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      Isla Maslow stood on the wooden deck of the American Queen, her hands gripping the white iron railing.

      The light wind tousled her long brunette hair that she’d just had cut and styled that morning. She shoved her bangs out of her eyes and gathering her long hair, pulled it over her left shoulder.

      The air carried the scent of popcorn that mixed with the murky smell of the Mississippi River. It seemed like an odd combination, but somehow it seemed fitting for the touristy paddlewheeler.

      With the exception of the paddlewheel splashing in the water and the hushed, excited voices of other passengers, it was strangely quiet considering they could see the noisy city of St. Louis from here. All the usual sounds of the city seemed muted. She heard car horns in the far distance and a police siren that sounded so far away.

      The ship’s horn echoed as the ship pulled away from the bank, breaking the late afternoon silence.

      “It’s too late to turn back now,” she said when the ship was silent again.

      “I don’t think you would change your mind now even if you could.” Margaret, Isla’s aunt said. Aunt Margaret smiled, her eyes full of kindness.

      Aunt Margaret had a lot to do with why Isla was here.

      Isla wrapped her fingers around the letter in her crossbody handbag. The wind stung her eyes just enough to cause tears to form. That was her story and she was sticking to it.

      “When do you plan to read that?” Aunt Margaret asked, leaning over the railing, staring at the water that flowed past the ship.

      Isla took a deep breath. “I’m not ready.” She ran her hands along her wine-colored leather moto jacket and, wishing for pockets, stuck her hands in the back pockets of her jeans instead.

      The ship surged a little and she quickly put her hands back on the rails.

      “It’s okay to feel nervous,” Aunt Margaret tilted her head up to look at Isla.

      “I know.” Isla tapped her hands on the rail. “I think I’ll go lie down for a few minutes. Do you mind?”

      Aunt Margaret waved her off. “Of course not. I’m just gonna find a quiet place to sit and read for awhile.”

      Relieved to have some time to herself, Isla walked along the deck, then up the iron stairway to her room. They had taken an overnight just because it was the only thing available for this particular date.

      She reached into her handbag and found the little silver key to her room. The room number 2B was engraved on it. Finding the door for room 2B, she put the key in the lock and stepped inside.

      The room she was sharing with her aunt had two twin beds covered with white down comforters. There were two chairs in the room and a closet.

      She untied her boots, slipped her feet out, and sat down on the bed. She took the envelope out of her bag and straightened the crumpled edges. The envelope was sealed, but on the front in familiar handwriting that was so dear to her was this message:

      Isla Maslow…

      On our next anniversary, go to the American Queen and open this letter. Don’t open it until then.

      Love always,

      Daniel

      Isla lay back on the bed and clutched the letter to her heart. She and Daniel had been married four years. Today.

      But they’d been together since they were in kindergarten. That was more years than Isla could think about. She’d never even been on a date with anyone else. She and Daniel been best friends as children and high school sweethearts.

      Isla was two months younger, so they’d gotten married the day she turned eighteen.

      Today was her twenty-second birthday and her fourth wedding anniversary.

      But this year she had to spend it alone.

      This year and every other year.

      Daniel had always been prone to headaches. Usually behind his right eye and usually after stress. Everyone, even his primary care doctor said it was a stress headache.

      Then he’d started having seizures and his hands would fall asleep.

      Then he fell down at work. Twice.

      His boss put him in his own car and took him to the doctor.

      Still. They said it was stress.

      After a bout of uncontrollable vomiting, Daniel was admitted to the hospital.

      The brain tumor was considered inoperable.

      That meant there was nothing the doctors could do to help. She’d never gotten over the helplessness those words made her feel.

      Daniel never came home.

      Isla had been a widow now for three months.

      She’d gone home to take care of things, get a little sleep, shower and clean up. When she got back to the hospital, one of the nurses handed her this envelope.

      It was a strange request.

      Isla and Daniel had taken a river boat cruise, but it had been a long time ago and Isla didn’t remember anything significant about it. It had just been something to do on a lazy Sunday afternoon.

      She held the envelope over her head and tried to imagine what it could be.

      Why did he want her to open it here? On the steamboat.

      She’d almost torn it open countless times. Waiting for this day was just another one of the hard things she done over the past few months.

      She’d told Aunt Margaret about the envelope and she’d been behind her every step of the way. When Isla wavered about taking this cruise, Aunt Margaret had been right there. Reminding her of the importance of honoring Daniel’s last wish.

      Someone knocking on the door jarred Isla out of her thoughts.

      Her heart racing, she jumped off the bed and going to the door, peeked out. The peephole was smudged so all she could see was a silhouette. “Who is it?” she asked.

      “I’m with the ship’s staff. I have a delivery.” It was a young woman’s voice.

      Had Aunt Margaret ordered something? “Who’s it for?”

      She heard a rustling. “Isla Maslow.”

      Isla couldn’t think of anyone who would be sending her anything. Maybe Aunt Margaret had ordered room service.

      When she opened the door, the girl shoved a vase of red roses into her hands. Then she took off down the hall.

      Isla watched the girl round the corner. She was wearing the black and white uniform that the ship’s staff wore.

      Keeping the vase of flowers at arm’s length, she went back into the room and closed the door.

      The damp rose buds glistened as she set the vase on the coffee table. She put her hands on her hips and glared at the three flowers.

      Then she snatched the card from the little plastic holder and flipped it over. It was blank on the back and the front had nothing other than her typed name.

      Daniel always sent her roses on her birthday. Which was also her anniversary. On their wedding day, he’d joked that getting married on her birthday wasn’t just two for one, but that there was a synergistic effect that made the day extra special.

      She’d asked him to explain what that meant, but he’d just laughed and kissed her on the forehead. Such was the life of living with a chemistry major.

      Still on every anniversary since then, he’d given her three roses.

      Isla sat on the nearest chair and just stared at the roses. Her thoughts were jumbled and refused to settle on any one particular thing.

      Then, making a quick decision, she grabbed the envelope from the bed and broke the seal.
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