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Blue Eyes

BLUE EYES 

“Don’t get so busy writing your book you forget to drop me a line now and then.” Claire’s best friend cautioned her outside the international terminal at Dallas-Fort Worth Airport.

It was quite warm as August in Texas tends to be. Debra had brought Claire to the airport.
“I’ll be watching my mail every day for a postcard from London.” Debra said. Her bracelets jangled when she hugged Claire.
“I wish you’d change your mind and come along.” Claire meant what she said. Debra was good company even if she did tend to sleep late weekends.
“You are so lucky to get an inheritance.” Debra said.
***
Claire didn’t think she’d be able to sleep she was so excited about her first flight across the Atlantic. Her last drowsy recollection was of someone snoring nearby.
The next thing she knew, the sun was shining in the window next to her seat and a tall willowy blonde attendant was offering her a frosty glass of orange juice. Soon her plane landed at Gatwick Airport. She went through customs, retrieved her luggage and bought a ticket on the Gatwick Express to London. She cast a wistful eye at the couples around her. Sometimes she got the impression that the entire world was composed of couples.  
After a pleasant thirty-minute ride, she got off the train at Victoria Station and took a cab to an older hotel in South Kensington.
That night Claire retired early and the next morning she started hunting for a small flat. Though she searched for days, she failed to find one she both liked and could afford. Then her luck changed. On her way back to her South Ken hotel one afternoon, Claire made a wrong turn and happened on a small estate office on a side street.
It was doubtful this agency could help her where larger firms had failed, she thought. She was about to walk past when her instincts prodded her to inquire inside.
Entering the office, she took a seat. As she waited for the agent, Claire indulged in a favorite pastime, listening to other people’s conversations.
“I know you’re packed and ready to go, Mrs. Fortune.” The older, attractive agent said to someone on the phone. “I’ll keep looking for a suitable tenant.” She said. “But the person you want may not exist. Most renters prefer a year’s lease and you want someone for six months.”
The agent hung up the phone and walked over to Claire. “Sorry to keep you waiting. How can I help you?”
Claire smiled. “I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation.” She replied. ”I need a flat for six months and the lady on the phone needs a tenant for the same length of time. Maybe we can help each other.”
The older woman’s keen gaze studied Claire a few moments then she nodded. “Would you mind telling me a little about yourself?”

“I’m a history teacher in Maryland and I’ve inherited from a relative so I’m taking a leave of absence to see if I can be a writer.”
Claire pulled an envelope from her shoulder bag. “Here are letters from my school principal and my pastor who will vouch for me.”
The agent glanced over the references. “You’re not married or engaged?”

Claire shook her head. “I’m thirty-five years old and every time I find a man I really like, it doesn’t work out.” She shrugged. “It’s hopeless.”
The other woman seemed to make up her mind quickly. “You may be just the person my client needs. Here’s her address.” She handed Claire a piece of paper. “Shall I   tell Mrs. Fortune you’re on your way? Her flight leaves this evening.”
Minutes later, Claire dashed from the office, paused long enough to glance at the directions then ran uphill. Near a busy thoroughfare she turned into a residential neighborhood. A block later she stopped in front of a well-maintained Edwardian mansion.

The older residence had been subdivided into three flats. Claire approached the front door, ringing the bell by the card marked ‘Fortune.’
A woman’s eager voice answered. “I’m on the fourth floor. Please come up.”
At the top of the stairs a tall English lady in country tweeds beamed at her. Claire couldn’t remember anyone else in England appearing so pleased to see her since she arrived in the country.

As they chatted, Claire took the opportunity to gaze around her. Mrs. Fortune’s living room was tastefully decorated with antiques and on one wall the shelves were full of books.
Learning Claire was a school teacher, Mrs. Fortune seemed pleased. She had once taught French. Now she was retired and was about to fly to Spain to live with her son and his family for six months. 
Claire inquired about the rent. From what she could see of the flat, it must be quite expensive.
“Let me show you around first, my dear.” Evading her question, Mrs. Fortune gave Claire a tour of her home.

Along the way the lady pointed out the window seats in two rooms, the high ceilings and the rose garden on the roof. There was also a study with a large desk. “That would be the perfect place for a writer.” Mrs. Fortune said.
“And the rent would be….?” Claire persisted. On hearing what it would cost to live in the beautiful flat, she winced. No matter how she economized the next six months, the rent would be too steep for her.
Disappointed, Claire picked up her shoulder bag. “I’d love to live here but…” She shook her head. “I hope you find a tenant soon.” She stood, ready to leave.
The owner looked thoughtful. “Wait a moment.” She said. ”I’ll reduce the rent to what you can afford if you’ll serve as landlady to the other tenants.”
“I’m sorry. I came to England to write a historical novel on England during the Napoleonic Wars and that requires research.” Claire said. “Also, I’ve never managed rental properties in my life. Your offer is most tempting but I must decline.”
 “My tenants will be no trouble, no trouble at all.” Mrs. Fortune said, obviously trying to get Claire to reconsider. “There are just two. Mrs. Winkle comes from the Lake District. Her daughter owns a small hotel in Bowness-on-Windermere and wants her mother to give up her London flat and come to live with her. At present Mrs. Winkle visits Bowness once a month. When she is at home in London, she spends her days painting watercolors.”

Mrs. Fortune paused then went on. “The Professor occupies the other flat. Between teaching at the university and a ten-year-old son from a short-lived marriage to a French student, the Professor isn’t home much. And when he is, he’s so quiet you wouldn’t know he is in the house. At the present, he’s writing a book on France’s persecution of the Huguenots.”
Claire’s instincts warned her that this offer might be too good to be true. Ignoring the warning signals in her head, she reached a decision. “In that case, I accept.”
“There is one small matter I forgot to mention.” Mrs. Fortune said while motioning Claire to a seat.

Claire scolded herself for being naive. She waited for Mrs. Fortune to disclose ‘the small matter.’
The lady lifted one corner of the heavy paisley wool shawl she had draped around her matronly body when she sat down on the sofa. “Look here.” She whispered pointing.
Claire leaned forward in her chair, her eyes following the lady’s be-ringed hand. Between the woman’s ample body and the corner of the sofa was a sleeping figure.
The handsome Siamese cat stretched gracefully. Turning his head in Claire’s direction, he stared at her.

“This is Matisse.” The lady announced while patting his sleek head. “You do like cats, don’t you?”
“I’ve never owned one.” Claire had to admit. She didn’t add they made her sneeze.
“The person who stays here will be responsible for Matisse since I can’t take him with me.” Mrs. Fortune said. “Before I leave, we must make sure you two are compatible.”

Claire sat still in her chair while Mrs. Fortune picked up her pet. The cat’s long-suffering expression told Claire that though he tolerated his owner’s attentions, he didn’t always enjoy them.
Deposited on Claire’s lap, Matisse instantly became interested in the golden pin she wore on her jacket.
“May I?” Claire asked. When he didn’t move, she reached out one hand and gently touched his fur.

His deep rumble sounded like a purr of contentment.
“Ah.” His mistress sighed. ”I can see you two will get along splendidly.”

Claire let out her breath and waited for a sneezing attack that never came. “I’ll take good care of him.”
“I know, my dear. And he’ll keep you company.”
An hour later Claire returned with two suitcases, one stuffed with clothes, the other full of books.
As soon as Claire put down her luggage, the lady rushed downstairs to a taxi waiting to take her to Gatwick. Claire trailed along behind.
The last thing Mrs. Fortune said before the taxi left was, “There’s a list of important telephone numbers on the desk in the study. Anything else, you can ask Mrs. Winkle.”
Claire wondered if she had made the right decision as the taxi drove away. Then she gazed up at the imposing brick building that would be her home for the next six months. A small dark face gazing out of a front window in Mrs. Fortune’s flat reminded her that she wouldn’t be totally alone.
Getting settled wasn’t difficult. As she unpacked, the Siamese sat on a chaise lounge in what was now her bedroom. His swishing tail seemed to indicate a keen interest in her possessions, especially her shoes.

She recalled a friend’s cat’s penchant for imported shoes and put hers on the top shelf of the armoire, shutting the door firmly. 
Next morning, after a restful night sleeping in the canopied four-poster, Claire decided it was time to meet Mrs. Fortune’s other tenants. She would reassure them that she would be available when needed.
On the second floor, Claire found Mrs. Winkle.

“My dear, it’s lovely to meet you.” The older lady said graciously and invited Claire into her flat.

Having loved Beatrice Potter stories when she was a child, Claire was amused. She’d never come across anyone named Winkle before except Tiggy Winkle, a Beatrice Potter character. Claire resisted the temptation to ask Mrs. Winkle for her first name.
As Mrs. Winkle and Claire became acquainted, the little gray-haired lady told her about growing up in the Lake District. “All that beauty around me and all I could think of was London.” The old lady chuckled.
“That’s understandable.” Claire said. “I’ve dreamed of coming to England since I was a child.” She didn’t add that she’d hoped to come one day with her husband. That dream had faded over the years. 

Mrs. Winkle nodded sympathetically. “You had to travel much farther, across an ocean. I only had to ride the train a few hours.”
“Do you think you’ll retire in the Lake District?” Claire asked tactfully. The lady must be in her eighties.
“I’ve considered moving back there.” Mrs. Winkle said. “Don’t tell my daughter I said that or she’ll whisk me off to her hotel and install me in a rocking chair. That may sound lovely to some folk, but I’m not ready to sit and rock.” Her bright brown eyes sparkled with good spirits.
Mrs. Winkle insisted that Claire share her afternoon tea. The old lady also invited Claire to spend a weekend in the Lake District sometime at her daughter’s hotel.
Encouraged by the ease with which she had met her first tenant, Claire tried calling on the other. The Professor proved elusive. Whenever she stopped by his flat, he was away. For weeks the only proof of his existence was a check under her door the first day of each month.

Claire settled in her home. She installed her lap-top computer on the desk in the study. A nearby store rented computer printers so she had one delivered.
Eager to explore her South Ken neighborhood, she perused the small shops. Sergei, the grocery store’s Indian manager seemed congenial when she shopped there.

One night Claire wandered farther than usual. Inside a dusty antique shop, she dug through a stack of paintings. In the pile she found one of a young sailor.
Judging by the ship and the sailor’s clothing, the time period was the Napoleonic Wars. But what struck Claire like a bolt of lightning was the face of the young man in the painting. With the bluest eyes possible, he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

The painting enchanted Claire though her common sense told her that the price was too steep. She left the shop and walked two blocks before turning around and hurrying back to buy the painting.
The shop manager was so pleased with the sale, he threw in an elegant antique frame, inserting the painting in the frame for free.
Hanging the painting that she named ‘Blue Eyes’ in her bedroom, Claire went to bed that evening weary and ready to rest. During the night a heavy thump woke her. When she turned on the bedside lamp, the painting was no longer on the wall opposite the bed. Now it rested on the floor. The young sailor’s face looked up at her. If only you were real, she thought.
The picture somehow seemed familiar. The next morning she visited the British Museum and found she’d been correct. Her picture was a copy of a painting in the collection of that museum.
All that was missing in the original was the figure of the young sailor. She returned to the shop and asked the name of the artist.
 “The painter’s a promising young artist.” The shop manager told her. “You may not have heard of him in America but his exhibits have been well received here.
“He painted that picture as a lark.” The man went on.  “I’ll refund your money if you’re unhappy with it.”
“All I want is his name and telephone number. I’d like to speak to him.” She felt impelled to learn more about the painting, if the sailor was the product of the artist’s imagination, anything he could tell her. 

The shopkeeper wrote the artist’s information on a piece of paper and Claire stuck it in her shoulder bag. The next day she retrieved the paper and was surprised to find the artist’s name and studio address but no telephone number. She decided to visit him.
Claire located her London map and found the man lived a few blocks away in Chelsea. She walked from her South Ken flat to the artist’s studio.
When he opened the door, it was the sailor in her painting. She gazed into his blue eyes and fell in love for the first time in her life.
***

One month later, Claire sent her friend Debra a postcard from France while she was on her honeymoon with Paul. He hadn’t told her that he was the heir to a fortune until they drove up in front of his mother’s elegant chateau in the Loire Valley.

Paul smiled when he saw the postcard. “Writing to your friends?” He started to put the card aside on the table in the hall of their suite in the chateau.
“Read it aloud, please.”
“Dear Debra: You won’t believe where I am. Just let me say I’m with the man who stepped out of my painting. He and I were married last week. 
Claire”
The End
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The End

