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      Irelyn complied with her family’s expectations as far as her career went. But her own time, she dedicated to her art.

      

      With a new job looming, and one week left before her time was no longer her own, she set off on a Mississippi riverboat cruise.

      

      But would her dream vacation turn deadly?

      

      A standalone short story in a series of enchanting tales of love that overcomes the boundaries of time.
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      Irelyn stood just inside the door of the American Queen, looking out across the empty deck. She took a step back when a burst of lightening flashed just outside the window coated with a layer of condensation.

      The deck was slick beneath the deluge of rain that had been falling for two hours. The inside observation room was crowded with tourists. Mostly middle-aged to older couples.

      There was one young couple, oblivious to everyone else. The teenage girl was practically sitting in her boyfriend’s lap, their arms wrapped around each other.

      She could hear them whispering and the occasional giggle.

      The older tourists were quiet, except for one of the middle-aged men who was telling anyone who would listen all about the locks and dams system of the Mississippi.

      An older lady was eating popcorn from a large red and white striped bag and her male companion, wearing a plaid jacket, was noisily sipping a soda through a straw.

      Irelyn shifted the large tote bag she carried on her shoulder and looked around for an empty place to sit.

      She sat on a bench across from the young couple. They glanced at her, then promptly went back to whispering, ignoring her.

      She put her tote bag on the bench beside her and adjusted her pale yellow skirt. It was a flowing cotton material falling comfortably almost to her ankles.

      She wore flat leather sandals that showed off her toenails painted in bright red. Her short fingernails were painted in matching red.

      Irelyn loved color. Bright colors. Muted colors. Solids. Patterns. It didn’t matter. She was intrigued by color.

      The storm was sorely disturbing her plans for this trip. She had one week. One week before she started a new job as an accounting assistant.

      One week from yesterday in fact.

      Her college graduation had been anticlimactic. She’d had a full-time job lined up for six months at the place she’d done her internship. They’d loved her there.

      She couldn’t say the same about them.

      But then she couldn’t say she loved accounting either.

      She’d gotten her degree as expected in accounting. Her parents were both accountants and for as long as she could remember, she had been expected to follow their footsteps.

      No questions allowed.

      But course electives had been hers. Weekends, summers, and holidays had been hers.

      And she’d spent them doing what she loved.

      Sketching and painting.

      She liked painting best, but it was hard to carry paints around, so she sketched.

      She’d taken this week – this one week - between graduation and starting work just for herself.

      To be alone on the Mississippi River and sketch.

      She considered the Mississippi to be the birthplace of her love of art.

      Her grandfather brought her out here on steamboats at least a couple of times a year. They’d sat together and sketched.

      Grandpa had sacrificed his love of art, too. He taken the secure job to provide for his family.

      He always told her had no regrets.

      She had regrets for him.

      He was a wonderful, talented artist. And passionate about it. He’d passed that on to her, whether through genetics or influence, she didn’t know or care.

      It just was.

      It was who they were.

      He’d been gone for two years now. The pain had dulled. A little. She accepted that it would always be there.

      She’d gotten on the boat at Dubuque, Iowa and was scheduled to return on Sunday. Then Monday she started work.

      She turned and put her forehead against the cold damp window.

      The rain spoiled her plans. She’d wanted to sketch the riverbank. Like she and Grandpa had done.

      She checked her phone. The forecast was optimistic.

      She could get to sleep early and be ready for a full day of sketching tomorrow.

      With a plan now, that offset the rain, she gathered up her bag and headed down the hallway to her room.

      Reaching into her crossover bag, she pulled out the oversized silver key to her room. The room number 2B was engraved on the top.

      The room was easy to find. It was at the corner beneath the iron staircase that led to the second floor of the ship.

      After securely locking the door behind her, she peeled off her sandals, dropped her bags on the sofa, and flopped down next to them.

      She’d saved for this trip. Being a college student, especially one who spent all her extra money buying art supplies, didn’t leave much left over. Instead of going to the beach on spring break, she’d spent her time and money sketching and painting.

      Somehow this week had become special. Something she’d looked forward to for a long time.  She’d blocked it out on her calendar and protected it for months. Graduating March 1st – the Winter quarter – was the perfect time. The river was swollen with water from the melting snow and trees were a lush green color.

      She took a deep breath. It wasn’t so bad that it was raining. Tomorrow would be a beautiful day.
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      Irelyn sat on a bench, her feet propped on the iron railing of the steamboat, her sketchpad on her lap.

      She was wearing blue jeans today and an oversized gray sweatshirt. She had her hair pulled back in a ponytail.

      She was concentrating, her fingers flying over her sketch pad.

      The Weather Channel had been right. The day had dawned bright and shiny. The rain actually provided the bonus of clean scented air.

      If she knew how to paint clean, shimmery air, she would do it.

      Instead she sketched the riverbank. The lush green trees that grew right down to the river’s edge.

      It was rural here, so far this morning she hadn’t seen any houses, roads, or any other indications of civilizations.

      As she sketched what she saw, she imagined that this was how the pioneers had felt. Alone in the middle of nowhere. With no one but their fellow travelers.

      Right now, the only other person who was up and about, at least that she saw, was the elderly man who knew all about locks and dams. He was sitting quietly now, alone with a cup of coffee and a cigarette.

      Irelyn caught the occasional whiff of tobacco, but she was upwind and probably imagined the scent more than she actually smelled it.

      Her own cup of coffee, on the bench beside her, was getting cold. She’d throw it out. Definitely not a fan of cold coffee.

      As she sketched, she was looking at the riverbank ahead. The wind blew a strand of hair loose and she tucked it away.

      She paused and watched as they approached some buildings.

      Mr. Locks and Dams tossed his coffee cup into the nearest can and came to stand next to her. “Good morning,” he said.

      “Hi.” Irelyn forced a smile as she glanced toward him. She didn’t want to miss seeing what the buildings were.

      “Are you an artist?” He peered over her shoulder.

      Irelyn looked down at her sketch of the riverbank. An artist? Was she?

      She nodded. “Yes.” At least for a few days.

      “My aunt was an artist. But she only painted a little. Mostly raised the kids and whatnot. I think I have the only painting she ever really finished.”

      Irelyn looked him now. Saw the sadness on his features. “You must really treasure it.”

      He shrugged. “Times were different then.” He put a hand on the side of her bench to steady himself. “Can I see?” He nodded toward her sketchpad.

      Irelyn normally didn’t show anyone her art. It was just something she did for herself. What would an artist do? She had no idea, but she went with her instinct. “Sure.” She held up the sketchpad for him to see.

      He nodded. You’ve got some talent. Do you paint also?”

      She put the pad back in her lap. “I prefer painting actually.”

      They were coming up on what looked like a fort. “What’s that?” she asked.

      “That’s
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