mahogany table. It was hundreds of magazine cutouts she 
had saved over the years—jewelry, boats, extravagant vacations. 
She looked at the lawyers, then smiled warmly at her husband. "We don't need any of 
this," she said. 
"We pass," Bill told his former boss, standing up from the table. 

Gulf Shores 

Bill and Gwen kept the company. They incorporated it as independent entities and 
moved their headquarters south, leaving Wally in charge of the booming manufacturing 
plant in Tulsa. 
Years later, Bill and Gwen sat on the wooden deck of their Gulf Shores home, listening 
to the tide roll in. Bill was an older man now, his brilliant mind still turning over new 
ideas, his scarred lip turned up in a permanent, contented smile. Gwen sat next to him, 
her hand resting softly on his knee, reading a novel. 
There were no magazines in the house. Because for the first time in their lives, neither 
of them wanted anything they didn't already have. 
 


