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    To my partner, who holds the silence with me when the words won't come,and to my daughter, whose laughter draws light where I hadn't thought to look.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Art enables us to find ourselves and lose ourselves at the same time."— Thomas Merton
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The Portrait That Crossed the Sea

The final note of the encore clung to the velvet-lined walls of The Blue Note like incense. Applause erupted—first a swell, then a roar—as Colette Durand let her hands drop to her sides, chest rising with the effort of holding so much feeling in a single breath. Spotlights dimmed to a dusky glow, casting her in twilight as she bowed. The crowd stood, faces upturned, some already clapping, others frozen as if trying to hold the moment a few seconds longer.

“Merci,” she whispered into the microphone, a ghost of her Parisian nights slipping into her voice. It was barely audible above the clatter of glasses and whoops from the back of the room, but it didn’t matter. She turned and walked offstage, heels clicking softly against the polished wood.

Backstage, the scent changed. No longer smoke and bourbon, but greasepaint, cold coffee, and the sharp scent of lilies waiting in a crystal vase. The dressing room door creaked shut behind her, muting the outside world. She leaned briefly against it, exhaling everything she hadn’t let show on stage.

Her reflection caught her eye in the mirror. The same gardenia pinned above her right ear, as always. The same black silk dress that hugged her in all the right places, designed to shimmer under stage lights. But something behind her eyes had shifted. As if part of her were still singing in Montmartre under a midnight moon.

There was a soft knock. “Miss Durand?” her stage manager’s voice called. “You’ve got visitors — press and a couple of RCA men. Want me to stall them?”

Colette closed her eyes. The RCA men. Another recording offer, no doubt. More promises of studio time, album covers, and radio exposure. But none of them ever asked why her voice cracked on certain notes. Why she always kept her left hand slightly raised when she sang. Why she hadn’t written a love song in months.

“Five minutes,” she said.

The door didn’t move.

She approached the dressing table, flicked the little brass switch on the makeup mirror, and watched the ring of bulbs come alive. Her dressing table overflowed with envelopes, cards, two more bouquets — roses and orchids this time. But her fingers were drawn to the one package that didn’t match the rest.

It sat in the corner, wrapped in plain brown paper. No ribbon. No card. Just her name, handwritten in neat, dark strokes: Mademoiselle Durand.

Her throat tightened.

Outside, someone called for her again. Applause still echoed faintly, now mixed with jazz chords from the house band.

She stared at the package. It hadn’t been there before the show.

And it didn’t feel like a fan’s gift.

It felt like something sent across an ocean.

Colette circled the package like it might speak if given time.

The brown paper was creased at the edges, one corner slightly damp—maybe from rain, maybe from a nervous palm. It was too thin to be a box of chocolates, too heavy for letters. And too personal, somehow, to ignore.

She glanced at the mirror again. Her makeup had begun to crack near her eyes. She hadn’t noticed how tired she looked. Maybe it was the lighting. Maybe it was something deeper.

With slow fingers, she lifted the parcel. It wasn’t sealed with tape, only tied with a fraying piece of twine. The knot slipped free easily, as if it had been meant to be opened without effort, without force.

Inside: a canvas.

Wrapped in waxed paper, the back bore no markings, no signature. She turned it over — and nearly dropped it. Her breath caught. Her mouth parted, but no sound came. It was her.

But not the way she appeared on stage, not the way the New York press rendered her in ink — no glamour, no spotlight, no gloss. This portrait was raw. Moonlight clung to the edges, shadows dragged across her face like bruises. Her eyes, wide and uncertain, were framed by brushstrokes that seemed almost violent. The lines of her collarbone were sharp, her lips trembling mid-song, as if frozen on a note no one else could hear.

It was unmistakable. The style. The texture. The palette. Luc.

She ran her fingertips across the surface, tracing the line of her jaw in the painting. The oils were dry — this hadn’t been painted yesterday. Weeks, maybe months ago.

A knock broke the silence. She startled, blinking back to reality.

“Colette?” It was James, her pianist. “They’re asking for you again.”

She cleared her throat. “Coming.”

Her voice was steady. Her heart wasn’t. She looked down at the painting again. There was no note. No name. Nothing to say why it had arrived now, or what it meant. But deep in her bones, she felt it: this wasn’t just a memory. It was a message.

And somewhere in Montmartre, Luc Renault still remembered her well enough to paint her — just not clearly enough to forgive her.

She sat, the canvas propped against the base of the dressing mirror, catching fragments of her own reflection in its glossy surface. For a moment, she saw double: the painted Colette staring back at her from a world of oil and shadow, and the living one blinking in disbelief.

The differences unnerved her.

Luc had always painted her with reverence, like he was trying to catch something eternal in fleeting moments. But this version of her was splintered. Not physically broken — no rips, no damage — but painted in shards, each stroke suggesting fracture. Her eyes were out of alignment, one gazing just slightly higher than the other. Her lips parted in a way that felt unfinished, as if a word had been stolen from her mouth.

There was tension in the brushwork — a chaos barely held together by light.

And worse: there was fear in the portrait’s eyes.

Not performance nerves, not stage fright. Something deeper. Something raw.

Colette leaned forward, studying the paint closely. It wasn’t the Luc she remembered from Montmartre — the careful layering, the deliberate color balance. This was urgent. Erratic. Edges bled into one another, as if he'd painted in the dark, or in haste, or in anger.

Had he painted it before or after she left?

Before the gallery in New York. Before the train from Gare de Lyon. Before she’d kissed him goodbye through glass.

She hadn’t meant to disappear. But America had moved so quickly. Contracts, rehearsals, tours. Each day swept her further from who she’d been. It was easier to believe he was painting new muses, that she had been a fleeting figure in a season of portraits.

But this? This said he hadn’t let go. Not really.

A shiver ran through her. Not from cold — but from recognition. This wasn’t just art. It was confession. Not a love letter, but a reckoning.

She rose and turned away. Her dressing mirror caught her again — face flush from emotion, makeup streaking slightly beneath one eye.

And behind her, still propped up against the baseboard, the portrait sat. Watching. Waiting. Just like him.

The silence in the dressing room stretched thin.

Colette pulled a silk robe over her dress and sank into the armchair beside the canvas. For a long time, she didn’t move. Just sat, knees drawn up, one slipper tapping softly against the rug as the din of The Blue Note faded into muffled laughter and clinking glasses beyond the door.

She leaned forward again and touched the edge of the canvas, this time not to trace her own face, but to examine the background.

It was dark — nearly black — but not empty. Under the right angle of light, a faint charcoal sketch bled through the oil paint. Unfinished lines. Hints of movement. As if Luc had once begun a different version beneath the surface, then changed his mind.

She recognized it instantly. A piano. A sliver of moonlight falling on polished wood. Her shoulder turned away from the audience. It was the night he first sketched her at Le Chat Noir.

A memory preserved, erased, and then buried beneath newer brushstrokes. But some things couldn’t be buried.

Luc’s use of charcoal had always been intimate. He said it allowed him to think faster than paint. To feel the movement of breath on the page. If he had drawn this first, then painted over it, it meant something — something she could only begin to interpret.

Guilt? Regret? Or maybe the opposite — maybe he was trying to let go of her the only way he knew how: by covering the past in color and letting the cracks show.

Her eyes burned. Not with tears, but with the strange clarity that comes after a long silence. She had run forward so fast these past months that she hadn’t looked back. Not really. Not beyond the odd letter she
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