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To Mum and Dad, for the music of words and painting

1 – Blue Shutters

THE ARTIST ARRIVED on the early morning train from Paris and decided to make his way on foot to the town of A–. It was a glorious day, the morning still in full bloom, the temperature not too hot with the right touch of breeze. A day to walk. 

The countryside that greeted him was low slung, fresh fields dotted with blossoms amid the green stalks and scattered smudges of trees. 

The area was far from fashionable, a farming community only, and spring planting was underway. The only people he passed were in the fields, bent over rows of future wheat or lavender. Orchards of fruit and olive trees intermittently flanked the road. He passed one field filled with grapevines. 

Birds twittered in their nests, and the road had retained more morning dew than it would later in the year. This world was all hues of color, a bursting cornucopia of light and promise and birdsong. As days grew warmer, it would become dryer and dustier, but not today. No, not today. Clearing out the smoke and mug and gugg of noise and dirt, and debris of fires of coal and wood that salted and suffocated the city—that was what he wanted to do. 

He left the fields and passed through a tiny forest—if it deserved such a name. And then, before he knew it, he was on the lip of a town. He re-checked the directions on the paper in his pocket, which stated, “A– is the first town past the fields and the little forest.” One house became several, and then his feet began to hit the occasional cobblestone until he was walking on fully cobblestoned streets. 

He passed a solid, well-appointed house on the outer edges of the town, but those further in were narrow and leaned into each other. The central way could barely fit a carriage or cart without hitting the walls of the houses on either side. The gables on some of the structures almost touched, remnants of a medieval past which had been scraped away in other parts of France to accommodate wide boulevards and more modern architecture.  

The street abruptly widened for several meters, to welcome an intersection which broke up the straight line of houses. Slightly ahead on the right, he saw the town’s café bar, with scrubbed wooden tables in a small courtyard and chairs leaning up against them. He could imagine them filled for the lunch or dinner hour, and his stomach rumbled. But no, first his room. 

At that moment, two boys approached. Their furtiveness indicated they were on the run from some type of responsibility, but he interrupted nonetheless. 

“Messieurs,” he said, “do you know the house of Madame Sorel?” 

The formality of the address stopped the boys in their tracks. They were neatly dressed: blue serge suits and clean white shirts. Flat caps covered their dark heads. The shorter one ducked behind the taller, who squinted doubtfully at the Artist. Finally, the taller one spoke. Giving a little bow, he responded, “Monsieur, the house of Madame Sorel is there, on the left, with the blue shutters.”  He gestured back the way they had come.

“I thank you,” the Artist replied. He picked up his valise and painting supplies and continued down the cobblestone way. 

“Monsieur—what are those?” the taller boy called out. 

He halted and turned to face them again. “Painting supplies. I am an artist.” 

“An artist,” the boys mouthed to each other. Suddenly, they took off running, laughing as they went, and quickly vanished behind the corner of a building. 

And then the Artist was there, his destination as suggested to him a couple of months ago from a fellow artist he had met at his favorite café in Paris.

He walked up to the front door of the house with the blue shutters and a room to let. He knocked. No answer. The small town all around him remained silent except for the whispering tickle of a breeze behind his ear, the distant barking of a dog, and the shout which silenced it. 

He knocked again. 

Silence.

“Madame Sorel.” He mouthed the words silently as he stared at the blue shutters, suddenly hesitant to break the stillness. 

2 – Madame Sorel

He snapped back to himself as a grumble sounded from deep within the house. This grumble grew louder until it reached the door. 

“Half a minute. Do not pound so! I am coming. What time of the morning do you think this is?” 

The sound of locks turning, the ponderous opening of the door, and the figure of Madame Sorel—for it could only be she, with the sense of authority she exuded—appeared. The flash of blue in her eyes gave a surprising sense of youth to a face that otherwise showed years of hard work and grim determination. She drew herself up at the sight of the man on her front stoop. Her lovely eyes narrowed, and her mouth set into a thin line. 

The would-be lodger swiftly pulled his hat from his head. “Madame Sorel, I am the Artist.” 

Her gaze swept from crown to toes. “I can see that.”  

“I wrote to request the availability of a room with board, and I have your reply.” He fished in his pocket and located the large, folded paper he had consulted for directions, which he extended to her. 

She waved his hand away. “Oui, Monsieur. I do recall. You are earlier than I expected, that is all. I thought you would not arrive until the afternoon train. The room is still available, per the terms in the letter. Are these terms acceptable?” 

At her response, a wave of relief rolled through his body, and he nearly staggered with a weakness he had been holding at bay. 

With an exhale, the world around the Artist came into sharp focus. He saw that Madame Sorel, in addition to the startlingly blue eyes, was possessed of a thick head of dark hair, only slightly streaked with gray, and pulled back into an ample bun. She wore a simply cut, dark gray dress, with ruched lace around the collar, covered by a serviceable apron with handprints of flour still visible just above the pockets. He had been silent too long; the set of her mouth was deepening. 

“Oui, Madame. They are acceptable.” 

She hmphed, shot him a look that clearly meant “Wait there,” and retreated briefly into the house. She returned holding a key set on a single, small iron hoop. He stepped back as she shut the front door and pointed to a staircase running against the exterior of the building’s far side. 

“The room is up there.” She set off in that direction, causing him to stumble backwards into the road, and he followed until he was behind her climbing the stairs. 

Madame Sorel’s house was the first along the street with a narrow gap between it and its neighbor, leaving just enough room for the staircase and a strangled alley which continued around to the rear of the building. At the top of the stairs, she inserted the key into the lock. Using her weight to push the door open, she entered. 

After a moment, the Artist stepped across the threshold into the room. She remained by the open door while he turned slowly, taking in the space. It was small but comfortable. The floor was made of scrubbed wooden planks, and the single bed occupied the far wall directly opposite the door. A quilted counterpane covered the bed; two surprisingly new pillows added a note of comfort. A window, its shutters slightly open to let in the cool morning air, sat above and to the left of the bed’s headboard. To the right of the window, a sturdy wooden rack with four knobs for clothes was affixed. He noticed the simple washstand in the far-left corner, with a fresh bar of soap next to the ewer and basin, and the clean cloth hanging to its left. Over the top of the washstand hung a small mirror, so he would not have to rely on imagination to trim his beard. A modest and unadorned wardrobe took up space along the final wall, to his right, and two chairs with straw woven seats sat opposite the wardrobe.

“It is a solid room,” his landlady said. “No chinks in the wall to let the winter through. The girl will clean it every morning and do a thorough scrub on Saturdays. I require one week’s payment in advance. Rent will be due weekly, on Fridays. You can leave it with me, not with the girl. I can provide a cup of coffee and porridge after first light, and bread and cheese for lunch. If you wish to take lunch with you, that is acceptable. I do not provide dinner. You may arrange with Monsieur Capet, the café owner, for those meals. I run a good house, a respectable home, so there will be no carrying on of any type in this room. Is that clear, Monsieur?” 

His eyes were drinking in the room’s light as he followed the moving trails of various colors as they danced across the space. His legs felt wobbly, and he concentrated on remaining upright. Her voice appeared to come from far away as he navigated the rush of sensations on top of his fatigue, and it took him a moment to catch up with her final “Monsieur.”

“Non, I mean, very clear, merci, Madame. Oui, this is exactly what I need and meets all my expectations. So, you wish the first week now?” 

She hmphed a yes and stated the sum. 

He carefully extracted some coins from his pocket and found himself stupidly staring, unable to count them. With an exasperated “pffttt,” she reached into his hand to separate the correct amount before gazing at the coins in her own hand and nodding in satisfaction. Before she went out, she handed him the key on its ring. 

“Here is your key, Monsieur. I possess another copy of the key in my house. Either the girl or I will always knock and announce ourselves before we enter to take care of the room. You do not need to be present for us to do so.” 

“That is acceptable, Madame.” 

“Very well. Please come down to the kitchen in the next hour, and I will provide you with coffee, bread, and cheese to replenish you after your journey.” A quick sniff followed the statement, but a glance at her eyes did not indicate any softening.  

“I wish you joy, Monsieur, during your time in our village. How long will you stay? You did not mention in your letter.” 

As long as I possibly can until the money runs out, he thought, but such a statement would be dangerous with this formidable woman. “A few months, Madame. I am not yet sure. It will depend on my paintings and how they come.” 

She gave him a look which combined skepticism and dismissal, but only nodded and stepped out over the threshold. 

“Oh, Madame.” 

She paused. 

“Might you direct me to a nearby carpenter or someone who may assist me with preparing some additional canvases? I would rather not incur the expense of ordering them from Paris. I know how to make them myself, though I do need some assistance.” 

“Monsieur Philippe,” she said, and continued on her way. He heard her voice floating back as she descended the stairs. “Continue in the direction you came and take a right at the house with the red door. His workshop lies beyond.” 

“Merci, Madame.” 

He closed the door and sank onto the bed, his knees buckling with exhaustion. His eyes focused on one of the wooden chairs, honey-colored with a near-matching yellow straw seat. It looked sturdy. The brightness of the colors lifted his spirits. Good. 

He lay back and closed his eyes, careful to keep his muddy shoes off the coverlet. He would rest for a minute and then go down for a cup of coffee and some food.

He was asleep in minutes.

3 - The Kitchen and the Carpenter

He headed down the stairs and through the alley to reach the back of the house, assuming he would find a door to the kitchen there. This door was also painted blue, like the shutters, but it was scratched and worn. He cautiously opened it and peered in. 

A plain but comfortable room met his eyes. It had a wooden floor which, like his room upstairs, had been scrubbed over the years until it was practically white. Dishes rested on shelves above a sideboard, and along the wall facing the roughly paved rear courtyard was a large stone sink directly below a long window which provided the main source of light. A golden-haired young woman stood at the sink, scouring dishes and setting them to dry on a nearby rack. He cleared his throat, and she jumped, startled out of whatever dream she was in. 

He ducked his head. “Bonjour, I am the Artist. I am staying in the room upstairs.” He pointed upwards. 

She nodded, drying her hands. “Oui,” she said softly. “Madame told me. She also told me to fix you coffee and bread. Please, sit.” She indicated a thick, oak table, anchoring the middle of the room, and then headed towards a cast iron stove taking up the third wall of the kitchen. A coffee pot was warming on the top. She poured coffee into a well-used crockery mug and brought it to him. She darted into a pantry he hadn’t noticed before and returned with a hunk of cheese and a loaf of bread wrapped in a cloth. She set both on the table, alongside a plate and knife, and then returned to her work. 

The Artist’s stomach gave a growl. He used the knife to cut a couple of thick slices, gratefully listening to the crisp crunch of the fresh outer layer of the loaf, and then he carved off a chunk of the cheese. He took his first few bites quickly, but then made himself slow down to chew and savor it. He did not wish to appear a starving man. He carefully took a swallow of the coffee, still piping hot. Once he had eaten, he continued to sit there and close his eyes. The ache in his belly was subsiding. 

He opened his eyes to see the young girl staring at him. When her eyes caught his, however, she blushed and returned to her work at the sink. Her eyes were blue, a hue more faded than her mistress’s. He could not help but notice the dark circles underneath. Her vulnerability drew a soft pity, and he asked, “What is your name?” 

“Gretchen,” she replied. 

“Gretchen! That is a strange name for a girl from these parts.” 

She shrugged and turned slightly to face him. “Nonetheless, Monsieur, it is my name. I am a foundling, under the care of Madame Sorel for these many years. Her husband served in the military in Germany. He found me on his way home, or so he claimed. I do not remember. And she named me that. Also, on account of these.” She used her free hand to tug at one of the two thick, yellow braids that reached nearly to her waist. “Like a German milkmaid, she says.”

“But surely there are French girls with golden hair.” 

She shrugged again. 

“And Monsieur Sorel, is he living?” Really, where was this need to keep talking coming from? She was but the servant girl. Yet there was something—the eyes? the hair?—that drew him to her.

The motion of her arms stopped, and she shook her head. For her, clearly the conversation had come to an end.

After a moment, he stood. “I thank you, Gretchen. I will see you tomorrow morning when I return for my breakfast.” 

He left the silent kitchen and stepped around the house to the front. Quiet, clean, and serviceable; he could not ask for more. The blue shutters kept their own counsel. 

Feeling reassured, he went into the street, still empty except for one young woman hurrying out of the house opposite towards the café. As he moved deeper into the village in search of Monsieur Philippe and his red door, the houses began to huddle closer again as the road narrowed. 

He did not have far to go. A crooked lane ran down one side of the carpenter’s house. He heard the obvious sounds of woodworking coming from a workshop lying a few meters to the rear of the house. He aimed his footsteps in the direction of the sounds and the smell of sawdust. At the opening, he peered into the dim interior and saw three men, one bigger directing two smaller. They all wore brown baggy trousers. The man in charge wore a vest and had rolled up the white sleeves of his shirt; the other two wore smocks. All were liberally coated with wood shavings. 

The Artist stepped forward and sneezed. The men stopped what they were doing and turned towards the interruption. 

“Yes?” the taller man said, impatiently. 

The Artist realized that what he had originally taken for gray was dark hair liberally sprinkled with sawdust, which also coated the man’s apron and trousers. The two apprentices—for that is what he assumed they were—blinked curiously at him. 

“I am the Artist,” he said. “I am boarding at the house of Madame Sorel. She said you might help me construct canvases for my paintings. I have a few ready to assemble, so I am in no rush. I would prefer not to send to Paris, if you are able to assist me with future wooden frames. I will need to find a source of canvas cloth as well. Perhaps you can direct me?” 

The carpenter thought briefly, and then nodded. “That sounds simple enough, Monsieur Artiste. Bring what you have with you tomorrow afternoon. We can discuss measurements and payments. I have a contact who might assist with the canvas. Nothing fancy though, hein?” 

The Artist nodded slightly, and the noisy work recommenced before he stepped fully outside. 

Sleepiness caught up with him again as he stood at the corner of Monsieur Philippe’s and the main road, so he decided to return to his room and rest before braving the café and that evening’s dinner. Perhaps some time surveying the prospects from his window might awaken his fingers, and he might be able to begin to draw again. Or even paint. That hope added a spring to his returning footsteps.

––––––––
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4 - The Café

HE JUDDERED AWAKE, momentarily confused as to where he was. His stomach growled in earnest. He sat up, rubbing his eyes. His shoes sat beside the bed; his coat lay across the chair in the corner, with his valise and bag of painting supplies next to it. In one sense, this room could be anywhere: a bed, wardrobe, wash basin. But this space was clean and quiet. He could draw a deep breath without pain deep in his lungs. There was a window that provided a view out to the countryside, and not to other rooftops ...

Ah, he was in the hired room in the home of Madame Sorel in the village of A–. 

The room stood in semi-darkness. He had slept the entire afternoon away. He stood and walked to the wash basin. Thankfully, his landlady had done him a kindness and filled it with water. He had noticed a pump in the tiny courtyard behind the kitchen. He’d have to go there each day, unless the girl—Gretchen—might be persuaded to do that for him as part of her duties. 

A coughing fit struck him—he had gone nearly an entire day without one—so he plunged as much of his head as he could into the basin, blindly grabbing for the cloth to scrub at his severely barbered scalp and face. During his illness, he had grown too shaggy altogether, and so he had instructed Antoine to cut it all away. 

Shrugging on his jacket, he patted again at the bristly hair and covered it with his mashed wreck of a hat. He opened the door and stepped through. 

A deepening blue colored the sky from heaven to earth, leaving the buildings charcoal smudges. He felt his way down the stairs and trailed his hand along the wall of the house, down the narrow alley, and into the main street of A–. The café was there, a few meters back in the direction he walked that morning. He heard voices and laughter. As he drew nearer, he noticed two tables in the courtyard set out with chairs, but no lit candles. Obviously, the owner did not expect a lot of customers at this time of year. The Artist took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and entered the café. 

An explosion of light, shouts, and tobacco smoke bathed him in a wave of warmth. He flinched as everyone turned to look at him. It was almost enough to push him out again into the anonymity of the evening. 

The café was a deep room, with a bar in the back, and a door to the left which presumably led to the rest of the building. Men were seated along the bar and at two small tables which were set by the right wall, next to the lit fireplace.  

He cleared his throat. An introduction was in order, and he must be the one to deliver it. Well, if they all wished to stare, he would stare back. “Bonsoir, I am the Artist,” he addressed the room. “Madame Sorel directed me here to arrange for my evening meals while I am in A–. I am seeking Monsieur Capet.” 

“I am Monsieur Capet.” A giant of a man, even larger than Monsieur Philippe, stepped out from behind the bar. In the smoky air, his features came into focus as he approached. He wore an apron and carried a rag cloth, with his white shirt rolled up to his elbows. The owner gestured to one of the tables. The thin man sitting there and nursing his drink scrambled up and back towards a corner of the room. From there, he proceeded to stand and watch with a frank stare. 

A quiet murmur of conversation started up again, but the Artist felt everyone was straining to overhear his conversation with the proprietor. He backed his way onto a seat and stared at Monsieur Capet, who only stared back. 

The Arist cleared his throat once more, a throat which now felt ragged and dry. “I would like to arrange dinner each day. What would you charge for such an arrangement?” 

Monsieur Capet crossed his arms over the apron. “How long will you be here?” 

“A handful of months. It depends upon my painting.” 

“Upon your painting. I see. Well, dinner is at seven o’clock each evening, except for Sundays, when it’s at three. Does that suit?” 

“Oui, certainement. And the price?” 

When Monsieur Capet named a figure less than what the Artist had anticipated, his shoulders began to
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