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      This is a short story with an implied future happily-ever-after. It depicts, using figurative and anatomical language, foreplay and sexual acts between mature, consenting adults. Both protagonists are child-free people who are comfortably well-off and aware of their privilege. The male main character’s lover died many years before and he still speaks to her in his mind. Alcohol is consumed on page. The female main character has a birthmark about which she is sometimes self-conscious.
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      Seth Weston dragged a garlicky fry through a spilled blob of cherry pepper pesto from his burger while his mother worried aloud about him over the phone. The charming, three-story triangular building at the intersection of Genesee and Washington in which he sat reminded him of the Flatiron Building.

      The diner inside more than held its own.

      "I'll be in Warden's Bluff by noon tomorrow," he promised. "I haven't missed the Festival of the Arts opening since college."

      "And you're alright, darling?" That his mother spoke like a character from a Hollywood Golden Age film wasn't her least conventional trait. His parents were founding members of the Wren Island Artists' Collective, which co-owned and lived on the eponymous island off the shore of Lake Ontario. Quirks were their thing.

      Warden's Bluff was about three-and-a-half hours away, and the garage wouldn't have an estimate or a loaner for him until the morning.

      He would need a place to sleep.

      How many times had he passed Utica over the years? When your hometown was an island on Lake Ontario, but your life and livelihood were in New York City and Burlington, Vermont, often enough.

      "Seth?"

      Oops. Caught spacing out. Plus ça change.

      "Fine, Mom. Promise. The car's a mess but the doe, the fawn, and I all walked away from the scene."

      "I'm so glad. We do worry." He heard a loud thud in the background of her call, followed by her muffled response. "I have to go. Don't let me forget to introduce you to the stained-glass maker I found. I think she'd be perfect for your Vermont gallery. Find your father when you get here. He'll be⁠—"

      "Running the hospitality tent. Of course. Love you."

      "And I love you, Seth."

      She never said goodbye. Only I love you. Another quirk, but one Seth appreciated. Goodbye was, in his opinion, the worst word in the world.

      "Car trouble?"

      Seth looked up to see an older white woman with a weathered smile, kind eyes, and a spiky cap of white hair. She wore the diner's logo on her black polo shirt. Setting a pad down on the counter, she asked, "Can I get you anything else? Debi had to cash out for the afternoon."

      "Just the check," Seth said. "Unless you want to point me toward a clean place to sleep tonight?"

      Her eyes crinkled. "Clean? Any of the big hotels near here will do, but you look like the discerning type."

      Seth almost expected a wink. "I'm not sure that was a compliment."

      "I'm not either," she said. "Regardless, take yourself on a walk up Genesee Street to the Wild Rose Inn. I think you'll find what you're looking for there."

      Something about the way her voice landed sent a thrill down Seth's spine. He pulled out his phone and tapped the name into the browser. Twenty minutes if he strolled, fifteen if he hurried.

      His finger hovered over the Reservations button, but the same thrill that ran down his spine kept him from confirming a room. Sara always trusted those impulses.

      Even after all these years, Sara's memory was a welcome ache. He preferred hurting to forgetting her.

      “What have you got for me, Sara?”
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        * * *

      

      The Wild Rose Inn was not what Seth expected, though in retrospect, he filtered his expectations through the lens of a Victorian B&B nestled in a bucolic valley outside Thornton, Vermont. A place owned by people he considered friends.

      The Wild Rose was an elegant brick house surrounded by wrought iron and riotous urban gardens. Old trees shaded the meticulous lawn. A stone walkway led Seth towards the front entrance. He adjusted his cuffs and dusted the front of his sweater, somehow wanting to impress the inn.

      Sara would have loved the place; the quiet, moneyed dignity of the building and the ease with which it occupied its space reminded Seth of her home in Cambridge.

      What are you waiting for, Artboy?

      He pushed open the door and stepped into tranquil luxury. Making a mental note to go back to the diner and leave the server an extra tip, Seth crossed the foyer and turned left, following a discreet sign directing him around the corner to the registration desk.

      Someone was checking in, so he hung back in the entryway, but Seth only needed to hear one sentence to recognize the voice. What were the chances that the most intriguing woman Seth had met since Sara died was on the other side of the doorway?

      "Iris?" Her name slipped out of his mouth before he decided what to say next.

      She turned, and holy hell. She'd started wearing glasses since he'd last seen her. Pearly blue frames with a delicate cat-eye curve that brought out the deep brown of her eyes and her sharp cheekbones.

      They were perfect.

      More than once, he'd tried to convince her to sit for his favorite photographer and long-time client, but she always abstained.

      "Seth?" Her smile was wide and genuine. "What on earth are you doing here?"

      The clerk—a middle-aged man in a maroon suit jacket and a soft gray t-shirt—flipped his gaze between the two of them.

      Seth slipped his hands into his pockets and rocked on his heels. "If I told you, you wouldn't believe me."

      Iris narrowed her gaze and pursed her lips, but it was a playful expression. Her silence was a dare.

      "I'm on my way to Warden's Bluff for the Festival of the Arts. I hosted an opening at the gallery last night, so I had to leave before dawn this morning to make the last ferry out to Wren Island."

      "But here you are in Utica."

      "About a half hour east of here on the Thruway, I swerved to avoid a fawn and its mother who were attempting to cross the highway. The front tire hit a pocket of gravel or sand and spun out. Next thing I knew, the car slammed into the median guardrail. I got a tow truck out of Herkimer and ended up at a diner a ways down Genesee Street from here."

      "Are the deer alright?" Iris's voice shimmered with barely concealed mirth.

      "Thank you for asking. I'll check with them."

      "Do. Please." She slipped a credit card from a slim wallet and slid it across the registration desk. "That still doesn't explain why you're in the lobby of the Wild Rose Inn."

      "Should be fairly obvious. I'm looking for a room. My server at the diner recommended I come here."

      "I'm afraid Ms. Björnsdóttir checked into our last room," the clerk said. Seth was certain the man was enjoying the hell out of their interaction.

      The reality of Iris being there sank in. "Why on earth are you in Utica, New York?"

      "New client. I can't say anything more. Privilege."

      "Of course." He would need to get on his phone and book one of the chain hotels for the night, but bantering with Iris was always a highlight of seeing her and seeing her was a rare treat—facilitated by his friendship with Jack Pease. "Have you heard from Jack lately?"

      Iris took her card back from the clerk and slid it back into her wallet, which disappeared into a chic shoulder bag. "Not since Vermont sent him off to Washington. You?"

      "Same," Seth replied, not sure how else to keep the conversation going though he very much wanted to keep the conversation going.

      "We're going to need to find you a place to spend the night, but," Iris said, slinging her bag over her shoulder. "I'm famished. Let's find me some food."

      "Ms. Björnsdóttir? Your key?" The clerk held out a key—not a card, but a real key—on an ornate metal fob. Iris took it and stashed it with her wallet in the voluminous bag before gracing the man with a smile straight out of Funny Face. "Thank you, Mr. Farnsworth. What time does the front door lock for the night?"

      “The front door keypad will allow you in at any hour. Your code is in your check-in confirmation email.” He arched his eyebrow in Seth’s direction. "Please note the guest policy in your welcome booklet."

      They made it outside to the garden before Iris sputtered into adorable snorting giggles. "'Please note the guest policy,'" she mimicked.

      The corners of his mouth lifted in response, as did his groin. The way she leered over the words guest policy—the way natty Mr. Farnsworth warned them both against shenanigans with only a look—conjured an immediate, sweaty tableau involving Iris's endless legs straddling his shoulders.

      Iris composed herself and looked at her phone. Her fingers swept and tapped over the screen. "Nothing at the DoubleTree. Not even anything closer to the interstate. I wonder why."

      Seth checked his home-share app. Nothing reasonable available. "What the actual fuck? There are no rooms in this town."

      Iris continued to tap on her phone. "Romance book conference. Apparently
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