SHORT STORY EXCERPT


Gertrude Duvall at 37

by Clifford V. Brooks

My name is Gertrude Duvall. The men in my life call me Gertie. All of them: young, old, thin, fat, rich, poor, left, right, wrong. Gertie. It rhymes with dirty you see. But they don’t realize that. Not at first.

When they do, when that light comes on behind their eyes, I know it. I feel it coming and I have to force myself not to shout, “It’s not that damn funny, and anyway, my name isn’t even Gertie. That’s a name you put on me.”

My name is Gertrude Duvall, but you can call me Gertie. Touch the wall there. No, right there, where they painted over the chipped paint again and again. White on white on white. Layer after layer after layer after layer, until the paint is so thick that there is no more room to move around in here. No more leaving. No more coming. Just here. 

It took me 37 years. You’d think I’d have seen the world in all that time. I haven’t though. The trip was roundabout and meandering; the street names numerous and the cities too suburban to matter. It was all just journey. And destination. This place. This here. This now.

It wasn’t an easy journey, but I made it. If you ask me how, if you ask directions, I’ll point you there, I’ll point you right there at your center and I’ll give you a shove. Because to get there, you trudge. And all the while you think you’re the one setting the coordinates. You make friends, attend classes, and choose the shoes to match the dress. You career plan, you family plan, and you retirement plan. And then one day, as you’re rushing to get there before there changes, you step down onto the pavement and find yourself beyond the last crease on your map, in that part you folded over because it was in the way.


