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For my husband: his continued support
makes all the words possible.
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The bustle of New York caught Lynne by
surprise, but Eric embraced the crowds and noise, perhaps a
reminder of his urban childhood. Now that his foot no longer
hindered him, Eric loved walking the streets, keeping his wife
close at his side. They were tourists, also anonymous, although
Stanford said after opening night, Eric Snyder would be a
well-known name within a wide circle. Eric understood Stanford’s
warning, for that’s what it was, the Snyders’ quiet life about to
be up-ended. Eric was ready, also grateful for tall walls
surrounding their property back home.

The couple enjoyed privacy at the
hotel, but the night before the show they ate supper with Stanford
and Lawrence at Stanford’s Manhattan apartment. Eric had stayed
here years before, but this time he could afford a place for
himself and Lynne, as well as not displacing Lawrence from his
residence. Eric held an assumption about the nature of Stanford and
Lawrence’s relationship and he wondered if perhaps Lynne did too.
He had wanted to ask her, but no time had seemed appropriate. As
Stanford and Lawrence shared jovial banter, Eric felt
uncomfortable; it was insinuated that Lawrence lived in a different
Manhattan apartment, but he had wanted to again see Stanford’s
favorite client. And, Lawrence teased, he’d also wondered if Lynne
had somehow brought along a boysenberry pie.

Lawrence said that in a whisper, after
Agatha Morris had left the room. She was Stanford’s cook, also his
sole domestic help, which Eric took as another sign toward the two
art dealers’ relationship, the men wishing to keep their love as
concealed as possible. Eric didn’t miss that aspect, which was
conveyed by Stanford’s happy, albeit slightly weary tone and the
way Lawrence’s eyes sparkled. Eric wondered which couple was hiding
a bigger falsehood, then he smiled as Lynne joked she had
considered bringing a pie, but decided against it, assuring
Lawrence’s presence the next time Stanford visited the
countryside.

“Of course, you’ll need to wait till
mid-summer. The house won’t be in any shape for guests till then.”
Lynne smiled, then sipped her wine. Then she squeezed Eric’s hand.
“And by then we’ll have more than one guest room available, unless
Eric goes on another painting spree.”

Stanford gazed at Eric, then smiled
widely. “That’s what I want to hear.”

Eric nodded, noticing how Stanford then
nearly blushed. Eric chuckled, draping his napkin over his empty
plate. “I think you’ll need to reserve a large space for the autumn
show. I really have been busy.”

“Trying to make hay while that sun
shines,” Lawrence grinned. “I don’t like to travel, but for a piece
of Lynne’s pie, I’d go to Bombay. And for those pork chops too,” he
added.

“I’ll be sure to tell Sam. He loves to
feed a crowd.” Lynne placed her napkin over her plate, then leaned
against Eric, who deftly put his arm around her. Then she yawned
and he wondered if it was authentic. She had to know the truth
about Stanford and Lawrence; it was too obvious to miss.

Eric would love to incorporate these
men into a painting, but doubted he would ever get the chance. It
might be as remote as painting Sam’s portrait, although Renee had
agreed to pose while contractors were busy. Eric had accepted Sam’s
dare about capturing Renee’s eyes, but he more ached to include
Sam. Perhaps some ideas were best left to an artist’s imagination.
Then Eric chuckled as Lynne squeezed his knee. She yawned again and
that time he knew she was faking. Yet dessert waited and Eric hoped
Lawrence wouldn’t try to leave first. Eric wanted to make their
departure long before Stanford and Lawrence had to excuse the
latter’s presence.

“Shall I ask Agatha to bring out
dessert?” Stanford glanced toward the kitchen door.

“Oh please,” Lynne smiled. “Then Eric
and I will be on our way. I’ve loved seeing the sights, but
tomorrow will be busy and….”

Agatha stepped through, gazing at
Stanford. She didn’t speak, merely raising her eyebrows. Stanford
smiled and within minutes chocolate cake was served, custard on the
side. The foursome shared hushed giggles once Agatha was gone, but
the custard was very good, and the sweets quickly
disappeared.

Declining decaf coffee, Eric thanked
Stanford for the hospitality, and Lawrence for joining them.
Lawrence remarked he would see them at the show tomorrow night,
then all stood as Stanford retrieved Eric and Lynne’s coats. Spring
was flirting with the city, he said, but it was better to be well
wrapped than not. Lynne agreed, warmly shaking Stanford’s hand. But
Lawrence demanded a hug and while Eric and his dealer exchanged
strong grips, Lynne and Lawrence shared an embrace. Lynne laughed
at his whisper in her ear, saying she would do her best, then the
couple said their goodbyes. Eric walked Lynne to the elevator,
learning that Lawrence promised to see them in summer, with or
without Eric’s dealer.

Eric smiled, but said nothing in front
of the elevator operator, or in the cab. Once in their hotel room,
Eric made small talk about the meal and Lynne reciprocated, but her
tone was stilted. They undressed, got into bed, snuggling close.
Then Eric kissed her forehead. “Honey, did you notice….”

She nodded, then moved away,
staring at him. “Last fall when I showed Stanford the paintings of
me, he slipped and called Lawrence Laurie. He kept on talking, but I
could tell something had changed. And tonight, well….”

Eric stroked her face. “When I came
here the first time, I could tell then. I felt badly Lawrence
didn’t stay at the apartment. That’s why I deliberately didn’t
extend the evening. And you seemed to….” He smiled. “Yawn at all
the right times.”

She sighed. “I don’t know which of us
has the bigger secret.” Then she rolled her eyes. “Well, we do, but
not by much.”

“They’re more accepted here with what
they do, but you’re right, I mean, they can live together in New
York. But probably nowhere else except for some of Europe’s biggest
cities.”

Lynne nodded, then again cuddled
against Eric. “Maybe if they come in summer, perhaps they
would….”

“They won’t. Stanford wouldn’t allow
it.”

“Laurie wouldn’t mind,” Lynne
giggled.

Eric laughed quietly. “No, probably
not. He looks more like Laurie than Lawrence, that’s too
formal.”

“They complement each other so well.”
Lynne nibbled on Eric’s chest. “It’s unfortunate they have to live
so….”

“Like we do, at times. Or maybe it’s
not the same at all.”

“Maybe. Stanford was staring at you, at
your face. I wonder if he thinks your eyes are still
odd.”

“I don’t know. I did catch Laurie
gazing at my feet.”

“You better watch yourself,” she
smiled. “You call him Laurie in front of Stanford and….”

“Maybe one of us will have to ’fess
up.”

“Oh goodness,” Lynne said. “I don’t
know which situation would be harder to admit.”

“Neither do I,” Eric smiled. Then he
stroked his wife’s hair, which seemed to be growing out rapidly. As
he did so, Lynne pressed against him, and within moments love was
being made, that other couple forgotten.

 


In the morning, Eric and Lynne ate
breakfast in the hotel restaurant. They weren’t disturbed until a
delivery man approached with a large bouquet. He presented it to
Lynne on behalf of Lawrence Abrams. Eric didn’t have his wallet,
but the man smiled, noting a tip had already been arranged. Several
diners gazed at the couple, who hurriedly finished their meals,
taking the flowers to their room. Within moments a maid knocked,
carrying a vase, and Lynne watched as the bouquet was artfully
arranged. She wanted to call Stanford, to thank Lawrence, but that
would appear too forward. “I’ll thank him this evening,” she said,
her voice quaking. Then she wept briefly, embraced by her
husband.

They spent that day in their room,
making love when Eric wasn’t on the phone with Stanford. He didn’t
mention the flowers, but Lynne told Renee all about it when Renee
called to wish them well. Eric and Lynne were having supper with
Stanford and his father, the elder Taylor eager to meet the artist.
Years before Eric hadn’t been introduced to Michael Taylor, but now
Eric’s talent was deserving, and Michael wished his own father was
alive to meet such an esteemed painter.

During the meal, Lynne said little, but
she noticed how father and son shared several traits. Their formal
bearings were identical and Lynne smiled inwardly as she and Eric
learned that Michael hadn’t necessarily wanted Stanford to follow
in his footsteps, but perhaps it had been inevitable as the family
was steeped in New York’s art world. Yet Lynne felt a small ache in
that Stanford would be the last Taylor so occupied. His younger
sisters weren’t inclined toward the family business and Michael
said that his father, for who he’d been named, would have wished
for the legacy to have continued. Stanford mentioned a nephew as a
possible candidate, but Michael noted that boy was destined for
medical school, taking after his father’s side of the family.
Nieces weren’t broached as though this occupation was only for men,
yet Lynne wasn’t offended. Art was a man’s world and a woman’s
place was to act as a muse.

Stanford didn’t represent any female
painters and that didn’t surprise Lynne either. He was cordial to
her, but he obviously preferred the company of his own gender,
regardless of the situation. Many of the doctors with whom she used
to work were the same and Lynne didn’t try to break into the
conversation. She was happy to sit near her husband, occasionally
receiving his warm squeezes on her knee. A few times he inched his
hand up her dress and she had to fight breaking into giggles. Then
their eyes would meet and she had to blink away tears. No matter
what was being said, she was Eric’s focus.

After supper, the foursome took a limo
to the gallery. Lynne had never ridden in such a sumptuous vehicle,
but the trip was short, and soon she was being escorted from the
sedan to where a large crowd had gathered. Lynne hadn’t realized
the significance of this night until she encountered popping
flashbulbs and reporters’ questions. Stanford guided the couple
inside, his father right behind them. Michael said his wife
Constance might join them later, once the flurry had subsided.
Lynne would appreciate another woman’s company, although Eric had
told her he didn’t want her leaving his side.

She didn’t want to be anywhere else
that evening, unless Lawrence Abrams requested her attention. She
was content to flank Eric, Stanford on his other side, and once
they entered the gallery, Eric wrapped his arm around her waist.
They were offered a drink, but Eric declined on their behalf, which
suited Lynne. They would enjoy champagne later, after Stanford made
his remarks to the audience. She wanted a clear head to absorb what
would usher in a new life for Eric, and for her. His previous
showing had introduced a maturing artist. These paintings would
confirm that statement, also laying a deeper foundation. And in
autumn…. Then Lynne shivered. What kind of reaction would erupt
from the work Eric was currently producing, or the pictures he
ached to begin?

He had mentioned that right before they
left home as though preparing her. Lynne gazed at mounted canvases,
the landscapes first, and she smiled. These were nothing like what
waited at their house.

Yet, they were stunning, for the hues
and what was depicted. She stared at the horses, which was her
favorite, then she recalled that conversation, over a year ago,
with Sam about his ideas of what filled the blue barn. Lynne would
never forget how innocuously Sam described those beasts, then his
shock and subsequent embarrassment. Then how he had departed,
abruptly and with some anger. Now that seemed like a lifetime ago
and these paintings were the same, heralding a similar virtue, but
with much lingering under the surface.

Eric and Michael wandered through the
maze while Lynne was happy to remain alone as she reached the next
part of the exhibit, her hobbies on show. She considered how
nervous she had been, yet relieved for Eric’s presence after a
long, miserable winter. Then she shook her head; that had been
merely a taste of what autumn was to bring. She walked past those
canvases, enjoying the warm camaraderie evoked by the Ahern and
Nolan clans. Those family portraits acted as a transition to the
last series, which was of the artist’s wife amid her passions, or
those that didn’t concern her husband. Lynne wore a seductive
smile. At the time these were painted she wasn’t at all comfortable
as a model and her poses, while welcoming, didn’t hide her anxiety.
Yet, Eric had turned those fears into a formidable beauty; in a
matter of weeks, he would be gone, they had both known it. These
pastimes had shielded her until Eric’s agonizing return.

Gentle murmurs wafted through the hall,
but Lynne only noticed the pounding of her heart. She didn’t mind
these canvases being sold as she had no desire to see them again.
The man who had created them might not be at her side, but soon
Eric would stand next to her, and later that night they would revel
in all this evening had wrought, as well as feting their devotion
to one another. Lynne didn’t assume their love was any more
outstanding than Stanford and Laurie’s, but it was singular in the
obstacles they had overcome. She sighed, then smiled. The art
dealers might be homosexuals, but she highly doubted either turned
into a hawk.

The last painting was of her seated at
the patio table, blue yarn piled in a heap. Now Lynne wished she
had met Eric’s gaze, but perhaps this was the best way to conclude
this chapter of his career, for there was a buzz in the air, even
if the hall was still quiet. The paintings spoke loudly, warning of
the demarcation displayed throughout the gallery. Eric Snyder
wasn’t merely another emerging artist; in these canvases he had
arrived and woe to those who didn’t acknowledge his greatness.
Lynne knew not everyone would be so inclined to believe, but in
another six months, no one could say they hadn’t been warned. The
blue barn might linger in a few minds, but what Eric had fashioned
in the last several weeks would shove that painting off the map.
And, Lynne sighed, then smiled, if she acquiesced to his request,
all hell would break loose.

Footsteps approached and she turned
around, finding Eric with Lawrence, the Taylors right behind them.
Lynne met them, going into Lawrence’s waiting embrace. He kissed
her cheek, then handed her to Eric, who did the same. Lawrence
began speaking, but all Lynne heard was his gushing tone, Stanford
and Michael’s alongside. She closed her eyes, relieved to be in
Eric’s loving grip, ready for however their lives would change. And
this time, Eric wouldn’t be going anywhere.

 


Lynne enjoyed two glasses of champagne
as the compliments flowed. Eric was the toast of New York and by
evening’s end, all available canvases had been sold. In snatched
moments of conversation, Stanford noted several distinguished
families wished for Eric’s time, but not enough money existed to
tear Lynne’s husband from what he next wanted to paint. All she had
to do was give the word, but Eric wouldn’t badger her. Yet after
all he had produced of her recently, the next step was clear. The
artist’s wife was a huge hit that night, both in person and on
canvas, and Lynne wondered what percentage of those well-wishers
assumed she was already striking other poses for her
husband.

If she did agree to Eric’s request,
Lynne wouldn’t accompany him to the next exhibit. She might travel
to New York, but would spend her time at the hotel, or maybe at
Stanford and Laurie’s apartment. That evening, when Eric had been
detained, Lawrence Abrams stood at Lynne’s side, and she learned
many tidbits about his life, and a few juicy morsels of those who
encircled the artist, his dealer, and Michael Taylor. But Lawrence
never betrayed his connection to Stanford and Lynne didn’t reveal
her suppositions, although as the crowds thinned and Eric rejoined
his wife, Lynne was even more certain as to the nature of Stanford
and Laurie’s relationship. It wasn’t hard to think of Laurie with
that pet name, for it suited him better than the staid Lawrence;
Lynne couldn’t get Stanford’s slip from her mind every time she saw
the men chatting together. They never stood alone as a couple,
always flanked by other dealers or collectors. Sometimes Michael
admonished his son and…. Lynne had to look away, for Michael Taylor
treated Lawrence Abrams with the same fatherly concern, bordering
on tenderness, as he did Stanford.

Lynne hadn’t minded that Michael’s wife
Constance hadn’t attended. She suffered from migraines and one had
set in late that afternoon. Neither her husband nor her son had
seemed troubled and Lynne hadn’t asked more than questions any
nurse would pose. She had been standing beside Laurie at the time
and hadn’t discerned any anxiety from him. Later Lynne mentioned
she hoped Mrs. Taylor would be feeling better in the morning and
Michael assured her she would improve. And that he hoped the women
could meet in October when Eric’s next exhibit was
planned.

Eric had rescued Lynne, mentioning that
autumn was a busy time for the boysenberry harvest, which wasn’t
quite the truth, but it sufficed for Michael, who had heard of
Lynne’s famous pie. Then they walked to where on canvas she tended
those vines, displayed in vibrant colors, although her back was to
the audience. Lynne blushed, but it wasn’t due to Michael’s praise
for either her pie or Eric’s talent. The next showing would focus
upon her, but not in such mundane settings. Perhaps she would stay
home, making it easier on everyone.

Or maybe she would be the
only one so affected. Social mores were changing and New York
wasn’t a provincial township where she was already the grist for
gossips. Imagine their wagging tongues if she posed for Eric as he
wished, which wasn’t any differently than how she had posed for him
since his return. But Lynne wouldn’t appear as fields or forests or
even an ocean. His most recent painting depicted her as a vibrant
coral reef, which had pleased her immensely. There seemed no end to
his vast imagination, but now he was ready to return to a more
acceptable manner of illustrating the human body, her body. All she
had to do was say yes.

To the happy sounds of an artist and
his dealer, Lynne drifted from her husband’s side. She meandered
through the gallery, stopping momentarily at the fire which still
radiated heat as she admired it. Lynne might never see these
pictures again, but she possessed clear memories of when each had
been painted. She moved on, finally pausing at the first Ahern
canvas of Fran, Sally, and tiny Helene in Sam and Renee’s kitchen.
Lynne studied how adult Sally looked, how weary Fran seemed, and
the angelic baby in Fran’s arms. Eric had created this painting
from a mere sketch, but it had ushered in a series of its own, many
of which were displayed nearby.

Lynne hadn’t witnessed more than the
paintings taking shape, but now she shuddered at how many
personalities Eric had depicted. She was surrounded by Sam and
Renee’s siblings and their many children, making Lynne ache for the
exclusion of the couple who had brought these people into Eric’s
realm. Eric needed to paint Sam and Renee before he started
painting Lynne again.

“Honey? Lynne, where are
you?”

“Over here,” she called. Then she
smiled. “I’m at Ahern central.”

Eric chuckled, approaching her. He
pulled her close and she collapsed against him. “You ready to
go?”

“I was ready ages ago.” She smiled, but
fatigue edged her voice. “I think this might be my last
show.”

He kissed her head, then laughed
quietly. “If that means what I think it does,
excellent.”

She huffed, tapping his arm. “All it
means is I’m not made for the New York nightlife.” Then she
giggled. “Although that was very nice champagne.”

“Yes it was. Expect more of that Mrs.
Snyder.”

She moved away, staring at him. “And
what does that mean?”

He caressed her face. “If you want, I
can hire professional gardeners this summer, let them clean up the
contractor’s mess. You won’t believe it when I tell you the
prices….”

She shook her head. “That’s between you
and Stanford.”

Eric nodded, but his smile teased. “All
right, but we are celebrating when we get home.” Then he lowered
his voice. “And after autumn, oh honey.”

She stroked his face, then traced his
eyes. Were they different? Not to her, nor would their lives be
changed by his talent. “Take me to the hotel. We can start
celebrating there.”

“That’s a fabulous idea.” He brought
her against him, then kissed her passionately. They only parted
when Stanford could be detected, both by his step and a sharp
cough.

“I don’t mean to intrude, but if you
want to continue the party, there are several places I can
recommend.” Stanford’s tone was light, then he chuckled.
“Otherwise, the limo’s waiting.”

“Let’s go,” Lynne smiled. “I’m about to
fall over.”

Eric gripped her, then nodded to
Stanford. “Lead the way, my friend.”

Stanford made a small flourish. “After
you Eric, and your lovely wife. You both are the stars of the
evening and for the next several. Though it will be a sad patron of
the arts if they were hoping to buy a canvas past opening
night.”

Lynne leaned against her husband, who
took slow steps. “Did they actually all sell tonight?”

“They did,” Eric said. “And several
would’ve bought the Ahern and Nolan portraits if they
could’ve.”

“Not enough Snyder canvases to go
round, though some were assuaged that in October more would be
available,” Stanford smiled.

Lynne nodded as they reached where
Lawrence and Michael stood, near the painting of the horses. That
canvas had been the desire of many collectors, Stanford said, as a
doorman stepped their way. Lawrence held Lynne’s coat and he helped
her into it. Eric thanked Lawrence, who smiled graciously. Then
Lawrence turned to Michael, asking if he was ready to
leave.

They followed the doorman, but Lynne
took one more glance at the horses. Who bought it, she wondered,
and would she ever see it again? She didn’t care about the money,
somehow that aspect of Eric’s career never intruded, maybe because
in the past she had been working. But now people were fighting over
his paintings. She grinned, then closed her eyes. “Take me home,”
she mumbled to Eric.

“My pleasure.” He led her into a cool
New York night and Lynne opened her eyes. The city pulsed around
her in lights, traffic, and voices, but she longed for the quiet
comfort of their home as if she was one of those horses, happy in
the meadow. Eric helped her into the limousine, then got in beside
her. She nestled against him, sensing the rush of his heartbeat.
Some of that was from the show. Most of it, she nodded inwardly,
was for her within his arms.

Stanford sat across between Lawrence
and Michael. Yet they were stilled, probably from their own
musings, she assumed. Then Lynne was overwhelmed by the realization
of where she sat, in a black sedan in the most notable city in the
world. Her husband had been the center of that evening’s activities
and Eric Snyder’s art would be the buzz for weeks to come. Yet he
was the same man she had waked to that morning and with whom she
would sleep that night. All he wanted was to be with her, in that
bed, then at home in their own space. And he wanted to make one
other place that venerated….

“Yes,” she murmured so only Eric would
hear her.

“Yes?” he repeated.

She nodded, then snuggled against
him.

He stroked her hair, then chuckled
softly. Lynne didn’t see the way Stanford gazed at them, or
Laurie’s affectionate smile, or how Michael gripped his son’s hand.
All she knew was her husband’s love wrapped tightly around her. He
had painted her tenderly before and she trusted him implicitly.
However Eric next translated his adoration would be just as
beautiful as that coral reef, the field of wildflowers, and as….
Lynne fought, but lost a battle, as her tears erupted, thinking
about that mare and her colt, a stallion right behind
them.


Chapter 28

 


 


 


Accolades followed Eric and Lynne from
New York to their small town; the local paper published an article
about the artist, but Eric refrained from allowing them to
photograph him at work. Eric had claimed that with contractors
tearing up the house, it wasn’t safe for outsiders, but he
permitted a shot of him standing beside the barn painting, taken at
the Aherns’ home. After the piece was printed, Eric was besieged by
townspeople begging him to paint their families’ portraits. Lynne
ran interference and the builders assisted, too noisy for Mrs.
Snyder to speak on the telephone. Eric would wait until the
renovations were finished before he began painting at the house,
which had been fine with his wife. Plus, there was another subject
Eric wished to capture.

Renee had been surprised by
Eric’s request and had nearly said no once Sam made it clear he did not
want it to be a portrait of them together. But Sam had urged his
wife to sit for Eric, all joking that her eyes would be the chief
test of his abilities. Renee agreed, only if at first Lynne would
join her, both women dressed in their uniforms. Lynne didn’t mind
and on Renee’s free days they posed in the Aherns’ backyard as Eric
worked with his usual speed. Sam observed and was shocked at how
quickly Eric could produce a completed canvas, and how
realistically he conveyed two women with remarkable physical
contrasts. Yet they seemed similar to Sam, although Renee’s eyes
were nothing like Lynne’s. Renee’s eyes were depicted as Sam had
always seen them, the most alluring part of her entire presence.
From the moment they had met, Sam had never forgotten her stoplight
eyes.

In the painting, Renee’s hair was
collected under her cap, and one might not realize she was a
redhead until they studied her eyebrows and lashes. Eric had
perfectly matched the hue and Sam tried to discern exactly what
kind of vision Eric possessed, as well as probing his wife’s eyes
from a different perspective. When Sam peered into Renee’s gaze, he
found love, acceptance, and great need. When Sam studied Eric’s
interpretation, those moods were joined by thankfulness,
faithfulness, and hope. Then Sam had to look away, for he couldn’t
ignore the reason for her optimism. It had nothing to do with him
being miraculously healed. It had to do with that blue
barn.

That barn was Sam and Renee’s home. She
wanted to fill that structure, but of course they couldn’t. Still
she prayed about it, couldn’t move much past it. Yet until now, Sam
hadn’t realized the depth of her wishes, and they weren’t futile.
Was she expecting a miracle, he wondered. Then he smiled inwardly.
Eric was living proof of the oddest phenomenon and between that and
their faith, who knew what could happen?

As that painting took shape, Sam spent
his days at the VA hospital, or in the kitchen, ministering to
Eric, who altered as he painted. He ate little, then would gorge
himself. When not posing, Lynne had taken the task of conferring
with the contractors, which Sam thought was brave of her, but
perhaps Eric’s notoriety now permitted the artist’s wife was better
to approach about such matters. When Renee returned to work, Eric
and Lynne remained at their own house, and Sam wondered if Eric
then conferred with the workers, and what was Lynne doing during
that time. By mid-May, Eric returned to the Aherns’, painting only
Renee, who posed in casual clothes, her hair draped over her
shoulders. This time Sam didn’t witness the proceedings. He wasn’t
sure how much more of his wife he wanted to know.

Sam wished Eric would go home and paint
Lynne. Then Sam chuckled, for painting Lynne was probably set to
change, revealing far more of Eric’s wife than Sam had ever seen.
Renee had mentioned it late at night after prayers were said and
cuddles exchanged. When the Snyder house was finished, Lynne was
going to pose for her husband, and it probably wasn’t going to be a
continuation of the previous series. Then Renee adamantly noted
Eric hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort to her, although her
voice was slightly wistful, making Sam laugh out loud. Eric was a
gentleman, but perhaps every woman ached for a genius to paint them
nude.

Renee posed for Eric throughout the
rest of May, but Sam rebuffed his wife’s request to join her. Eric
never asked, not since Sam had refused before the exhibit. Yet Sam
wasn’t sure if Eric had put the notion from his mind. While
obsessed with canvas, Eric possessed another distinct personality,
somewhere between a man and a bird of prey. When a brush and
palette were involved, Eric Snyder couldn’t halt instinctive
actions that weren’t brutal, but certainly evoked a survival
disposition. Those sentiments had kept Sam alive in Korea, although
until then he had never realized they dwelled within
him.

Was that why he didn’t want to pose, he
mused, hearing his wife and Eric’s backyard chatter through the
open kitchen window. Sam now remained in the house when Renee posed
for Eric, but he couldn’t escape the consequences of their
activities. Whether he was cooking, cleaning, or just relaxing on
the sofa, Sam felt a creeping invasion of his privacy. It hadn’t
stirred any nightmares, but it was perplexing. It also kept him
from delving too deeply into Renee’s thoughts, although when he
stared at the blue barn, he had to shake himself. He had put them
inside it, but what did she think inhabited it now?

Initially she had mentioned chickens,
he recalled with a smile, but then she always felt badly about
that. Pigs too, if he remembered correctly, but not huge beasts.
While Sam now understood his reflections, originally he hadn’t
analyzed those horses’ representations until Lynne had asked him,
and then Sam had felt utterly ridiculous. He walked from the
kitchen into the bedroom, watching Eric and Renee studying the
painting. Their laughter was gentle but genuine and Sam wanted to
join them, but he hesitated. What might Eric have learned about
Renee, and of that, what had he translated onto canvas?

Renee caught Sam’s gaze, then motioned
for him. He nodded, then returned to the kitchen, going out the
back door. Birds chirped and a soft spring breeze warmed his face.
He inhaled oil paints as he reached Eric’s easel, the artist and
model flanking it. Sam stepped between them, facing the painting
straight on. Yet he stared past it, unable to focus on the
image.

“Well, I think this’s it for the day.
Light’s starting to fade. Besides, I bet Lynne’s ready for me to
come home.” Eric’s tone was light, but he didn’t pat Sam on the
back as he sometimes did. “I’ll just put this in the house, will
probably finish it tomorrow. Sam, you give me a hand?”

“Honey, whatdya think?” Renee
asked.

Sam still couldn’t concentrate on the
painting, but he nodded as if doing so. “It’s great. God Eric, I
just don’t know how you do it.”

“Neither do I.” Eric smiled, taking the
painting from the easel. “Sam, you get the rest?”

“Oh sure.” Sam toted the easel,
following Renee and Eric around the side of the house. Renee opened
the door, then the men stepped inside, going to the back bedroom
where Eric stored his equipment. The floor was protected by old
sheets and Sam placed the easel in the center of the room. Eric
carefully set the painting on the easel, but didn’t study the
piece. Neither did Sam. Instead he gazed at Eric’s healed left
foot, then at Eric’s eyes. No visible trace of hawk remained, but
Eric didn’t see like the rest of them. Sam shivered, but Eric
missed that, already heading through the doorway.

 


During the first two weeks of June,
Eric didn’t paint at all as the final touches were made to the
Snyder home. Eric had tweaked the designs, having showers installed
in the master and guest bathrooms. Lynne had enjoyed that feature
at the hotel and it hadn’t taken much extra effort for the
contractors, what with everything else that had been planned. Eric
had informed Stanford that the October show would be of Lynne, also
of Renee Ahern, although the women would be displayed in very
different mediums. The only canvas Eric was excluding was that of
them in their nurses’ uniforms; Renee didn’t want her profession as
a part of the exhibit. The paintings of Renee weren’t going to be
sold, only displayed, but all of Eric’s interpretations of Lynne
would be available, and Stanford expected them to fetch high
prices. He still fielded calls from those requesting Eric’s time,
but as the last of the building materials were removed, Eric told
his dealer he had another series to start. Stanford didn’t ask for
details and Eric didn’t offer any. The men arranged a weekend in
late August for both Stanford and Lawrence to visit, when Eric
would show them what he wanted exhibited in autumn.

All the paintings would be seen
unvarnished. Eric would attend to that task in due time, and those
who bought the pictures of Lynne would acquiesce to whatever the
artist required. Renee’s portraits would be given to members of her
family for Christmas, she had laughed, saving her the shopping.
Eric was keeping the nurses’ portrait, as he thought of it, for
himself. But he had told Sam that whenever he wanted it, Eric would
gladly loan it out. They could start their own gallery, Sam had
joked, but Eric had heard an underlying tension in Sam’s voice. It
wasn’t about Renee as a model, but a subject Eric still hoped one
day to unravel.

Gardeners were set to spend next week
tending to the backyard while Lynne and Eric tidied their new home.
The house felt differently to Eric, and Lynne agreed. Part of it
was due to the expansive brightness that lit the living room, next
to the new sunroom. The upstairs was spacious too, although the
storage room would still be stacked with paintings, as would
Lynne’s craft room. But two other bedrooms now waited to be used,
one of which would be where Lawrence slept at the end of summer.
Eric didn’t expect the nature of Laurie and Stanford’s relationship
to be revealed, but he was curious which of those new rooms
Lawrence would choose. One was next to the guest room, the other
beside the master suite. Eric would let Lawrence decide, but that
was weeks away.

On Friday, June sixteenth, Eric walked
the head contractor to the front gate, shaking that man’s hand. The
final check had been written and both Mr. and Mrs. Snyder were
delighted with the results, Eric said in a cheery voice. The man
nodded, having gained an appreciation for this client since
beginning the renovations. He had been given a tour of Eric’s
studio, where all the artist’s canvases had been stored. The man
had no idea those fantastic landscapes were based upon the
painter’s spouse, but nightly he’d relayed to his wife how talented
was this Eric Snyder. And he’d assured her that no, there weren’t
any nudes among the canvases.

There hadn’t been a free moment for
Eric to paint Lynne in that manner, what with all the work
accomplished at the Aherns’. Those paintings had caught the
contractor’s attention too, but Eric hadn’t given away Renee’s
identity. The town was small, but not all paths crossed. Eric said
goodbye to the builder, not wondering if he would ever see him
again. All Eric considered, as he heard the man drive away, was
when Lynne would be ready to pose.

Slowly Eric walked to the house, which
now looked formidable. It wasn’t a mansion, but it had been
substantially altered, and he inspected the new exterior layout,
thrilled with the results. The gardeners would refashion the patio,
but it would now approach where the fountain bubbled. Behind the
sunroom, boysenberry vines needed attention; that year’s crop would
be smaller than last year, he accepted, but Lynne wouldn’t have as
much time to bake. Then Eric laughed, finding his wife standing
between the open French doors. She was much closer than before, for
now the living room stretched to where the original patio had
ended. Her smile was naughty and he stepped toward her. “We’re
finally alone,” he said.

“It’s about time. But next week this
place’ll be swarming with more hired hands. By the time Stanford
and Laurie get here, I hope we’ll have had a moment’s
peace.”

“Oh, I assure you, we’ll have enjoyed
plenty of privacy.” Eric stood beside her, stroking her face. Then
he wrapped her close, kissing her.

She moved away, giggling. “And in the
meantime, shall I make lunch?”

“If you’re hungry.”

“Aren’t you?” she asked. “We haven’t
eaten since breakfast. It’s after one, you know.”

“Hmmm, one you say.” He smiled, then
gazed at the studio. “The light looks perfect.”

Lynne rolled her eyes, then tapped her
foot. “He might come back. Maybe he forgot a hammer or
something.”

“He can get it Monday. We have two days
before anyone intrudes.”

Eric placed his hands on her hips,
grasping with intent. Lynne pressed against him, then more kisses
were shared. But these weren’t all about intimacy. This time Eric
backed away first, but he kept his hands upon her. “I love you.
There’s so much I wanna give you.”

She nodded, then cleared her throat.
“What about the sunroom? Is the light all right in
there?”

“Let’s investigate,” he
chuckled.

Hand in hand they walked into that new
room, the walls of which being solid glass until the last three
feet to the ground. Tiles lined the floor and it was empty except
for stray bits of dust. The windows sparkled, revealing tangled
berry vines to the right, the garden’s expanse to the left. The
fountain could be seen and the studio lingered in the distance.
Where the new patio would be built was to the far left and French
doors led to that space. Those doors were closed now, but Eric
opened them, permitting a cooling breeze. “What do you think?” he
asked his wife.

“I think this’ll be a lovely place to
entertain if it’s raining.”

He laughed. “I can think of other
uses.”

“I’m sure you can.”

He smiled, then stood beside her. “You
know, I am hungry.” He wouldn’t pressure her, just as he wouldn’t
harass Samuel. “What’s in the fridge?”

Lynne didn’t answer him. Instead she
closed one of the French doors, standing in the open space. “Eric,
how will you do it?”

Her tone was soft and somewhat anxious.
He joined her, wrapping his arms around her torso. “As tenderly as
I make love to you. But only if you want me to honey. That’s
entirely up to you.”

She leaned against him, grasping his
hands at her waist. “Do you need this much light?”

“Not in the beginning.” Eric kissed the
back of her head, then nuzzled into her hair, which now was near
the middle of her back. “Why don’t we eat lunch first? No use
working on an empty stomach. Then we can….”

She giggled again as he pressed his
groin against her buttocks. “Maybe after supper? Or would that not
be enough light?”

“That might be perfect.” He smiled,
wanting a gentle introduction for this new venture, not caring if
it began in their house or within the studio. Right now no room
existed in the studio. He would carry the canvases back to where
they belonged while gardeners tackled the exterior, and while
Lynne…. While she percolated in his mind and pottered around their
renovated home. Then when the gardeners left for the day, Eric
could paint his wife’s portrait in the evenings, plenty of light
remaining. And once she was comfortable, they could move to the
studio where the sofa waited and all his supplies and no phone to
answer….

She turned to face him, then rubbed her
cheek against his. Another kiss was shared, which led to several
more, which in turn took the couple upstairs to their bedroom. By
the time they got around to eating lunch, it was more of an early
supper. And Lynne made sure both had eaten plenty, for as she
smiled, it was going to be a long evening.

 


She fell asleep before her husband that
night, but Eric was too wound up for slumber. He sat in the sunroom
well after dark, the doors ajar, the sounds of night soothing his
still whirring mind.

The painting rested on the easel, but
by Sunday night, it would be finished. How he knew that, he wasn’t
sure, but it had come together as succinctly as his previous works,
also with a newfound rhythm that accounted for some of Eric’s
edginess. His lingering energies were due to that on the canvas and
what remained within Eric’s brain.

Painting her in this manner had always
been his heart’s desire, but he hadn’t been prepared for the actual
process, which wasn’t like how he had depicted her months before.
Now those landscapes seemed like shrouds, which were safe to
display to others. Eric wasn’t sure if he would ever show this
series to anyone.

He might not even let Stanford have a
peek and certainly not Sam and Renee; while Eric hadn’t painted his
wife in a racy pose, he had injected her likeness with more desire
than originally intended. Perhaps after time the nudes wouldn’t be
so electric, or maybe Eric had no other way to paint his beloved
than with all his passion exemplified. He felt spent, but still
adrift, yet that was familiar; until a piece was finished, part of
his psyche was missing.

But another sensation hovered and he
couldn’t put his finger on it. Then he smiled, getting up and
closing the French doors. He locked them, then left the sunroom,
checking that the rest of the house was secure. The place seemed
huge, and a little eerie, as new walls and fixtures began to
settle. Yet in a matter of months this would again be like home,
perhaps after Stanford and Laurie visited or even the first time
Sam and Renee came for a meal. Eric wanted the backyard cleaned
first, then the Aherns could stop in. Maybe not on the Fourth of
July; Eric wished to spend that day with Lynne alone. But last
summer seemed far from Eric’s consciousness. All he knew now was
tremendous peace.

He took the stairs, hearing Lynne’s
steady breathing. After dinner, she had lain on a lounge chair,
hastily covered with some of the sheets she had bought when he came
home last year. Yet nothing was said about that time, which seemed
like another life as Eric made certain she was comfortable,
although she joked it wasn’t as nice as posing on the sofa. Within
minutes Lynne was relaxed and once that occurred, Eric began
layering paint on the canvas, glad for their previous sessions,
which had set the tone. Lynne expressed no fear, radiating a warm,
inviting glow that fueled Eric, and only the darkening sky had
ceased his activities.

Then he’d knelt beside her, stroking
her body with his hands, placing hues against her skin. But those
colors seemed as natural as the flesh that protected her muscles,
organs, and bones, which he was bringing to life on the canvas
behind him. She didn’t ask to see it, but groaned under his touch,
and within minutes he was satisfying both of their desires. They
lay there until night enveloped the sky and Eric wasn’t sure how
many times they had repeated those loving actions. He had walked
her up the stairs, quiet giggles sufficing for sentiments that were
best conveyed by what they had done, and what he was painting.
Perhaps no one needed to witness that level of emotion. Maybe it
was only for them.

As Eric undressed, Lynne remained
stilled, but she faced his side of the bed. Good thing they had
plenty of sheets, he smiled, getting in next to her. An artist’s
life wasn’t exactly tidy, but it was tiring. Eric closed his eyes
while a wave of sleep seeped from Lynne’s warm body. As slumber
approached, Eric’s last thought was to her wide smile, which hadn’t
changed from the moment he picked up the brush, to when he had set
it down. It was finally their time, he thought, where nothing
intruded.


Chapter 29

 


 


 


As Lynne rolled out a pie crust, Eric
hummed in the sunroom. He was finishing another painting of her and
his tune was merry, which made her smile. In the week since he had
started this new series, Lynne had realized notions about being an
artist’s model that hadn’t been prevalent earlier in the year. Now
she didn’t wonder how Eric was depicting her, nor did she feel any
trepidation. And as soon as the gardeners left that day, Lynne
would appease Eric’s final wish, the studio cleared out, waiting
for them.

In the meantime, there was
pie to make, but Lynne was distracted by the new expanse of her
kitchen and Eric’s cheerful melody. He had altered too, but not in
a painful manner, and perhaps only she would be aware of the
change. Part of it was in how he painted, more slowly than before,
or maybe that was due to how often he set down his brush, wishing
to make love to her. He had bought an air mattress during the week,
allegedly for a future camping trip. Instead they used it in the
sunroom after he had put down his tools, helping her from the
chaise lounge, then easing her onto the inflatable bed. It was too
low to the ground for her to pose on, but perfect to explore other
passions, and Eric had laughed, that it would stay in the sunroom
until visitors arrived. Sam and Renee hadn’t stopped by yet, at
Eric’s request. He wanted their home fully restored and he had
needed the uninterrupted time to paint. Lynne had enjoyed the
solitude while resettling their possessions, but now her eyes
wandered from her work as Eric’s hum wound into her brain. It led
her back over the last seven days that seemed to mark a new phase
in their marriage. She didn’t rue having waited so long to pose
that way for him, there hadn’t been time before. She smiled;
before was no longer the
bane of her existence. Everything that had occurred was for these
days and all those to come.

Eric stopped humming and Lynne returned
to the task at hand. She heard him step outside, then men’s voices
mingled. Eric came back in the house, quickly taking the stairs.
Lynne wondered if the gardeners were finished already; there had
been much to clear, plus the new patio to construct. She didn’t
mind that the garden had been reduced as she loved her spacious
kitchen, the downstairs bathroom, and the sunroom. Eric had
mentioned that maybe next year he would have some of the thicket
cleared if they felt the garden was too small; perhaps they could
plant more boysenberries, he had smiled. They spoke of these ideas
late at night in weary but grateful voices as slumber teased. Then
they woke in desperate need of the other, yet, Lynne felt no
anxiety that Eric would change into a hawk. Not that she thought
those days were over, but the peace he had earned from last year,
coupled with the calm he’d gained from painting her, had set both
at ease. Maybe he was through altering into a bird. It had been
over six months; he had never gone so long between transformations
before. She smiled. All that had happened previously seemed like
another life.

Eric returned downstairs as Lynne put
the crust into the tin. She squinted, seeing through new kitchen
windows the workmen carrying their tools, heading to the front
gate. She smiled while scooping the prepared berries into the
shell, then worked a lattice top, crimping the edges as faint
voices drifted from the front of the property. When Eric entered
the kitchen, Lynne was placing the pie in the oven. She set the
timer, then washed her hands as he met her at the sink, wrapping
his arms around her waist. “That’s it, Mrs. Snyder. Just you and
me.”

She nodded, taking a deep breath.
“About time, though this pie has fifty minutes. After that, I’m all
yours.”

Another concept Lynne had learned about
being a model was that the human body wasn’t a single entity.
Sometimes Eric talked as he painted, noting how various features
could be viewed apart from the rest. Her breasts, he had grinned,
were like smiles, while her belly was similar to the top of a pie
crust, which had made her laugh out
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