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The Institute 

By Rosie Costain 

 

 The old man attempted to toss back and forth in his sleep, hindered by the overstuffed 

chair. 

….. 

Impression, Sunrise, 1873 

A dark scene is shown with the rising sun providing a focused point of color above a grey world 

of boats on the water. 

 

       While spending some time abroad in France (that's where he was for now anyway), the 

man, who seemed quite boyish still, stood in front of Impression, Sunrise, the painting that 

named an art revolution. Everyone had said it was a "must-see" in Paris so he decided he must 

see it. Leaning forward, squinting his eyes, he tried to gain a better understanding of what he 

thought was nothing more than a dull, blurry picture that he could probably recreate with little 

effort. 

       "Take a step back," he heard. He looked to his side to see a woman, who seemed to be 

just a girl. Due to the blinding museum lights and his still-blurry vision from squinting at the 

painting, the man had trouble seeing her clearly. Not only did he struggle in seeing her, but he 

didn't know what to make of her sudden, authoritarian comment. 

       "It'll be much clearer when you take a step back," she continued after he didn't respond. 

"If you just try and pick at the small pieces it'll all be a blur." She had an American accent, much 

like his own. It was comforting, almost homey.  
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       "Ah, um…," he stumbled for words. "Thank you," he produced. 

       "How's that?" she asked as he took a few steps away from the painting. 

       "Much better. Thanks. I really don't know much about art," he admitted.  

       "Would you like to learn?" she asked with what appeared to be genuine enthusiasm. "At 

least, I can tell you about Monet." 

 "Just Monet?" he asked as his nerves began to calm, believing he might not be alone in 

his lack of knowledge. 

 "Only the best," she replied. 

       So Claudia (which he found to be a fascinatingly humorous name for a girl in love with 

Claude) began to teach him about Monet. 

….. 

 The old man awoke with a start. The clarity of the dream had passed but he still wanted 

more. That day the old man wanted to remember. That day he would see Monet. 

Monet captured memories perfectly, he thought. Blurry impressionism expressed vibrant 

scenes showing the passage of days and seasons. Despite their richness, the paintings were still 

unclear, not as sharp as the original places they meant to capture. But the old man found the most 

amusing part about Monet to be how the French were always romanticized, just like the past. 

The old man took a deep breath, and with a grunt, pushed himself from his overstuffed 

easy chair. Once a vibrant red, the chair had faded to grey from the passage of time, similar to all 

other things in the small, two-story house, including the man himself. He shuffled to the door, 

passing walls wallpapered with maps, held up by pins stuck to specific points, and he sat on the 

bench in the entryway in a small gap made by stacks of travel guides strewn about in a panic 

from long ago, now gathering dust. He slid on his loafers, badly in need of replacement, followed 
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by a tan jacket with brown patches covering the worn fabric on the elbows. Even the patches 

showed signs of wear. 

       He made his way out the front of the house, not checking to see if he'd remembered his 

keys or even if the door was locked, and went down the decrepit porch steps, their white paint 

chipping off with each shuffle of his feet. Once on the solid concrete sidewalk, he began the 

familiar walk past tightly packed rows of houses, which soon turned to office buildings, growing 

in grandeur the farther he walked. He had never minded the walk's distance because he had never 

paid attention to it. His mind was focused on the past that was to come. 

       He only became aware of the world around him again when he was met by a lion, one of 

the guards at the Art Institute. It paid no attention to the man, for the aged bronze beast, now a 

weathered green, was staring off into the distance, like the man had been doing moments before. 

He gave the lion a nod and made his slow way up the steps into the sturdy, stone building. When 

he entered, he went through security and emptied his pockets of what little he had (which did not 

include his keys), paid his entry fee, and headed to meet Monet. 

       He didn't care about van Gogh or Picasso or any of the other artists on display. Only 

Monet had gained his upmost respect and interest. Even after a lifetime, he still didn't know 

much about art. But Monet wasn’t art. 

       Ignoring the crowd around him, the man stopped in front of his first memory. He didn't 

need to read a sign or listen to an audio guide to know what he was looking at, but he felt a need 

to go over the information in his mind in order to become fully absorbed. 

       The old man took a step back and the crowd blurred as the painting became clear. 

….. 

Rocks at Port-Goulphar, Belle-Ile, 1886 
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Large rocks stick out of the water with rough cliffs sticking up in the background. The vibrant 

blue and green and purple water seems to stick to the rocks. 

 

 The man peered into different pools amongst the rocks, observing the various crabs and 

sea stars in the shallow water, while making sure to watch Claudia as she bounced from rock to 

rock. They had grown tired of the white sand beaches they visited in South Africa and had heard 

how the rockier shores were a “must-see" covered in tidal pools and mysteries, so they decided 

they must see them. 

 Both Claudia and the man occasionally lost their balance as they jumped between the 

slippery rocks, but the other was always standing by, willing to help the one who slipped regain 

their balance. Claudia often urged the man to jump to a new pool to see the exciting things she 

found. She did not allow for caution, often dragging or pushing him along. 

 She was spirited in a way he hadn’t experienced. Every aspect of her offered something 

fresh, just like each new pool he looked at. 

….. 

The crowd came back into focus as the old man moved on to the next painting. 

….. 

Boats on a Beach at Etretat, 1885 

On a beach in France, four boats sit on a rocky shore while an unsettled sea splashes up. 

        

       The man and Claudia walked along, as they had done many times before, this time along 

the dim ocean shore as the sun rose, wind whipping every part of them in all directions. Waves 
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ripped up on the shore, spraying them as they stumbled through a rocky area, using the violence 

of the wind to stay balanced on the uneven ground. 

       Everyone had said this part of the Oregon coast was a "must-see," so they decided they 

must see it. 

       "Let's go swimming!" she quipped suddenly, as if the idea had never occurred to her. 

       "Ha. Sure," he chuckled as he wrapped his coat a little bit tighter around himself. "We'd 

have to go skinny dipping though." 

       "What a great idea! Let's try!" Of course she wanted to try, he thought. She always took 

sarcasm as a challenge. 

       "Alright." he grinned. "You go first." 

       With little hesitation, she glanced up and down the beach, stripped off her clothes, 

splashed her way through the waves, and dove into the water. 

       He couldn't help but laugh while he held out his coat for her when she ran back up the 

beach, every inch of her body covered in goose bumps. 

       She gazed up at him and looked very serious. 

       "Your turn," she gargled, as she spit a mouthful of ocean water at him. 

       A wonderful wave of emotion passed over him and he was left with goose bumps. 

….. 

Waterloo Bridge, Sunlight Effect, 1903 

Waterloo Bridge in London is depicted with the city as a backdrop. The whole scene is clouded 

by fog. 
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 They drove through the English countryside's rolling hills and sweeping curves that 

blocked other vehicles from view. But the biggest blockage was the thick fog shrouding the 

countryside. 

 The roller coaster hills were said to be a “must-see,” and they decided, despite all 

obstacles, that they must see them. 

 Claudia successfully proved the intensity of the fog through an experiment she conducted 

when they pulled over so the man could take a break from driving. She wandered a few feet into 

the fog and asked the man if he could see her, and when he told her that he could not, he heard a 

mumble saying something along the lines of, “I usually haven’t the foggiest idea of modesty." 

He then heard a faint trickle of water hitting the ground and realized what the entire experiment 

consisted of. 

 Continuing on the road after their break, Claudia decided to take over so the man could 

rest. After trying to look at the scenery, he came to the realization that Claudia was driving on 

the wrong side of the road, but it didn’t seem to matter much since the road couldn't fit more than 

a car and a half. They had been driving for a few hours longer than they should have. 

 “What the hell are we doing?” the man asked, unsure of where they might be or where 

they might be going. 

 “I’m not exactly sure…” Claudia replied, returning to their side of the road. “But it seems 

to be going smoothly enough!” 

….. 

Arrival of the Normandy Train, Gare Saint-Lazare, 1877 

A train pulls into a wide open station, steam billowing from its front, as people crowd on the 

platform, eager to board. The whole scene is shown from a distance. 
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       He shifted his weight from foot to foot, eagerly waiting on the platform. His eyes jolted 

up as a train barreled into the station. His heart rate became equal to that of a hummingbird's and 

then skipped a beat or two. He lifted the mismatch bouquet of purple daisies, baby's breath, and a 

single red rose in his hands, making sure it was visible. 

       Wrong train. It was only noon. 

       She was a "must-see," he thought, and he must see her as soon as he possibly could. 

       He tried to convince himself that he was sane, but couldn't disregard the obsessive voice 

in his head that kept repeating "Calm down, dammit. Three o'clock. Calm down." The repetition 

occasionally escaped his lips without his notice. 

       Another train. Another heart palpitation. It was only half past twelve. 

       In between his not-so-internal mumblings of "Calm down, dammit. Three o'clock. Calm 

down," he practiced how to say what had been on his mind for ages. Although it had been on his 

mind, he was young and daft so it took him a while to come to the realization of what he felt and 

even longer to come to the realization that he should probably say something about it. 

       "Now Claudia," he mumbled, "what I've really wanted to say… Calm down, dammit. 

Wrong train. Three o'clock… I have a speech of sorts prepared if… Dammit, calm down… Who 

goes on a five month train journey across Europe! This isn't 1900! Dammit Claudia… Calm 

down." 

       The flowers were starting to fall apart. He couldn't stop wringing his hands around the 

stems, lifting the bouquet up in excitement every time a train arrived, letting it hit his leg as he 

dropped it to his side when he realized his over eagerness. It almost looked as frenzied as he did.  

       Train. Heart palpitations. Ten after two. 
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       Train. Heart palpitations. Quarter till. 

       Train. Heart stopped. Three o'clock. And there was Claudia. He watched as she carried 

her bags out the train's door, and felt as if he was viewing the scene from far away. 

       "Calm down, dammit." 

       As she looked around on the platform, he cleared his throat to try get her attention. She 

was over thirty feet away, separated by a large crowd of people. Dammit, he was not calm. When 

she caught sight of him, she seemed to skip as she made her way over with a massive grin on her 

face, unable to control her giddiness. Before she could say anything he decided to present his 

speech. 

       "Claudia," his voice boomed, for he couldn't quite control it. In order to counteract the 

previous volume, the next statement came out too quietly. "I love you." 

       Her toothy grin turned into a sly smirk. He couldn't remember the rest of his "prepared" 

speech so that would have to do. He nervously bounced the flowers off the side of his leg, trying 

to figure out what should come next. 

       "Well, well," she said, continuing to smirk, "would you look - at - that." She annunciated 

each word perfectly, completing each one with a pause to let it sink in. "It’s about time that 

arrived," she said. Her smirk seemed to grow, if that was even possible. 

….. 

Irises, 1914/17 

A simple painting shows a group of purple and white flowers, surrounded by other greenery. 

 

       Surrounded by friends and family that didn't seem to matter, he sat next to Claudia, and 

paid attention to only her as others made speeches and toasts. 
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       He found out that day that her middle name was Iris. He was amazed by how she had 

managed to keep it hidden for as long as she did, but that day, nothing she could do would stop it 

from coming out, much to her horror. 

       Claudia Iris, he thought, wasn't the best sounding name, but he adored every bit of it. 

       He believed that she perfectly embodied an Iris. And that meant everything. Faith, hope, 

friendship, promise in love. She was his iris. 

….. 

Water Lily Pond, 1900 

A Japanese-style wood bridge creates an arched path over a reflective pond filled with lily pads, 

surrounded by lush willow trees and tall grass. 

        

       "We're related, you know. Me and Monet," she said, swaying her hips back and forth 

slightly as they walked along on the sidewalk, closed in by mountainous buildings. They were in 

search of a pond, and if they decided to be picky, they would only stop searching once they 

found one complete with lily pads. But they had yet to find anything other than a bowl of water 

left out for a dog. 

       Everyone had said that collections of Monet in London, Geneva, Le Havre, were "must-

sees" so they decided they must see them all. 

       "That can't be true," he said, gazing at her. 

       "It's true!" 

       "If that were true, I would have never stopped hearing about it from the second we met." 

       "I try to be modest." 

       "Like hell you do," he grinned. "What are you? 23rd cousins?"      
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….. 

Sandvika, Norway, 1895 

A village filled with red and blue houses with an iron bridge in the foreground to allow entry to 

the village is covered in a blanket of snow. 

 

       Claudia gazed at the man as they sat by the fire. The quaint bed and breakfast was listed 

as a "must-see" in an obscure travel guide Claudia picked up at what seemed to be a third-hand-

store. But they must see it. 

 Only one log remained unburned next to the fireplace. It was Claudia’s turn to go into the 

blizzard outside and grab another load of wood. 

 “You know, blankets are a much more environmentally conscious way to keep warm,” 

she said. “Compared to cutting down all those trees for wood, I mean.” 

 “You just don’t want to go outside.” 

 “I can feel the cold in my bones,” she sighed. “Listen.” She extended her knee from her 

curled up position and bent it back again, repeating the motion over and over. “Can you hear 

that? It’s creaking. The cold got to it.” 

 “I think that means you’re old,” he said, trying to provoke her enough to make her prove 

him wrong and go outside. He already had his turn in the blizzard. He wasn’t going back. 

“Earlier I made a snow angel!” she argued. “Old people don’t make snow angels. They 

just die and become angels.” 

“Well you must be practicing for the near future then.” His comments were getting more 

cynical. 
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“That’s it! I’m not old!” she shouted, grabbing every blanket she could find, including the 

one the man was wrapped in. She put on his boots and marched out the door, ready to prove him 

wrong. 

       Despite the coldness around him (partially due to his lack of a blanket), nothing could 

seem to ruin the comfort he felt. 

….. 

Bordighera, 1884 

Through the twisting branches and trunks of bright green trees, a city by a deep blue sea lies 

below. 

 

 “Is this what a heart attack feels like?” Claudia said downing her water bottle, leaving a 

final gulp for the man. “Hiking hasn’t always been this hard, has it?” Her brow furrowed. The 

lines on her forehead were deep and defined, yet not as noticeable as those that created 

parenthesis around her mouth. 

They finally reached the “must-see” view at the top Doi Pui mountain, and they were 

finally seeing the view in all its glory. 

The man put his arm around Claudia, while she bounced up onto her toes to plant a quick 

kiss on his cheek. 

Together, they looked down at where they started. It had been a wonderful trek.  

….. 

The Petite Creuse River, 1889 

A narrow river curves around rocky cliffs on one side with lush trees covering a low-lying bank 

on the other. 
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 “Everything seems so twisted,” Claudia said, laying on their blue checkered picnic 

blanket by the river. “I just don’t know what’s going to happen.” 

 The food was gone, but the view remained. It was a “must-see,” and though they were 

reluctant, they did see it. 

 “It’ll all work out,” he said. His unsure thoughts leaked into his tone. “We’ll make it 

through. We’ll persevere.” 

 “But will you?” 

….. 

Branch of the Seine near Giverny (Mist), from the series "Mornings on the Seine", 1897 

The unclear outline of a tree on a shore is depicted, with a muddled distinction between the water 

and horizon in the haze of morning. 

 

       The morning brought something new. Something unclear. 

       He could not tell what was reality. He could not tell what was delusion. He could not see. 

He did not know. It was a blur. Everything was a blur.  

….. 

He looked away from the painting and everything was a blur.        

       "Excuse me, sir?" 

       The old man jolted at the sound and looked at the security guard who had disrupted his 

thoughts. The guard appeared unclear, but only because of the water accumulating in the old 

man's eyes. 

       "I'm sorry sir, but the Institute is closing. I'm gonna have to ask you to leave." 



13	
	

       The old man cleared his throat, as if to say something, and gave the security guard a nod 

as he started to shuffle his way back to the entrance.  

 He began the walk home but it now seemed much longer, for this time, he carried a heavy 

heart, a burden that he hadn't yet received in full on the way there. He paused before walking 

back up the steps, using the rotting railing to pull himself up to the formerly glorious house, and 

he made his way to the unlocked front door. 

       He sat on the bench and threw his coat next to him as he kicked off his loafers. He did not 

groan when he rose from the bench, for he seemed to have gone numb and could no longer feel 

the pain in moving. He drug his feet along, at a slower pace than usual, and collapsed into his 

chair. He leaned back and was absorbed by the overstuffed cushions. 

       He remembered long ago, travelling to Paris. He had seen, and now, he must remember. 

As he closed his eyes, everything around him blurred. 

….. 

Impression, Sunrise, 1873 

 
A small point of light began to appear in a grey world. He leaned forward and squinted 

his eyes, trying to understand what he was seeing. 

 “Take a step back,” he heard.	


