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  Dedication




  This book is dedicated to my Great Aunt Barbara Lossman, a brilliant painter who was the must for this fiction novel.




  I’d also like to thank my late husband Louis V. Campanelli, my wonderful mother and personal editor, Fontaine M. Wallace, Grandfather Tom & Margaret, Grandpa Jim & Lauretta, Dawn, Melisa & Dick, Colette.




  David & Greg, Steve & Heather Sigety, and all those in the Wallace & Campanelli family. To God be the glory!




  To those with great talent who also have inspired mine: Voice Teacher Sherry Maclean, Director of the Space Coast Symphony Orchestra Aaron Collins, SCSO Chorus Members, Brevard Community College Music Directors of Brevard Corale Jim Boyle, Jean Black & BCC Community Chorus Director Robert Lamb, Mark Brasel from The Zone Studio, Vin, HNJ Player Directors and St. Mark’s UMC Shekinah & HNJ Players Theater, St. Marks United Methodist Church Choir & Directors, the Florida rock band members of Black Widow, Nameless & Bad Asspex with special loving memory given in honor of Kristen Pepper Kirschten, bass player.




  We are the clay, you are the potter;


  We are all the work of His hand. Isaiah 64:8




  Chapter 1




  Stuck inside a four door sedan for the past twenty hours, Mia was tired of looking at all the trees in Michigan. Although this landscape was so different than her Florida beachside community, Mia just wanted to arrive at “Birds Nesting,” her great aunt’s family estate, as soon as possible.




  She had never been to “Birds Nesting” before, nor had she ever met her great aunt, the youngest sister of her grandmother Marlana. Word had come that this aunt had a terrible fall and was bedridden; her prognosis wasn’t good. The phone call where her aunt begged her to come shook Mia to the core.




  Meeting her aunt now seemed like bad timing. She was in line to inherit the estate and to many relatives it might appear she was going to visit the estate and see if it was a place she wanted. Mia hated that thought. She was quite happy living in the warmth of the Florida sun and she cared for her aunt.




  Her younger cousin Nathan drove. They had been close growing up, but Nathan had moved away years before and now they were like strangers. Next to him sat his wife, Toby, a red-haired, slender woman wearing a very tight dress.




  Beside her, his massive hand engulfing hers, sat her husband Gus, a big, lofty Italian. Near six feet in height, shaven-headed with deep features, a Roman nose and dark, dangerous eyes, no one messed with Gus.




  Mia admitted they probably should not be stuck in a car for over twenty hours, but circumstances forced the situation. She was happy living in Florida. Writing was her passion and her home state offered the slow relaxing atmosphere she needed to create. Nothing moved quickly in her beachside resort town and that was just how she liked it.




  As she stared at the miles upon miles of maples and birch trees, she wondered when the next time would be that she could see a palm tree.




  “Don’t you think all these trees would be beautiful in the fall?” Nathan asked, lowering the radio. “All these trees.”




  “Yes,” Mia agreed as the car passed a sign for Bear Lake.




  The car made a quick turn into the parking lot of a bar whose sign read, “Home of Bear-sized Burgers.” Toby got out of the car, and Mia didn’t need to ask why. They were lost again. Mia was grateful she was traveling with Toby, because she would ask for directions.




  “Should we worry about her walking into a bar dressed like that?” Nathan said. “Maybe I should go with her.”




  “If you think it’s best.” Mia smiled. “How far away do you think we are?”




  “Maybe fifteen minutes according to this map. It shows a side road and I want to know if it’s on the right or left,” Nathan said.




  Toby got back into the car, grinning. “The very ugly, toothless man behind the bar told me the road was on the left side near the lake.”




  “Big burgers here, huh?” Gus asked. “I could use one.”




  “Wait until we get to your Aunt Barb’s.” Nathan shot Gus a stern look. “We’re almost there.”




  Mia closed her eyes, praying Gus wouldn’t snap back. He simply leaned over and whispered in her ear, “I really love you, just so you know that.”




  The sedan backed out of the parking lot and went through a dirt road between thickly-wooded birch and purple-flowered crab-apple trees. One last left and in front of them was a large wooden gate and a high iron fence. Two dogs rushed from the house to greet them. One was a giant Collie with long golden and white hair; the other a terrier mix, white as a ghost with big happy eyes. Both barked and wagged their tails wildly.




  Nathan parked the car beside the wooden sign which read “Birds Nesting.” He removed the key and unlocked the doors. “We’re here, finally.”




  Mia exited the car, her jaw dropping at the sight of the expansive estate in front of her. The home was huge and breathtakingly beautiful, right on the lake, and the water seemed to go on forever. The house was painted a light green with big red window sills and ivy crawling up the sides. In the front yard sat a large birdbath with the statue of an angel pouring water.




  “This is incredible,” Mia said.




  “Worth more than a million,” Nathan mumbled. “It should be.”




  Gus unfurled out of the car. “This is a huge place.”




  “Wow.” Toby got out and unlatched the gate. She walked in and Mia wondered if they should follow, with the dogs barking. Immediately the dogs jumped up on Toby, licking her make-up covered face.




  Mia’s worries about the dogs quickly subsided as they entered through the gate and up the long drive to the bright red door.




  “Who wants to knock?” Gus asked.




  Mia’s heart began to pound. What if she looks just like my Grandmother? She missed her grandmother almost daily and to see someone the same age, bedridden, who even looked like her might be too taxing on Mia’s emotions.




  “I’ll do it.” Nathan pounded on the door.




  They waited a moment before the door opened and a thin blonde with a brilliant smile on her face answered. “Hi, I’m DeeDee, the caregiver. You must be Barb’s family from Florida. We’ve been expecting you.”




  Mia smiled and slowly walked in. The house was very dark inside until she entered the main living quarters. There was a bed facing an enormous window that made up an entire wall of the room. With her aunt confined to bed, it was obvious the furniture had been moved to accommodate her looking out onto the water.




  Mia couldn’t believe the view. For miles, the water drifted slowly past. A tall birdhouse hung near the window where little chickadees sat on their perches, one of six small feeders throughout the large backyard that curled into a beach.




  Her aunt was just like her. They both loved birds. Mia immediately smiled and walked over to her aunt. Even in her seventies, Aunt Barb was very attractive. Her gray hair was curly, her eyes light-colored like Mia’s. Near the bedside was a picture of Barbara in her twenties and Mia realized not only did Aunt Barb remind her of her grandmother but also of herself.




  Nathan came around her. “Hi, Barbara. It’s wonderful to finally meet you.”




  The woman’s eyes filled with tears. “Come closer so I can see you.”




  He rushed forward and kissed her cheek. “I’ve heard so much from my mother.”




  “Oh, I’d know you anywhere,” she said kindly. “You look just like your father. Where’s Mia?”




  “Right here.” Mia took a step closer.




  “Is your husband here?” she asked.




  “Hi, Aunt Barbara,” Gus said with his Italian accent. “Nice to meet ya’.”




  “And this is Toby,” Nathan interrupted. “My wife of two years.”




  “I’ve heard all about your wedding,” Aunt Barbara said. “Only good things except for the cake. I heard it was lemon instead of white.”




  Toby’s half smile telegraphed her displeasure. “Oh, I know the person who complained about the cake.”




  “Come and sit down and let’s talk,” Aunt Barbara said, tears running down her cheeks. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to meet all of you.”




  Mia wondered why Barbara wasn’t moving to wipe her tears, and then she realized her Aunt couldn’t. A sudden horrible feeling crawled up her spine. Her Aunt had been through hell and yet she lay here so happy to see them.




  “I love you all so much,” Aunt Barbara said. “I’ve heard about you so much I feel like I know you.”




  Mia could tell that Aunt Barbara’s affection was genuine; she wasn’t putting on airs or waving property in their faces. She simply cared for them and was genuinely pleased they came.




  “Do you mind if I take pictures of all of us together?” Nathan asked.




  “Oh, not today, dears; my hair isn’t done,” Aunt Barbara said. “Besides, I don’t want to be remembered like this.”




  Nathan took a step back. Mia was surprised how that sudden honesty affected her cousin. He, too, was moved, seeing her in this state.




  “How about I take pictures of your paintings and your trees then?” he asked.




  “Of course, you might even see a robin. There are many bird nests close by.”




  Mia sat down in a chair beside the bed. She stared at Aunt Barbara for a few minutes, moved that she was so happy to see them. She regretted not sending more gifts, cards and things through the years. Mia should have called her more often and would have if she knew how much it meant to her.




  Nathan and Toby walked out the door and Gus followed. The two dogs sat at Mia’s feet. She ignored her allergies and began to pet the white terrier.




  “Looks like you made a new friend.” Aunt Barbara giggled. “That’s Lacy.”




  “And the Collie?”




  “Her name is Mango.”




  “You have very friendly dogs.”




  “Animals have always brought me such joy. They never seemed to mind my being in bed so much.”




  “So it wasn’t the car accident that made you bedridden, Aunt Barbara?”




  “I have muscular dystrophy.”




  Mia had heard that she had an illness, but now she had a name for it. “That must have been hard on you.”




  “It’s worse now, because I can no longer paint. I still hope after my bones heal from the fall I’ll be able to raise a paintbrush again. Take a look around. I did all these paintings except for the ones in the hallway. There are a few there from my art teacher.”




  Mia rose and walked around the room. One painting was of a boy in a row boat fishing near a dockside village. Every inch looked like a photo—it was so clear and perfectly proportioned. Another was a fall landscape, as if you were looking out your window at every perfect falling leaf. Mia could hardly believe how talented an artist her aunt was. She was as good as the painters she had seen at the famous Cleveland Art Museum years ago.




  “Pick one,” her aunt said.




  “You can’t be serious.” Mia gasped.




  “Be careful which one you pick. With every painting comes a story you’ll have to hear.”




  Mia sensed this was a golden opportunity. She decided to pick the most unusual painting and learn exactly who her aunt really was. Were they kindred spirits with windows to the soul? Aunt Barbara’s paintings seemed a part of her, just like Mia’s books were a part of Mia.




  Although their crafts were different: Barbara the painter, Mia the writer—Mia knew an artist heart was the same.




  One can get to know the other, just by studying the other’s passion. Even though they had spent their lives apart, they would get to know each other by their art. After all, Mia decided, there is no better way to get to know an artist.




  Chapter 2




  Mia walked down the next hallway. She didn’t want to hear any lectures on why she still should write or how much she had done. “My ex-husband, Mathew, that New York Literary Agent, told the world before he divorced me that my written works were a joke and without him, my novels would never make money. On public television, he actually shrugged his shoulders when the newscaster asked him if I had any talent. For years after, Aunt Barbara, I struggled not to believe him. I cared too much what he thought.”




  “Then you married Gus.”




  “Yes, and he is the perfect husband. I love him!”




  The hallway was lined with more paintings, changing the direction of her thoughts. One was of a bucket of apples spilled over. They looked so good she wanted to taste them. Beside it was another of a collie that looked exactly like Mango. The dog’s happy disposition had been captured perfectly. On the final wall, Mia noticed a landscape different than anything she’d ever seen before. The trees were tall and slender, the dirt below brown and slightly hilly, and it was a watercolor, not an oil.




  “Auntie, did you do this landscape at the end of the hall?”




  “You can tell I didn’t paint that one because the strokes are different, right?” Aunt Barbara chuckled. “You’d be right. That one was painted by my art teacher.”




  Just then Nathan, Gus and Toby hurried into the living room.




  “We took some great pictures, Aunt Barbara,” Nathan announced. “We got some really nice ones of the house and the birdhouses from the beach.”




  “How nice.” She smiled.




  Mia walked back and Gus quickly asked her, “What were you doing? You okay?”




  “Looking at her paintings and talking.”




  “You’re quite a painter,” Toby praised.




  “So do you like the landscape watercolor?” Aunt Barbara asked Mia.




  “Yes.” She didn’t lie.




  “It’s yours. I call this painting For Loren.”




  “For Loren?” Gus raised a brow. “After a friend of yours?”




  “Something like that.” Aunt Barbara’s eyes turned to the ceiling. “Come, all of you, sit. I want you all to know this.”




  “Is Loren a man or a woman?” Toby asked.




  “Loren was a man,” Aunt Barbara said, “and a very handsome one at that. Since you’ve decided on Loren’s painting, my gift to you is more than the artwork but to learn of Loren and why that landscape was painted in honor of him.”




  Mia sat next to her aunt’s bedside. Gus sat down beside her. At her feet, Toby and Nathan pulled together two chairs and put down their cameras. They leaned in and listened as Aunt Barbara began telling her tale.




  Chapter 3




  “This story is very close to my heart,” Aunt Barbara said. “It starts all the way back in 1941 when I met Loren.”




  “Telling this won’t upset you, will it?” Toby asked.




  “It’s important that you all know the history behind this painting. It will mean more to you then. Take it from the hall and bring it in.”




  Mia hurried down the hall, removed the landscape from the wall and held it out for all surrounding Aunt Barbara’s bed to see.




  “Incredible,” Toby said. “Is that France or perhaps Italy? What kind of trees are these?. They are pointed straight up!”




  “You’re getting ahead of yourself, dear.”




  Mia walked closer to Aunt Barbara’s bedside table and leaned the painting against the wall so everyone in the room could better view it. The moment her aunt’s head turned to the picture, a light shone in her eyes, a brief moment of happiness which turned to pain.




  “I haven’t been able to walk down that hall for many years.” She gulped. “It’s good to see that painting, again, and even better to know that others will enjoy it long after I’m gone.”




  “Don’t talk that way,” Gus said. “You’ll be here next year when we come to visit.”




  “I pray so, but the Lord may have other plans for me.”




  “Are you sure you’re up to talking about this?” Nathan asked.




  “There will be no better time.”




  Gus rose. “Can I get you a glass of water then?”




  “Oh, there’s pop in the fridge,” Aunt Barbara said. “Bring some soda for everyone, dear.”




  Mia stared at the painting, her eyes focusing on the unusual looking dark green trees.




  “Those trees point toward heaven,” Aunt Barbara said.




  “Can you at least tell me where this painting is from?”




  “I will get to that,” Aunt Barbara said. The only movement was her eyes and the sides of her mouth. “These facts are worth waiting for.”




  “I want to know all about Loren,” Mia admitted. “How handsome was he?”




  “Loren was the most handsome man the world has ever seen.”




  Mia gasped. “Wow!”




  “I’ll get to our story as soon as Gus comes back.”




  Gus returned and handed out soda cans for everyone. Next to Aunt Barbara, he raised a can with a straw in it. “Would you like a sip, Aunt Barbara?”




  “In a few minutes, Gus. Please sit and listen,” she said. “All of you listen.”




  * * * *




  1941




  Barbara grabbed her art textbook and hurried into the small wooden classroom. This senior classroom was full of students and only one seat remained—the desk right in front of the teacher. Barb rolled her eyes, completely disappointed. In this seat, the teacher would be able to see everything she scribbled, even notes to her friends.




  Slowly, she plopped down. Beside her was a blond boy who she had seen before in her Math class.




  He grunted at her as she sat. “Got a pencil?”




  She didn’t have an extra, but she stuck a hand in the pocket of her long skirt and pulled out a penny. “Here you go.”




  “Swell.” He snatched it and rushed for the door, presumably to go to the school store at the end of the hall. The door opened before he got there and a woman entered. She had dark hair with white streaks. Thin, she wore unusual-shaped glasses above a big smile that revealed sparkling teeth.




  Barb admired her dress and the silver necklace around her neck. It sparkled as she walked to the chalkboard, picked up a piece of chalk, and began to write her name—an unusual one.




  “My name is Mrs. Aleavia Kays.”




  The teacher turned around, put the chalk in the slot next to the chalkboard, and spoke in a clear tone, “Good morning, students.”




  “Good morning, Mrs. Kays,” they responded in unison.




  “Welcome to Maple High’s Senior Art Class. Many of you have never studied art before, but before long I will have you all learning about our great American painters. You will also learn the basics of sculpting, sketching and watercolor.”




  Barb’s heart began to pound. She had seen many paintings hung up in her father’s grocery store on Hill Road. Mostly fruit and vegetables, the artworks were donated by a friend of his. Barbara thought if she could do some, too, her father would display them in his store for all in their Maple, Michigan town to see.




  The boy who had sat next to her was now running back to his seat, catching the teacher’s attention for a moment. In his hands was a pencil—still with the price tag of one penny dangling from the top.




  “You won’t need supplies here,” Mrs. Kays announced. “We have them donated by Maple’s museum director. At the end of the year, we will all be going on a field trip to thank Mr. Morten.”




  Barbara had always wanted to go inside the museum, but it cost almost a quarter to enter. Finally, she would be able to see all those paintings her father’s friends talked about. She heard there was even one of a nude man among them. Her cheeks suddenly blushed.




  “And what is your name?” Mrs Kays leaned over her desk.




  Barbara started in surprise, and spat out, “I’m Barbara Larson, Ma’am.”




  “Well, Barbara, you got the lucky desk, I see. Whoever sits in this front desk every year is in charge of handing out supplies and for helping me put them away after class.”




  Barb’s face dropped. “Oh.”




  Mrs. Kays laughed. “It’s not that bad, dear. It’s extra credit.”




  A hand shot up in the back of the class. A red-haired girl with big green eyes and lots of freckles asked, “Mrs. Kays, Mrs. Kays?”




  “Yes?” She pointed to her.




  “Will we be able to see that big naked man picture at the museum? He’s the cat’s meow!”




  All the girls quickly giggled across the classroom. Mrs. Kays removed her glasses and they hung around her neck from the silver chain Barb had first thought was a necklace.




  “I heard that he’s very well endowed.” The girls suddenly exploded in a fit of laughter. “And he doesn’t have a head. One time, my mother and I went into the museum and she told me she’d like to find a new husband like that. Heebie Jeebies!”




  The classroom burst into laughter.




  “Brainchild,” Mrs. Kays said, “there is a time and place for everything and now is not the time for jokes. Art is serious business. If all goes well, we will be in charge of decorating the backdrop for the school play this year, which is Romeo and Juliet.”




  The snickers disbursed and Barb prided herself that she was the only student who hadn’t laughed. She noticed Mrs. Kays glance at her. Barbara suddenly realized having this seat meant she would have to lead by example. She would be directly under the teacher’s nose. Perhaps that wouldn’t be so bad if she learned how to paint.




  Once, Barb had sketched their dog, Teeth. She made his mouth look vicious as if he were snarling, like when he scared all the ducks away from around the pond in their backyard. Her father had said, “Teeth never looked better.”




  “Everyone, please turn to page one in the senior art book,” Mrs. Kays said.




  “Mrs. Kays, I left mine at home,” a girl shouted.




  “Go get it, then,” Mrs. Kays said.




  Barbara opened her book and saw a painting of a schoolteacher in front of a classroom. She couldn’t believe it; it was Mrs. Kays. She gasped when she recognized her and looked up. “This spiffy painting is you!”




  “That’s right. My portrait is the very first painting in the book. Right in this classroom, I had the honor of posing for the painter who was interviewed in this textbook as being one of the greatest painters in the world. He made my image immortal. My portrait as an Art Teacher will remain long after I leave earth. Who would like to read the first lesson on art on page two?”




  Barbara stared at the painting in her textbook, noticing how closely the brush strokes resembled her teacher’s every feature. The artist even captured the small birthmark on the side of Mrs. Kays’ temple. She decided then, to show her father the portrait when she got home. He would be interested that her teacher posed for this portrait.




  Mrs. Aleavia Kays was famous!




  Chapter 4




  “So that’s how you met your art teacher?” Mia asked.




  Aunt Barbara smiled. “We spent many years together. I took beginning through advanced art with her. I loved every day being in her classroom. At first, I didn’t like having that seat, but by the end of the year I woke up an hour early just to make sure I got that seat.”




  Gus laughed. “So you became the teacher’s pet?”




  “I was her helper and enjoyed every minute of it,” she explained. “By the third year, my father had one of my paintings in every part of his store.”




  “Does that explain that apple one?” Toby glanced over to above the fireplace.




  “I don’t have those anymore.”




  “How sad.” Mia gasped. “You don’t have all of your paintings?”




  “I’ll explain what happened to those. Now let me get back to my story. In the last year I was at Maple Hill, I was asked an honor you would not believe.”




  * * * *




  “Barb, may I see you after class?” Mrs. Kays asked.




  Barbara flipped back her hair. “I’m sorry, but I have a date.”




  “Any type of Drugstore Cowboy can wait until after we speak,” the teacher said, her tone cold.




  The class quieted and Barb worried that she had done something to upset her teacher. Throughout the class she remained silent, thumbing through the art book, reading up on early Renaissance sculptors—the reading assignment on the board.




  When the nurse entered the hallway and rang the big cowbell, all the students rushed up and out the door. Barb remained seated, continuing to finish the page she was on.




  “We need to talk,” Mrs. Kays said.




  “Horsefeathers.” Barb shut the book. “Am I in trouble?”




  “I want to ask you a favor.”




  Barb’s worried expression turned to a smile. “Sure, anything.”




  “You know how I ask the class to paint the backdrop for the school play every year. Well, this year, the principal has decided the freshmen deserve to have their own talent show. At first, they were going to just stand in front of the curtain, but that made me wonder how it would be if you painted something for them to stand in front of—violins, guitars, anything having to do with music. You could even sign the bottom to show off your own talent. There will be other paintings displayed in the theater for everyone to look at, but I wanted you to have this special honor.”




  “I’ve never done something that big before on my own.”




  “I know.” Mrs. Kays nodded. “It will be quite an extensive project that could take you the rest of the year to complete. Out of my students, you were the one I thought to ask.”




  Pride welled up inside her. Barb couldn’t turn her down—nor did she want to. She envisioned guitars with giant notes cascading down.




  “The sign-up chart is right here.” Mrs. Kays showed her a sheet of paper.




  “Are you pulling my leg? You want me to do it all? I’m not sure I know exactly what to paint.”




  “You have the moxie. What do you think would look appropriate?”




  Barb thought for a moment, visions of instruments dancing in her head. She wanted to paint exactly what she saw in her head. “I have some ideas but I’m not sure I can do them.”




  “What are they?”




  “A guitar with notes coming down; that’s what I thought of first. Then, I guess, some of the cheerleaders will be dancing, so I could put a dancer in the center with Maple High in big letters right above her head.”




  “That’s the bee’s knees!” the teacher praised. “That sounds perfect. Anything else?”




  “Someone is bound to do a magic trick, so I could put a wand pointing at a big trumpet with a bunny coming out!”




  “Interesting.”




  “You don’t like that last idea.” Barb suddenly worried she wouldn’t be able to do it if her teacher didn’t approve.




  “On my back porch I have every supply you can think of. Come to my house on Saturdays and I’ll oversee the backdrop. Does that sound good to you?”




  “You won’t paint on it though, right?” Barb questioned. “I want to be the only artist, not like with the school plays. It will be mine?”




  “Absolutely, we just can’t have anything too bazaar or Mr. Renolds won’t let you put it behind the talent show participants. What do you say?”




  “Hot dog!” Barb couldn’t stop herself. She stood, rushed over to the desk and gave Mrs. Kays a big embrace. When she pulled away, she noticed there were tears in her teacher’s eyes. “Did I say something to upset you?”




  “No.” Mrs. Kays wiped her eyes. “I just love to see this kind of enthusiasm in my students. You have a very unique style and I think with enough concentration you could become one of the greatest artists of our day.”




  Barb gazed up at her, bewildered.




  “I mean it, Dear. I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t think you would do an incredible piece. This is an opportunity to be a real high pillow. Every person in this town will be coming to this shindig. Your name will be behind every student and if this backdrop really stands out, it could be the beginning of a career for you. Even if you don’t start on portraits right away, you could do advertisement signs for the shops. This could turn out to be a beginning. Please don’t take this lightly. I want what’s best for you.




  “You’re my favorite teacher.”




  “That’s only because I teach the subject you love most. You’re no flub the dub.” Mrs. Kays wiped her eyes again. “I know you will put every effort into this and I just want you to realize how important a project this is.”




  “I won’t let you down.”




  “I know.” Mrs. Kays suddenly grinned. “Every time I see one of your paintings, I get goose bumps.”




  “They’re that bad?”




  Mrs. Kays rose and opened her top desk drawer. She pulled out a pile of paintings done on newspaper. On top was a picture of Teeth, Barb’s dog. The dog’s tongue was hanging to the side and his fur was dirty on one side of the face. “You see how you painted him with soot on his cheek and the tongue too far right.”




  “I didn’t do good?”




  “No, you painted him divine. All the other students painted their dogs to look like showcase animals, but not you. You paint what you see. You captured this dog’s spirit. It makes the person looking at it wonder how that dog got so dirty.”




  “From my pond—he chases the ducks around it and never catches them. He lands on his head, and then he gets so tired, he pants. His tongue drools, but I didn’t put that in.”




  “You put in enough.” Mrs. Kays took her by the wrists. “You painted the perfect picture; you captured the life of this dog. I imagine him to be a happy dog and one that is so loved. I got that from your painting. You have something special in these hands; now is your chance to show this town.”




  “I won’t let you down.”




  “You haven’t yet.” Mrs. Kays released her grasp and said, “Now go ask your father if it is okay. He’s welcome to come along on Saturdays with you and your mother too. We can have sandwiches and hokey-pokey candy while you paint.”




  “Okay, but he’s a real crab patch.”




  Chapter 5




  Barbara was nervous as she knocked on the door. When Mrs. Kays answered, she put on a smile, trying to veil her trembling emotions. With a few days to think about it, Barb finally realized just how important this painting would be.




  “Hi, Barb, come on in.” Mrs. Kays smiled.




  She noticed how her teacher’s hair was down, covered by a white babushka, not in her usual styled bun. How long Mrs. Kays’ hair was! Instead of a fancy dress, she was in a swing skirt and blouse that wasn’t tucked in.




  “Please excuse my attire. I am not a glamour puss at home.”




  “I just put it on.” Barb pointed to her cotton top. “It was in my junk drawer at home so if I spill paint on it, it doesn’t matter.”




  “Good.” Mrs. Kays led her inside.




  The moment Barb came into the living room, she gasped. Painting after painting lined the room, more hung down the hallway and back into what appeared to be a very large kitchen. To the right was a doorway, which Barb guessed was either a bedroom or a bathroom.




  Her eyes trailed up and down the walls; she wanted to spy every canvas, every awesome work of art. A few were portraits. One, of an older woman wearing a black dress with a white collar, was especially fine.




  “That’s my grandmother,” Mrs. Kays said. “She didn’t like sitting for that.”




  “She didn’t?”




  “I don’t mean to be a scuttlebutt about my family. Over time you’ll learn everyone would love to be in a painting, but no one wants to put in the effort to sit, sometimes for twelve to twenty-four hours, while it is being done.”




  “Why don’t you just use photos?”




  “That’s too modern.” Mrs. Kays smiled.




  “It gripes your cookies?”




  “It’s better to see the person. That way you know exactly the way the light shimmers off their features.”




  Barb examined more paintings but quickly felt a hand on her shoulder. It was tugging her down the hallway. Although she wanted to stay and look over every piece of art, she knew she wouldn’t be painting inside the house.




  “I’ve set up a large picnic table. There will be four panels to the backdrop, so decide what you want featured on each.”
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