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Author’s Note

The magic of books is created in part by our imagination, the unique way 

each of us interprets written words to create images of characters, places, and 

events. A book with illustrations adds a foundation for our perceptions and 

interpretations, and brings greater depth to our experience with the storyline.

Illustrations for books are usually created by artists who take direction from 

the author or editors; the artists themselves remain outside the story. This book 

is different.  Here the artist is Michael Cheval, the internationally acclaimed 

painter of dreams.  In this story, the paintings of Michael Cheval alter reality, 

foreshadow the future, and provide a gateway between the waking world and that 

of dreams. You will travel across two worlds where only imagination and the art 

of  Michael Cheval can take you. I hope you enjoy the journey as much as we did.
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 Any two-year-old will tell you that dreams are real as rainbows. Grown-ups, when they’re  

awake, don’t know this simple truth.

The Museum

 The museum guard eyed Laney disapprovingly, his lips parting in preparation 

for a sharp rebuke. Laney’s bubblegum popped as she leaned closer to the 

artwork, chewing with her mouth open.

 “Grandpa paintings,” she announced, turning away from a Vermeer 

masterpiece. She popped another bubble, and headed into the next gallery, 

clicking her boot heels on the marble floor. “More grandpa paintings,” she 

mumbled. Her feet carried her into a hallway as she searched for the front of the 

building.

 Laney’s mother and kid brother stood patiently in the middle of the atrium, 

not surprised that Laney’s shortcut through the seventeenth-century wing added 

an extra ten minutes to their rendezvous. 

 “There you are!” her mom scolded. “Are you taking notes? You know how 

important this paper is.”

 Laney sighed.

 “Open mind, Laney, and a little bit of effort—it’s not that hard. You could 

write something about that Picasso quote: ‘Everything you can imagine is real.’”
 “How about, ‘Everything I learn is lame.’” Laney’s interest in art had been 

squashed at an early age when she drew on the dining room walls—what else 
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does a four-year-old do with crayons? The colorful tools of childhood had been 

unceremoniously snatched from her little hands, and after a swat on the behind, 

she was sent to her room. “History, geography, art—who cares? I’ll never use any 

of  it.”

 “Maybe you’d be happier living with cavemen. All you’d need to learn is how 

to build a fire.”

 “Yeah, and then I could draw on the walls and not get punished.” Laney 

looked for a reaction, but her mother seemed not to remember “the crayon 

incident.” 

 Laney popped her gum. “Ryan, what do you think? Pretty boring, huh?”

 “I like the history museum.”

 Laney nodded. “Dead animals, shrunken heads, poison arrows—what’s not 

to like?”

 Laney’s mom rolled her eyes. “There weren’t any shrunken heads.”

 “There could be,” Laney argued. “Those spears and arrows were real. Get 

stuck and you hallucinate, and then you die. Lovely stuff  for little kids.” 

 Ryan tapped his foot in a small puddle of melted snow from his boots. 

“Mommy says we can get gummy bears when we’re done.”

 “You and your gummy bears,” said Laney. “Nasty stuff.” 

 “Shhhh—quiet. It’s Vivaldi.” The violin solo from The Four Seasons – “Winter” 

streamed through the hall, leaving faint echoes in its wake.

 “Elevator music,” Laney declared.

 “It’s like Mrs. Whitfield’s music,” Ryan chimed in.

 Mrs. Whitfield—the kindergarten teacher who talked to everyone like they 

were five years old, wore pointy wicked-witch shoes, and at recess clutched a 

giant, red golf  umbrella as if  it were her broom. 

 “You know that woman’s crazy—everyone says so.” Laney wasn’t being 

mean, just making an observation. Mrs. Whitfield, for her part, knew  that 

children past the age of six recognized her peculiarities, and she tended to avoid 
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them whenever possible. Older kids made fun of her behind her back, often 

within earshot but always out of  reach. 

 “I like Mrs. Whitfield.”

 Of course—Ryan liked everyone, even the kids who teased him because his 

feet didn’t point the way they should. 

 “Can we go now?” Ryan whined.

 Laney’s mother glanced at her watch. “It’s time for kindergarten. Laney, when 

I get back, we’ll practice your driving, if  the snow doesn’t get any worse.”

 “I don’t mind the snow.”

 “I do. We don’t want any accidents before you get your license. I’ll be back in 

an hour, and then we’ll see.” She yawned. Ryan’s nightmare had awakened the 

whole house the night before. Even Laney had gotten out of bed to see what all 

the commotion was about. “It’s just a dream,” Ryan’s mother had assured him, 

hugging his trembling body. “Dreams aren’t real.”

 But Ryan had insisted: “It’s real—the monster’s coming! Laney, you were 

there—tell Mommy you’re going to fight the monster.” 

 Laney, standing in the doorway still half  asleep, had made no reply.

 Ryan and Laney had gone back to sleep after that, but not their mother. Now 

she yawned again, before offering Laney parting words of wisdom: “Take notes, 

and don’t touch anything!”

 “Bye,” said Laney, having no intention of taking notes. “Don’t be late—it’s a 

paper, not a thesis.” 

 Ryan tugged his mother’s arm, and Laney thought, It’s like Major pulling on his  
leash. 

 Laney wandered out of the atrium, through a narrow corridor, and into one 

of the neoclassical galleries. Not interesting, she thought, and walked out to the 

now-empty hallway. She stood alone with the echo of fading footsteps, the 

 The Museum

3



lunch-hour retreat. At midday the museum cafeteria attracted patrons like ants on 

a mission. Tables filled and lines formed for croissant sandwiches and real 

lemonade, and on Saturdays the best key lime pie anywhere. But today was not 

Saturday, and Laney needed to find artwork for a term paper, something with an 

obvious “eight printed pages” story. 

 “You’ll find a painting that talks to you,” Mrs. Rollins had said. “You need to 

see it for real, not in a book. Reproductions lose the magic of the art. You must 

experience a painting as it existed the moment it was created—then you will 

know.”

 Know what? Laney had thought. Mrs. Rollins had gone on and on about a 

painting she had seen of someone screaming—something about pain flowing 

from each stroke of the brush. Mrs. Rollins had issues, Laney thought. But Mrs. 

Rollins liked Laney, and if she could come up with a topic to write about, she 

was pretty sure she’d get a good grade.

 So she headed down the hall toward the next century—Monet and Renoir. 

But the impressionist paintings didn’t impress—like elevator music on canvas, she 

thought. So down the next hallway she went, up to an overhead banner that read, 

“Michael Cheval’s Dreams—A Surreal Treat, October 23 - January 31.” But 

today was October 22, and the door past the banner had a sign that read: 

“Closed. Employees Only.”

 As she approached the sign, the door opened and two employees came out—

it was the lunch hour, after all. The woman chatted at a highly caffeinated rate 

about the distinction between surrealism and absurdity, while the man nodded 

and smiled and stole quick glances at the woman’s attributes. Neither of the two 

noticed that the door behind failed to click shut. Laney waited until the museum 

officials rounded the corner, and then entered the room.

 The Michael Cheval exhibit appeared ready to roll, each painting expertly 

hung and leveled. Spotlights shined in the otherwise dim room.

 Laney’s gaze swept across the Cheval paintings. Children chased echoes. 
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Music turned into butterflies. A woman and her violin dripped like honey, and a 

blind man painted a picture. 

 More than a dozen paintings lined the walls. Laney stepped up to the nearest 

one—two heavenly bodies dancing a tango. “The moon and the sun,” she 

mused. Beside that, a swan-faced man romance a blue-haired lady who stared 

through their varnished surface with a look of, “What are you doing out there?” 

 “Not eight pages,” Laney mumbled.

 She turned her gaze toward Magic  of Trivial Illusions,  where a magician 

transformed a deck of cards into doves in flight. Beneath the painting, 

something on the floor caught her eye—she picked it  up and turned it over—a 

joker. She put it in her coat pocket.

 The Museum
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 She walked past Blind Inspiration and Honey-Sweet Serenade and came to . . . The 
Muse—a woman leaning gently on a musician’s shoulder, pouring liquid into his 

head via a series of water pipes. Laney followed the flow with her eyes, and then 

heard a drip-drip-drip—water droplets splashing a marble floor. She looked 

down, and a second later another drop announced its arrival. She looked up, but 

the towering ceiling gave away no clues. “Weird,” she said, stepping away from 

the puddle.

 A few more steps—past an emergency exit—Love Hunter II. Forest shadows 

reached across the snow-covered field to the huntress, standing ready, her 

weapon of choice a lute transforming at its neck into a crossbow—cocked. The 

steely woman peered over her shoulder toward Laney as if responding to a 

sound or smell that only a skilled woman of the woods might detect. Laney 

locked eyes with the huntress, and for a split second she was there, standing in 

the snow, holding her breath. She blinked, and the magic disappeared. The 

woman’s keen eyes softened, gazing vacantly from a face surrounded by thick 

paprika curls aglow in the sinking sun. Rabbits hopped from folds in the 

huntress’s satin skirt—they sat and looked about like warm, bundled children 

introduced to snow for the first time.

 Laney moved closer, and her foot kicked something camouflaged by the 

dimly lit floor: an arrow, like the one in the painting. She picked it up. 

“Hmmm . . . props?” She looked back at the previous painting, and the water 

dripping from the ceiling—and then she felt the prick on her finger, the point of 

the arrow effortlessly penetrating as she carelessly touched the tip. Her hands 

jerked, and the arrow clattered onto the floor. A drop of blood formed on her 

fingertip, and she sucked it. “Agggh!” It hurt more than she expected, like a 

hornet sting when she and the neighborhood kids used to throw rocks at the 

huge paper nests. She shook her hand to fling away the pain.

 She stepped away, and when she looked up, a man in uniform stood before 

her, staring through a frame as if  looking in from a window. He flashed a hint of
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a smile, as if he knew something she didn’t. He wore a hat with a pendulum 

clock and the letter “Z”—what did it mean? She felt her eyes drawn toward the 

pendulum clock, and as she stared, she fancied she heard it ticking. Clearly it was 

ticking. She stepped back, wondering, How can that be? And then she saw—the 

ticking came from above, a clock on the wall. 

 She stepped away, but the man in uniform gazed after her, all the way to . . . 

Midsummer Chirr. A field nymph in a headdress of meadow reeds and wildflowers 

played a miniature violin to the delight of two crickets. The image looked so real 

Laney fancied she could reach out and touch it—for real. The details were so 

fine they fooled the human eye. Even as she tilted her head, the surface appeared 
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three dimensional—the nearest cricket seeming to change perspective. And then 

it moved! 

 Laney jerked back with a gasp. The cricket stepped forward and lifted a wing. 

Laney’s eyes darted across the painting, trying to understand. A cricket, yes, but 

otherwise brushstrokes, nothing but brushstrokes, a painting flat in a frame—

with one very real cricket escaping the fate of  fall’s first freeze.

 Laney lowered her chin and sighed—she felt lightheaded. Maybe skipping 

lunch wasn’t such a good idea. She backed away from the painting, looking down 

at her feet as if to make sure they were on solid ground. She passed by a couple 

more paintings and headed across the room, toward the exit. She was almost 

there when she did a double take—Stairway to Heaven had caught her eye. A 

freestanding staircase ascended through an alien-looking sky, toward the light. At 

the foot of the staircase, a tailor affixed angel-sized monarch wings onto a girl 

who looked . . . exactly like Laney!

 The room began to spin. Laney looked left and right, trying to lock her gaze 

on anything that might make everything stand still. A bench—she stumbled 

toward it. Nausea washed over her. She spat her gum onto the floor. The 

moment stretched, like a dream that wouldn’t end. The clock on the wall echoed 

through the vacant hall—louder, slower, and for an instant time seemed to stop. 

 “Breathe!” Laney commanded herself as she clutched the bench. She bent 

forward and blood rushed to her brain. Her head began to clear, the spinning 

room winding down like a merry-go-round as the music stops and the horses 

take one last leap up and down. Finally the gallery stood still, paintings firmly 

affixed to immovable walls. It’s the wrong museum for poison arrows, she thought. It’s 

just a prop, all of  it just props. 
 Before she could think another thought, an alarm pierced the silence.

 “Get out! Get out! Everybody out!” someone yelled from the hallway beyond 

the door. The sound of hurried steps and panicked shouts came from both sides 

of the gallery. Laney shook her head, stood up, and ran to the emergency exit 
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beside Love Hunter II. With a quick glance at the huntress, she pushed open the 

door and stepped out into the cold. The door clanged shut behind her.

 Swirling snow engulfed Laney, stinging her face. She squinted and shielded 

her eyes, looking to find whoever might be nearby, someone who might tell her 

what was happening. Snowflakes dived toward her, and she could see nothing 

else. “Hey . . . wow! Anyone here? Hello!” No answer. She yelled louder as she 

leaned forward into the blinding snow, reaching with one hand. It’s only October, 
she thought, how can there be this much snow? She circled one way and then the 

other, all the while calling out, but no one answered. Soon she had lost all sense 

of direction. Where’s the building? she wondered. She looked down at her 

bootprints in the ankle-deep snow—markers in a maze, but slowly disappearing 

in the swirling wind. She would have to hurry. She followed them back, carefully 

where they crisscrossed—until suddenly they stopped. She reached forward—

nothing but air. She stepped past the first footprints with her hands in front of 

her, expecting, hoping, to feel a door. She yelled, “HELP! HELP!” but her voice 

was no match for the strength of the wind, and she heard not even an echo in 

reply. She yelled again, even louder, and strained to see anything through the 

relentless snowflakes. There was nothing to see.
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