From Poor Gerta, by Michael Traylor

	Written as a character sketch for The Farjanland Chronicles (my original fantasy world in progress)
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Gerta was born in a two-story house that always looked as if the next strong wind would blow it away.  The house sat at the intersection of two rural roads—one travelled on to the capital City of Domelsk, ten leagues away.  Gerta had never been to the City, so it might as well have been located on the moon.  Her father had gone to the City several times, though.  He had gone, what, three winters ago?  Or was it four?  He’d smelled different when he returned.
	Gerta was not sure where the other road led.  It crested a hill a mile from their house; after the hill, you could see nothing of that road from the upstairs bedroom window.   Gerta could not remember the last time she had walked as far as that hill, though she felt she had at some point, perhaps when she was a child.
	Gerta spent her days and nights in the tiny upstairs bedroom with her two sisters, Magdala and Mercella.  The room was sweltering in the summer and frigid in the winter, as the walls were of the thinnest clapboard and rotting timbers.  Her mother and father ran a stagecoach stop at the intersection of the roads, and downstairs they sold meals and rented two beds (one of which was their own, the other a filthy pallet upon the floor) to passersby with coin.  Sometimes the girls were called upon to help with cooking and serving, if a particularly large and wealthy group of travelers stopped for the night, but mostly they just stayed in the room.  Gerta often felt that she was waiting, but she had forgotten what she was waiting for.  Sometimes she felt that she could almost remember, that the thought was so very close to solidifying in her mind, but then it would slip away again, and the heat would be there.  Or the cold.
	There were no other children nearby, no towns or people aside from her parents and the passersby.  She had never gone to school, though she knew that children in towns did.  She could spell her name, but could neither read nor write any other words.  She knew some songs that her mother had taught them as children; her mother used to sing to them often, but she no longer did.  But Gerta remembered the songs.  She loved to sing, though she knew better to sing when her father was within hearing.  He hated her singing and would hit her severely whenever he heard her.  She did not greatly mind the beatings; she was going to be beaten whether she sang or not, so why not sing?  But still, she tried to be careful about arousing his anger.
	Her father was often drunk if he had liquor or wine to drink, which he could get only from travelers.  Many nights he traded a hot meal and their best bed for a pot of wine.  He was a violent, explosive drunk, and often fought with those who sold him the wine.  Usually, he would either pass out from drink or be pummeled senseless by whomever he had offended.  Such nights were perfect for singing, and Gerta almost giggled with anticipation when she spied a traveler stopping who looked like he might be carrying liquor.
	Magdala and Mercella were prettier than Gerta.  They were tall and had fine heads of blonde hair like cornsilk, whereas Gerta had always been short and plump.  Her hair was dry and brittle and the same dirty brown color as the dirt that sifted into every crevice of the filthy house.  Her teeth were crooked, and her skin was blotchy and uneven.  Whenever her sisters were bored, which was very often, they made fun of how ugly Gerta was, how stupid Gerta was, how she stank.  Gerta paid them no more mind than she did their father’s beatings.  Magdala and Mercella were pretty, and she was ugly; their teasing was just as much a part of life as the sun coming up in the morning, or the same grimy blankets she woke up in every day.  And neither of them smelled very nice, either.
	One oppressively hot afternoon, a stagecoach arrived through the shimmering heat waves, headed for Domelsk City.  It was driven by a young man with a long, pale face and very long hands.  Gerta would remember his hands for a long time afterwards.   The man stopped the coach and three men exited.  They looked very hot and tired, as anyone would have done who had traveled on such a scorching day.  They stalked up to the house with the air of self-importance about them.  They must be City people; City people always felt important in the hinterlands.  Even Gerta knew that.
	The leader, a large man with great black moustaches, banged open the door and immediately called for food for himself and his men.  He also called for wine, and made a grand show of disappointment when Gerta’s mother responded that they had none.  He called back to the driver, who soon appeared with two large casks of wine.  
	Seeing the wine, Gerta’s father immediately offered free meals and beds for all of the visitors in exchange for one of the casks.  The mustachioed man looked around the house disdainfully and wrinkled his large nose.
	
	“You should pay me to spend the night in this shithole, peasant.  Besides, this is a fine vintage of red from the Rho valley; the finest to be had from the Kingdom of Bread.  It is not meant for the likes of you,” he said.

	Gerta and her sisters were called to prepare meals and to serve the guests’ dinner.  Her father sat glumly in the corner, rubbing his hands.  Her mother, fearing that the important men would leave without payment, drove her daughters with ferocity to cook and serve like they’d never done before.  Perhaps if they provided exceptional service, she reasoned, the important men would see fit to pay them a fair price for their stay and meals.
	
	But it was not to be had.  Magdala and Myrcella, neither of which was a very good cook, rushed through the mashing of the turnips, so that they were altogether too lumpy; the important men spat them out upon the floor.  They also served the men yesterday’s warm buttermilk that had been sitting out in the heat, instead of cool fresh milk from the cistern.  The guests, already through the first cask of red and deep into the second, did not receive the ineptitude graciously.  They berated Gerta’s mother and father.

	“As I said, peasant, you should pay me to stay here and eat this trash.  I will not pay good gold for such poor food and dirty accommodations,” he said, drinking deeply from his cup.
	
	“In fact, peasant, I demand that you pay me five gold pieces for such embarrassment.  I will take the payment before I depart in the morning,” he said, “and peasant, if you do not pay, the Governor will hear of this.  I am an important man, and my words carry far in the City.”

	Gerta heard the words from behind the door of the kitchen. Within a few seconds, her mother and father were in the kitchen, arguing violently.

	“It is your fault!  You offer food and beds to these men, for wine!  Does wine feed your daughters?  Does wine buy them clothes?” her mother asked.  Gerta did not usually find her mother so concerned with her daughter’s well being.

	“This is my fault, woman?!  You and your daughters cook food worthy only for the dogs!  You embarrass this house!  It is no wonder we cannot keep guests with such service!”  With that, her mother brandished a rolling pin at her father, who saw fit to crawl through the kitchen window.  Gerta retreated upstairs.
	
	Gerta had been asleep for hours when she was awoken by a loud crash and yelling voices.  She looked from her window, elbowing for position with Magdala and Mercella.  Her father was lying on the ground in front of the traveler’s coach, a broken cask of wine beside him.  It appeared that he had broken into the coach, found it full of casks of wine, and had freely partaken.  He had fallen in his drunkenness, bringing down a great cask with him, its expensive contents now soaking into the dirt.

	“Get up, you swine, get up!” screamed the mustachioed man.  He kicked her father hard in the ribs.  Her father spat at him, or at least at his legs.

	“Swine!  Peasant!  Filth!”  the mustachioed man fell upon her father; he seemed very strong.  He knelt with his knees on either side of her father’s ribs, immobilizing him.  He shoveled handfuls the winesodden soil into her father’s mouth, rubbing it into his eyes, his nose, his hair.  Bits of dried manure stuck to his cheeks.  He beat him and rubbed more of the wine-mud into his face and beat him again.  He stood and aimed a parting kick at her father’s head that sounded like the crack of a pistol shot.  Her moaned but made no effort to rise.  The men did not return to the house.  The leader shouted for the driver, who came in a rush, and they left immediately in the coach.  They took the broken cask with them.

	Gerta left her window and went downstairs to retrieve her father, but she stopped short in the kitchen.  Her mother stood in the doorway to the front yard, her back outlined to Gerta.  Her mother was looking at her father, but she was not moving to help him.  Gerta could hear him writhing on the ground, could hear his labored breathing.  It sounded as if he was choking on the mud.  Gerta wanted to go to him, to clean him up and get him inside, but something about the set of her mother’s shoulders made her stay.  He was trying to cough but the cough would not come out.  He made a sucking noise, like a horse pulling its hoof out of deep mud.  The noise made Gerta panic, but she was suddenly more afraid of her mother than of the sucking sound.  She did not want her mother to see her there.  She did not want to see her sisters either, so she sat on the stairs, halfway between each.  The sucking sound was not so loud on the stairs, but she could still hear it.  He made the sound ten more times and then no more.

	Gerta’s mother found her on the stairs.  Gerta was crying but did not know what to say.

	“Get out of my way,” she said, and went to her sisters, slamming the door behind her.  Gerta did not hear what she said to them, but Magdala cried out “NO!”  Gerta heard a slap, then only whimpers.  She could not hear what her mother was saying, it was only jumbles of sharp words.  She tried to make the words out, but they would not fit together in her head.

	She came out the room and shut the door behind her.

	“You do not live in the room with them any longer,” she said.  Gerta did not know what to say.

	“You sleep outside.  I don’t care where.  You are a waste.”  She walked downstairs.  When she returned with a threadbare sheet a few minutes later, Gerta was still standing at the top of the stairs.  Her mother pretended she was not there.

	The next day, men came calling and they went into the upstairs bedroom.  Gerta got a glimpse, only for a second, and saw that the sheet was strung up like a wall between the two beds.  That was all she saw.  Her mother saw her peering into the room and slapped her.  It was harder than Gerta had ever been hit before.  She had never seen anyone so enraged as her mother was just then.  It was far redder, far uglier rage than any her father had ever had while drunk.  Her mother began to beat her with fists like a man, hit her eyes, pulled her hair.  She threw her down the stairs and pushed her out the front door.

	“Never come into this house again NEVER!” she screamed, her voice breaking with rage.

	And poor Gerta found herself alone where two roads meet.
