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Vermeer and a fictional muse
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y mother did not tell me they were coming. After-
wards she said she did not want me to appear nerv-
ous. | was surprised, for | thought she knew me well.
Strangers would think | was calm. | did not cry as a baby. Only
my mother would note the tightness along my jaw, the widen-
ing of my already wide eyes.
| was chopping vegetables in the kitchen when | heard voices
outside our front door—a woman’s, bright as polished brass, and
a man's, low and dark like the wood of the table | was working
on. They were the kind of voices we heard rarely in our house. |
could hear rich carpets in their voices, books and pearls and fur.
| was glad that earlier | had scrubbed the front steps so hard.
My mothers voice—a cooking pot, a flagon—approached
from the front room. They were coming to the kitchen. |
pushed the leeks | had been chopping into place, then set the
knife on the table, wiped my hands on my apron and pressed
my lips together to smooth them.
My mother appeared in the doorway, her eyes two warnings.
Behind her the woman had to duck her head because she was
so tall, taller than the man following her.
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All of our family, even my father and brother, were small.

The woman looked as if she had been blown about by the
wind, although it was a calm day. Her cap was askew so that
tiny blond curls escaped and hung about her forehead like bees
which she swatted at impatiently several times. Her collar
needed straightening and was not as crisp as it could be. She
pushed her gray mantle back from her shoulders, and | saw
then that under her dark blue dress a baby was growing. It
would arrive by the year's end, or before.

The woman's face was like an oval serving plate, flashing at
times, dull at others. Her eyes were two light brown buttons, a
color 1 had rarely seen coupled with blond hair. She made a
show of watching me hard, but could not fix her attention on
me, her eyes darting about the room.

"This is the girl, then,” she said abruptly.

“This is my daughter, Griet,” my mother replied. | nodded
respectfully to the man and woman.

"Well. She’s not very big. Is she strong enough?” As the
woman turned to look at the man, a fold of her mantle caught
the handle of the knife I had been using, knocking it off the
table so that it spun across the floor.

The woman cried out.

“Catharina " the man said calmly. He spoke her name as if he
held cinnamon in his mouth. The woman stopped, making an
effort to quiet herself.

I stepped over and picked up the knife, polishing the blade
on my apron before placing it back on the table. The knife had
brushed against the vegetables. | set a piece of carrot back in its
place.

The man was watching me, his eyes grey like the sea. He
had a long, angular face, and his expression was steady, in con-
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trast to his wife's, which flickered like a candle. He had no
beard or moustache, and | was glad, for it gave him a clean ap-
pearance. He wore a black cloak over his shoulders, a white
shirt, and a fine lace collar. His hat pressed into hair the red of
brick washed by rain.

“What have you been doing here, Griet?" he asked.

| was surprised by the question but knew enough to hide it.
“Chopping vegetables, sir. For the soup.”

| always laid vegetables out in a circle, each with its own sec-
tion like a slice of pie. There were five slices: red cabbage,
onions, leeks, carrots, and turnips. | had used a knife edge to
shape each slice, and placed a carrot disc in the center.

The man tapped his finger on the table. "Are they laid out in
the order in which they will go into the soup?”’ he suggested,
studying the circle.

"No, sir.” | hesitated. | could not say why | had laid out the
vegetables as | did. | simply set them as | felt they should be,
but | was too frightened to say so to a gentleman.

‘l see you have separated the whites,” he said, indicating
the turnips and onions. “And then the orange and the purple,
they do not sit together. Why is that?" He picked up a shred
of cabbage and a piece of carrot and shook them like dice in
his hand.

| looked at my mother, who nodded slightly.

“The colors fight when they are side by side, sir.”

He arched his eyebrows, as if he had not expected such a re-
sponse. “And do you spend much time setting out the vegeta-
bles before you make the soup?”

“Oh no, sir," | replied, confused. | did not want him to think
| was idle.

From the corner of my eye | saw a movement. My sister,
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History and fiction merge seamlessly in Tracy Chevalier's luminous novel about

artistic vision and sensual awakening., Through the eyes of sixteen-year-old Griet,

the world of 1660s Holland comes dazzlingly alive in this richly imagined portrait of

the young woman who inspired one of Vermeer's most celebrated paintings.

“OUTSTANDING.” —USA TODAY

“A VIBRANT, SUMPTUQUS NOVEL...TRIUMPHANT...
A BEAUTIFULLY WRITTEN TALE THAT MIRRORS THE ELEGANCE
OF THE PAINTING THAT INSPIRED IT.” —THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

“SUPERB...VIVIDLY CAPTURES THE WORLD OF
l17TH-CENTURY DELET.” —SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE

“MARVELOUSLY EVOCATIVE.” —7IHE NEW YORK TIMES

“THE RICHEST, MOST REWARDING NOVEL...THIS YEAR.”
—THE CLEVEIAND PLAIN DEALER

“CHEVALIER RE-CREATES COMMON LIFE IN DELFT WITH
FASCINATING AUTHENTICITY.” —THE CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR

“A JEWEL OF A NOVEL.” —THE MIAMI HERALD
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