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      Sunlight sparkled off clear water tumbling over rocks in Whiskey Springs River. It wasn’t a river so much as it was a stream narrow enough that I could throw a rock across it, but they called it a river. The ones who named it Whiskey Springs River obviously had never seen the mile-wide Mississippi River. Back home we might have called it Whiskey Springs Creek or Whiskey Springs Bayou.

      With the background roar of water rushing over boulders, aspen trees quaked all around me and wind rustled through the spruce trees bringing a heady scent so clean and crisp it literally hurt my lungs to inhale it.

      It was the perfect season to be here. To capture the golden aspen leaves and red maple leaves on canvas. There was a chill to the air though, one that promised of colder weather to come. For me, being from Louisiana, I wouldn’t mind seeing the first snowfall, but of course, the internship would be over by then and I would be back in the south.

      I held one paint brush between my teeth and dipped the other in a cerulean blue dab of acrylic paint. I had half a dozen colors of paint splashes on my palette and yet it still didn’t seem like I was getting the colors right. I wanted to capture the sparkle of the sun along with the rush of the water. But I was missing something. My colors just weren’t quite right.

      I glanced up to see my professor, Dr. Ashton, making her way around the students scattered about the river bank. Students behind their canvases propped on easels made quite a sight.

      Dr. Ashton wouldn’t let us get too close to the river. Everyone got the same opportunity for an unobstructed view.

      There were twelve of us students altogether. College students invited from all over the country to spend a month under the guidance of Dr. Ashton. It was technically called an internship and was considered an honor to be chosen.

      I wasn’t supposed to be here.

      Today was supposed to be my wedding day.

      I splashed sterling gray paint across the canvas and frowned at the result.

      “It’s coming along nicely,” Dr. Ashton said, coming up to stand next to me.

      Dr. Ashton was a petite young woman with high cheek bones and features that were delicate, almost elfish in nature. Like us, she wore a painting smock, but unlike her students, hers didn’t have any paint on it.

      Pulling the paint brush out of my mouth, I took a step back to look at it with her.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “The colors just don’t seem to be right.”

      “Hmm.”

      “I tried sterling gray for the rapids, but it just isn’t quite right.”

      I felt like I was missing something simple. Something I would have gotten if I hadn’t been distracted by the significance of the day.

      “Try mixing a little of this,” she pointed to a pale pink color. “with the sterling gray. That might give you the look you’re going for. It could capture the glint of the sunlight and the sparkling water.”

      “It just might,” I said. “Thank you.”

      Dr. Ashton watched me as I blended the two colors together.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Of course,” I said with a little forced smile. “I think this is the effect I was trying to get.”

      “No,” Dr. Ashton said. “I mean are you okay? I’ve only known you for a few days, but you seem… troubled.”

      “Oh.” I wiped my hands on my smock. “It’s nothing. Just a family thing.”

      “If you need anything, let me know. You’re from Louisiana, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      Dr. Ashton took the time to get to know all of us. She knew our names and where we were from as well as what our strengths were when it came to painting.

      “My husband is a pilot. If you need anything… to get home… let me know. We can help you.”

      “It’s nothing like that,” I said. “But you’re very kind to offer.”

      After Dr. Ashton walked away to meet with the next student, I had to set my brushes down for a minute. My hands were trembling.

      I’d told myself that I wasn’t bothered by today being my wedding day for a wedding that didn’t happen. But when Dr. Ashton brought it to my attention, I was forced to admit that it bothered me more than I wanted to admit.

      I’d been engaged to Nathan for two years. We’d been waiting until our college graduation to get married. The fall after graduation just like we planned. Unfortunately, for me, this internship also came postgraduate.

      It was after I had gotten accepted into this internship that Nathan had gone distant on me.

      We would have to move the wedding back, but it was going to be a small wedding anyway. I didn’t understand why he was so very opposed to it.

      He knew that my art was important to me. He’d known that since the day we’d met. We’d met, actually, in an art gallery.

      But then he had called it off. Just like that. No explanation.

      Four weeks later, I had been on a plane to Colorado for my internship.

      My heart was still broken, but I wouldn’t let anyone take my art away from me. Especially not someone who professed to be in love with me. Someone who knew me… who loved me… would know how important my art was.

      An elk walked up to the other side of the riverbank and after warily watching us all for a few moments, lowered her head to drink.

      Then she looked up, twitched her ears, and dashed away.

      I knew how she felt. I, too, was feeling rather wary of people at the moment.

      I took a deep breath and steadied myself.

      It was supposed to have been my wedding day, but it wasn’t.

      The pain would dull and eventually I would heal.

      I didn’t know what I was going to do after the internship, but I would figure it out.

      I had a lot of things to figure out.
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