
Luke wants his work of art to win first prize at the fair.  
But what should his masterpiece be made of?

By Kathy Mackel  
Art by Kelly Kennedy

 was completing a 
masterpiece.As he 

glued the last panel, he held his 
breath. Slowly now, stretch the tissue, 
then slip the toothpick into place. 
There. He had done it! Luke had 
taken a vision that was locked inside 
his head and made it real, made it—

“Hey, that’s not bad!” Sean 
said. High praise from a kid who 
was going to be a glass-blower 
when he grew up.

“Incredible!” Jenna 
exclaimed. She was going to 
be a dentist, but so what? You 
don’t have to be an artist to 
know good art when you see it.
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“I bet that wins first prize at the art fair, 
Luke,” Olivia said, sniffling. She blew her 
nose on his last piece of tissue.

“Wait a minute,” Sean said. “It’s pretty 
good, but I wouldn’t call it art.”

“Why not?” Luke yelped. How could 
anyone call his masterpiece—made from 
tissues and toothpicks—anything but art? 
His castle was so light and graceful that you 
almost believed it was created from clouds.

He couldn’t believe that he had made it 
with his own hands. But wasn’t that what 
the “Exploring the Arts” program was all 
about? Using your hands to unlock your 
heart?

All the kids in the program chose the art 
form best suited to their vision. Olivia worked 
in paints, creating a garden of shocking pink 
flowers on lime green stems. Her sky was 
bright blue, and the sun was so yellow you 
needed sunglasses to look at it.

Ari painted rocks green and black. 
“Frogs,” he told Luke.

“They look kind of flat,” Luke had said.
“That’s because they’re roadkill frogs,” Ari 

said.
“Good art produces a response in the 

viewer,” Ms. Estabrook had taught them. Luke 
supposed nausea and disgust qualified as a 
response, though roadkill wasn’t the kind of 
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vision he would want to carry around inside.
Jenna was weaving a scarf out of dental 

floss. Very creative, Luke had thought, except 
for one thing. Jenna was too cheap to buy 
fresh material, so she collected used floss 
from her parents and four brothers.

“Isn’t that somewhat… DISGUSTING?” 
Luke had asked.

“Think of it this way,” Jenna said. 
“Second-hand floss gives the work history.”

Tooth garbage as history. Now there’s a 
vision.

Almost everyone said Sean was going to 
win the art fair. He worked over a blowtorch 
to melt scrap glass and form it into colourful 

beads. He had given necklaces to half the girls 
in school. They wore them as if they were 
diamonds and rubies. Luke wondered if those 
girls would be so proud of their beads if they 
knew they were made from pickle jars.

Just because Sean worked with a 
professional glass-blower didn’t mean he 
was going to win first prize at the art fair. 
And it didn’t mean he had the right to judge 
anyone else’s work.

“Answer me, Sean. Why isn’t my work 
art?” Luke demanded.

“Because it’s not stable,” Sean said. “Art 
has to last. It has to be able to… what’s that 
word that Ms. Estabrook uses?”
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“Endure. She says good art endures,” 
Jenna said.

“Your castle looks like a gust of wind 
could blow it away,” Sean continued.

“Don’t listen to him, Luke. He’s… ” Olivia 
sniffled back a sneeze. “Just… sniff, sniff… 
jealous.”

“Jealous? Of that thing?” Sean sneered. 
“How’re you going to lug that thing to the 
fair without it falling apart?”

“It won’t fall apart!” Luke protested.
“Are you kidding?” Ari said. “I could huff 

and puff…” He ballooned out his cheeks and 
began to blow. The castle walls rippled and 
the tower tipped left.

“Stop it!” Luke cried. Ari pushed at him, 
making hurricane noises. Luke shoved him 
away from his castle. “That’s not funny! I put 
a lot of work into—”

“AH-CHOO!”
“Whoa, boy.” Ari’s eyes were wide with 

sudden shock.
“Told you it wasn’t stable,” Sean said, 

staring over Luke’s workbench.
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“I couldn’t help it,” Olivia sobbed. Luke 
slowly turned, afraid to look at what Olivia 
couldn’t help.

His castle had collapsed into a mess of 
tangled toothpicks and soggy tissue.

“I am so sorry,” Olivia cried. “It’s this 
awful cold!”

Luke didn’t say anything. He just pulled a 
tissue out of the mess and passed it to her.

Luke sat down at the back of the studio, 
laying his head down on the desk. Olivia 
and her stupid runny nose! It was bad 
enough she was spreading germs, but did 
she have to spread destruction, too?

Except Luke knew it really wasn’t her 

fault. Ms. Estabrook had urged him to 
use a better building material. Toothpicks 
and tissues were risky. But clay was too 
ordinary, popsicle sticks too boring. He 
wanted a material as unique as his vision.
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Luke gripped the desk in frustration. I 
won’t do this again, he thought. Wait… what 
was that? His fingers brushed something 
stuck to the underside of the desk.

Gum.
Wads, gobs, knots, rolls of the stuff. Probably 

older than Luke. Definitely more disgusting 
than Ari’s roadkill frogs. Absolutely more 
second-hand than Jenna’s tooth-tested floss.

Chewed gum was the one thing in this 
school that outlasted kids, teachers, and the 
cleaning crew. And yet something as special 
and unique as his masterpiece could be gone 
in a sneeze.

It wasn’t fair.

At recess, kids were busy on the playground, 
throwing balls, shooting baskets, running, 
and laughing. Luke huddled in the corner, 
trying to keep out of the wind. And away 
from Olivia, with her crying red eyes and 
sniffling red nose.

Sean appeared, holding out a stick of 
bubble gum. “Hey, Luke. Want some?”

“No.”
“Come on,” Sean said, pushing it at him. 

“It’ll make you feel better.”
Luke unwrapped the gum and shoved it into 

his mouth. “Nothing is going to make me feel 
better.”
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“You never know.” Sean shrugged, then 
headed for the basketball court.

I know one thing, Luke thought. I’m done 
with visions. I’m done with masterpieces. 
And I’m done exploring the arts. 

He chewed furiously. Maybe he 
wanted to be done with it, but he 
couldn’t stop thinking about his 
masterpiece. The tissue walls, so graceful 
and light. The toothpicks, invisible 
under the wrapped tissue, yet sculpted 
perfectly. His vision—halls and walls, 
arches and gates, towers and bridges—all 
mysterious and magical.

All now in ruins. 

“I won’t do it again,” he muttered, 
rubbing his hands over his face.

“Do what again?” Jenna asked. She had 
stepped into the corner, rubbing her arms 
to keep warm. She smelled like artificial 
cherry.

“Nothing,” Luke mumbled.
But Jenna wasn’t listening. She was cross-

eyed, watching down her nose as she blew a 
huge bubble.

A gust of wind swept into their corner. 
POP! Jenna’s bubble burst. “Gross!” she 
shrieked. “It’ll take me all afternoon to get 
this off my face!” She disappeared into the 
school, scraping goo out of her eyebrows. 
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Gum was everywhere. You weren’t 
supposed to chew in school, of course, but 
gum was as much a part of the school day 
as notebooks, pens, ham sandwiches, and 
backpacks.

On the playground, kids passed pieces 
to each other—bubble, wintergreen, 
sour apple, raspberry, even fruit-striped. 
Even Ms. Estabrook and Mrs. Mason 
chewed between classes. And there was 
Ari, trying to scrape bubble gum off the 
bottom of his sneaker with a stick. The 
clump would be there forever, caught in 
the treads and coated with sand.

How could something so sweet and 

satisfying end up as garbage? Just like his 
masterpiece.

Luke took the gum out of his mouth. He 
was too polite to spit it on the ground and 
too careful to swallow it. He could stick it 
under the bench, but then it would be there 
forever. He rolled it between his fingers, 
trying to figure out what he was supposed 
to do with it.

That was odd—his fingertips tingled, 
as if his hands were trying to remember 
something that his mind never knew.

Wads, gobs, knots, and rolls. Gum 
outlasted everything in this school.

Gum endured.
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Ms. Estabrook met Luke at his locker. She 
smelled like spearmint. “I understand there 
was an accident with your project,” she said. 
“I’m so sorry.”

“No big deal,” Luke said. “I’ll be back in 
the studio after school.”

“Great,” she said, smiling. “See you 
then.”

“Um, Ms. Estabrook?” he called after 
her.

She turned. “Yes?”
“I know it’s against the rules to chew in 

school,” he said. “But do you think I could 
have a piece of your gum?”

After school, Luke swept his collapsed castle 
into the garbage. Sean looked up from his 
melted glass. “Sorry, Luke. Guess you’re out 
of the competition, huh?”

“Maybe. And maybe not,” Luke said with 
a shrug. “Got any more gum?”

“Huh?” Sean wrinkled his face, 
confused.

“Gum.”
“Sure.” Sean pulled  out a new pack of grape 

bubble gum. Luke grabbed the whole thing, 
unwrapped all the pieces, and popped them 
into his mouth.
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Then he began chewing.
He chewed for days, 

turning wads, gobs, knots, 
and rolls of gum into 
building blocks. Then he 
crafted the blocks into 
a masterpiece. Would it 
win at the art fair? Who 
could say? But one thing 
Luke knew for sure, his 
masterpiece would endure. 
It would outlast kids, 
teachers, the cleaning 
crew, even dental floss.

A real work of art.
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