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Love on the Lakefront: Romantic Tales from the Great Lakes, crafted by the talented members of the Great Lakes Fiction Writers (GLFW), brings together twelve unforgettable stories of love and longing, set against the backdrop of one of the most beautiful regions of North America. From contemporary challenges to historical allure, from steamy passion to heartwarming romance, this anthology offers something for every romantic soul.
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SPICE LEVELS:

Wholesome (PG-13)

Sweet (Closed Door)

Sensual (Brings Some Heat)

Steamy (Explicit)
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Pocket Parchment by Iris Matthews

Jason Yuè is an expert on love as the archival librarian and historian of romance fiction, so he knows he must take some risks to exit the friend zone with Dolce Saunders Sol; when she discovers an antique dress with a mysterious hidden note sewn inside, the opportunity to use his research skills and win her heart is too sweet to resist. (Contemporary, Wholesome)
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Caught Looking by Sylvie Fielder

Now that baseball season has started, Reggie McKenzie just wants to enjoy her favorite sport and the spring weather in peace—but she can’t quite ignore the ill-informed, yet very attractive man seated nearby. (Contemporary, Sweet)

Warning: Deceased parent, death prior to beginning of story 
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Autumn Magic by Iris Matthews

When shy Kimber Jones steps into her icewine tasting room and back into Jerusha Mortimer’s life with the determination to win the heart of her high school crush, the resolute bachelorette must decide if finally falling is worth the risk. (Contemporary, Sensual)
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Romance on the Run by Cyndi Brec

Forbidden love blossoms between Victoria and Cyrus, but the elders demands and a mischievous feathered creature reroute their dreams. They have two choices: surrender or run. (Fantasy, Wholesome)
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Love at the Lake by Lisa Valli

Celia dreads seeing her ex at their friend’s wedding, especially after she finds out he’s taking a date. So, at the last minute she recruits her Uber driver to go to the wedding with her as her date. Will all end well or has the disaster just begun? (Contemporary, Sweet)
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Mystery Weekend Romance by Patricia Miller

One expects to find and solve clues during mystery weekend events, but how lucky when one also finds love. (Mystery, Wholesome)
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Tacking of Hearts: A Whiskey Salvation Short Story by Chrissy Hartmann

Falling for the cowboy of her heart, author Olivia Masters never imagined writing him into her island life. When a storm hits, she discovers he’s not the cowboy she thought. What tack of the heart will set their sails for a happily ever after? (Western, Sweet)
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Seasoned with Love: A Clover City Files Short Story by Barbara Howard

Savor the flavors of love and ambition in Chef Raphael Parera’s journey of redemption, where his culinary dreams and challenges intertwine with the unwavering support of his cousin’s best friend, Harper Martinez, a tenacious tabloid reporter. (Contemporary, Sweet) 

Warning: Homelessness
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Between Books by N. Lichells

Agent Jaxon Brown has seen and heard it all, until an assignment leads him to the Cochran Law Library at Cleveland University, where he encounters graduate student, Maya Johnson, and realizes he wants to uncover more than text between books. (Erotic, Steamy) 
Warning: Contains explicit language, sexual content, reference of death by overdose, and mature themes.
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Love Unleashed at the Bed and Breakfast by Christy Eberling

Armed with lakeside dreams and puppy kisses, a pet groomer isn’t prepared for sparks to fly when she agrees to a fake engagement with a bed and breakfast owner for a good cause.  (Contemporary, Sweet)

Warning: Mild profanity, mentions suicide.
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Love in the Key of Summer by Zariah L. Banks

After a professional collaboration, Rue and Tawni never expected to cross paths again. But while attending the same music festival, they experience a sexy, serendipitous night full of dancing, great food, and unbridled romance set against a soulful Caribbean backdrop. (Contemporary, Sweet)

Warning: Depression, pandemic, widower
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Love in the Time of Cherry Season by Lisa Rabey

Forty-something Zoe has had it with dating but when she meets Ollie at Scoop There It Is, she thinks maybe Ollie could be the person she’s been waiting for all along. (Contemporary, Sweet)
Warning: fat phobia.
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Pocket Parchment
Iris Matthews
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One

Dolce

She stared at her post in awe. Over 60,000 views in four hours. That sort of viral buzz didn’t happen to most forty-nine-year-old widows who still worked for their parents. 

The background image was of an out-of-focus champagne bustle dress she’d found at an antique shop in Saginaw; and, the offset forefront of the picture was dominated by a worn-out scrap of paper. Written on the note was gibberish scrawled in a practically extinct form of penmanship: cursive. 

She’d found the note folded in the pocket of the 1880’s wedding dress. After spending weeks restoring the garment, she turned her attention to the note. Failing to scrounge up any clues about why the tattered paper had been hidden, she’d sent the image to her friend, Jason, on the private social media thread they used. 

Is “friend” the right term for someone whom you’d never met? 

They had sort of met, but never in person. They talked all the time on Rel-E-Vant and had both attended virtual meetings with fellow Great Lakes conservation committee members. 

Jason had salt-and-pepper hair, wire-framed glasses, and a sweet smile. Dolce’s daughter had said he is just her mom’s type, and then she told Dolce to “get cracking because the ‘normalized nerd culture’ means smart guys are all the rage.” Well, Dolce was not looking to date. She was just looking for an answer to the riddle of the pocketed parchment. 

Jason had offered to research it, but he also encouraged her to post the image to the public-side of the Rel-E-Vant platform. She’d never expected people to be interested—let alone 60,000 strangers. 

She was fascinated by the dress but, she also spent her copious free time as an empty nester at flea markets and thrift stores looking for oddball relics. Even though she was a nonconfrontational person, she liked the spike of adrenaline that came with bartering. She craved the hunt for a bargain and strutted with pride every time she unearthed a dingy old classic. Then there was the zone of calm that came with restoration, the peace she couldn’t find anywhere outside of her workshop or her family’s chocolatería.  

The ping of a DM alert had her rushing to switch tabs faster than Meg Ryan or Tom Hanks could ever hope to dial up. The message was from Toby. She did some quick math since Yokosuka, Japan—where her baby boy was stationed for another six weeks—was fourteen hours ahead. He’d just starting his day.  

She fired back good wishes for his day. Then she sent a reminder about how much she was looking forward to his upcoming visit. Then another about how proud she was of him. Plus, one more sending all her love. 

She would keep it up, but another ping distracted her. 

Message from Jason Yuè: Great news. I have a lead on the note. 

She typed her response then read and reread it. 

Dolce: That’s so exciting. What did you learn?

Jason: It’s more complicated than I can explain in a message. 

The mysterious three dots that indicated he was actively typing appeared. They disappeared then returned—four times in quick succession. She’d noticed that it took Jason a while to formulate his responses to her, but she was impatient to get an update. Unable to wait him out, she typed a reply.

Dolce: Ok. That’s intriguing. Is there anything I can do to help?

More typing dots. 

He never took this long to react in our main group thread. Not that I’m special, at least not to him. I do not spend time thinking about what it might mean...much.

While she waited in lies and denial, she checked back on the messages from Toby who had reacted with a face-with-rolling-eyes emoji. Flipping back to her thread with Jason, she read his latest reply. 

Jason: Actually, I think it’d be really helpful if you could look at some of the research I dug up.

Yikes! That’s daunting. Jason was a bone fide archival librarian and historian. He worked at Bowling Green State University in the Browne Popular Culture Library where he specialized in the history of Romance Fiction. When that man researched, he didn’t mess around. 

She played it cool.

Dolce: Wow, I’m honored. Do you want to send me some pics?

She hit send before rereading the message.

Shoot. That sounds so weird. 

Dolce: I mean some scans of the research.

She closed her eyes. This was why she always tried to proofread even her casual messages. I’m a walking, talking goofball. It’s amazing my two kids still have a relationship with me after I was the captain of embarrassing parents. She figured it came with widowhood. Not having Tobias around meant she had to pick up the dad-joke slack and the intimidation of dates. She was killer at the former and rotten at the latter.

She should be used to the flavor of toe jam with as often she put her foot in her mouth. 

She let out a heavy breath and blinked her eyes open against the brightness of the computer screen to find more typing dots. 

Ugh. I can’t watch this. She grabbed her reusable borosilicate glass water bottle and left the sunroom to refill it. On her way back to her desk, she snagged a bag of her favorite chocolates—Carmel Ki’X Truffles. One of the perks of still working for her dad and mama were all the free samples. 

The three-anxiety-inducing dots greeted her. She tore into the sturdy craft-paper bag. She popped one of the delicacies in her mouth and her teeth sank into the smooth chocolate infused with Mexican spices before she reached the creamy caramel in the center. The garnish of sea salt made the flavors burst on her tongue and the secret ki’xocolatl blend left her mouth with the tiniest tingle of numbness. 

Who needs a man when you work in the chocolate business anyway?

She glanced back to the screen. More typing dots, c’mon! 

But, oh...he’d sent a message she missed. He was still typing but he’d already responded with one simple sentence.

Jason: In person might be better.

She knocked over her bottle with a clunk in her rush to respond before he could take it back. 

Double shoot. She righted the bottle and moved her laptop out of the danger zone, but water was pooling on her untidy desk because the pop-top had snapped open. With nothing in the sunroom to mop up the mess, she ripped off her shirt and made do. 

Now there was more to his message.

Jason: I’ll be in Ann Arbor on Saturday. Can I take you out for coffee and we can look through what I’ve got so far?



Two

Jason

Jason let out a huge gush of breath.  

I just asked out my internet crush. 

I can’t believe it. 

Dolce Saunders Sol was the most stunning woman he had ever interacted with. Yes, she was so gorgeous even the strange blue-washed lighting of her laptop couldn’t diminish her appeal, but that wasn’t the only reason he’d been crushing on her for so long.  

She was intensely dedicated, loyal, funny, smart, and she cared...about him. Not in a relationship sort of way, just as acquaintances. Still, she always asked thoughtful questions about his work and boring life, even his family and friends. 

Admittedly, Jason was a hopeless romantic. It was a product of the work he did and the parents he had. 

Dolce: YES

Jason’s heart pounded out a happy beat. He gave in to it, doing a dorky dance in his desk chair as it spun around. 

Jason settled down and asked if she had a time and place she would prefer. Ann Arbor was her territory and, as an Ohioan, Jason knew better than to step on any blue and maize toes. 

Snapping his laptop closed, he sighed with glee. Then he started to make the list of materials he would need to grab from work. It ranged from code books to Signal Corps cipher research, from meteorology terms to telegraph shorthand. He couldn’t let Dolce down. 



Three

Dolce

Dolce sat at the Thirsty Freshwater, a quaint corner teashop on the junction of Fifth and Washington streets. It was a two-story brick building situated on a corner overlooking the old German-owned grocery and hardware plaza. Both foot and vehicular traffic bumbled along, while she regretted arriving early and drinking too many mugs of tea. She’d tried to soothe her nerves, but now she needed to pee. 

Is it better to make a dash for it or hope Jason arrived soon then have to excuse myself? 

She crossed her legs and tried not to wiggle. She stacked the packets of sweeteners in piles according to each color. It was seven minutes until he was due to arrive. She dumped the packets back into the tiny ceramic holder then grabbed her bulky Vera Bradley purse and headed for the cute-as-a-button gender-neutral bathroom. It had a stain-glass pendant light and mosaic tile walls.

She bustled back just as Jason approached the entrance. The autumn wind had disarrayed his hair so it stood at wonky angles. He pulled mightily at the brass door pull, fighting against the breeze. Once inside, he took a moment to brush down his blue button-up shirt. Then he combed his fingers through his hair, sweeping it back, and reseated his wire-framed glasses more firmly on his nose. 

Dolce’s smile grew by a few degrees with each adjustment he made. 

He peered all around then beamed when he spotted her. She gave a little wave. He enthusiastically returned the gesture and bounded forward with the excitement of a golden retriever. He scooped her up in a warm hug. A giggle burst out of her chest and Jason returned it with a silly-sounding chuckle. 

“Hi,” she said a little breathlessly. 

“Hi.” 

“Please, sit.” 

Jason slipped off the camel-color messenger bag that had been slung over his shoulder and settled in the chair across from hers. Dolce bounced her knees a bit beneath the bistro table. She was even more nervous now that he was here. 

“Why did it take us so long to do this?” Dolce blurted. 

Jason laughed again. The sound was more of a deep-bellied chortle and the goofiest laugh she’d ever heard. Not a bray or cackle or anything annoying, but a popcorn-sizzling-and-about-to-pop sort of noise. It was genuine and she liked it. 

“I wish I knew,” he said. “Can I get you a coffe—I mean tea?”

He looked at the little metal tea kettle, droopy tea bag, and empty mug with the barest falter in his smile. 

Was this a date? No, it was just friends meeting. Just a business meeting of sorts. 

Dolce’s nerves sparked like a sprinkler at a Fourth of July parade. 

Some guys took their chivalry seriously, but he was a scholar, she wouldn’t bankrupt him by ordering a high tea service with all the delicate pastries. She’d just get another flavor and new kettle of hot water. 

Then a memory of his Rel-E-Vant profile picture, an image of Jason with his mother and sister at his family’s tea store, gave her pause. Would he judge her for not being a tea connoisseur? He would be too nice to say anything, but he might silently write her off. He’d tell her about his research then dash back to Ohio as quickly as possible. He might ghost her on Rel-E-Vant. 

He was cheerily watching her with a black eyebrow quirked in question. 

“I’ll have whatever you’re having,” she declared. 

He took his time studying the menu board, so she pulled out the book she was currently reading where she’d sandwiched the mysterious letter. Anything to keep from staring. He returned with a tall silver stand with the number “21” printed on a placard that stuck out from the top. 

The moment Jason sat, Dolce launched into the story of how she discovered the dress.  

“It was probably a once-in-a-lifetime find,” she explained. “I estimate the dress is late 1880’s. The bustle in the back gives the gown an asymmetric line. The high collar and button front were hallmarks of the time. It’s got this very fitted bodice with the cinched waist that flares into a full hip. Oh, I have pictures, hang on.”

She lifted her large purse on her lap and riffled through keys, pens, mints, a sewing kit, a tin of chocolates, her large zip wallet, a packet of tissues, gum, and a few tampons. Finally, she laid her fingers on her smart phone. It gave her fits about unlocking with face ID since she had dolled up a bit more than it seemed to recognize. 

With the album open, she set her phone on the table between them and slowly swiped as she detailed the features of the dress and how each made it unique. 

“So the note was in the pocket?” Jason asked.

“Sort of. These dresses often have pockets that are accessible but won’t disrupt the silhouette of the garment. The note wasn’t in those, it was in a different pocket compartment deep in the lining. The entire overskirt would have to be raised to access it. But the strangest part is, that compartment was fully sewn shut. I only noticed it because I was taking such care to iron each pleat and restore all the tacking.” 

“Wow,” he commented. Though he was gaping at Dolce instead of her phone. When she caught him watching her, he dropped his gaze. “And when you recovered the note?”

“It was crumbled in this secret spot, but it was in bad shape. I take a lot of care when I clean and treat old garments, but someone had roughly washed this dress in the past. Maybe more than once. It’s amazing there wasn’t mold or mildew damage. Hey, would you like to see the note?”

“Absolutely!”

Dolce had been resting her arm on her book so lifted her elbow to reveal the title, Miklós László and his Corner Shop, a biography about her favorite playwright. She extracted the double-sided letter. Wrinkle lines were webbed across the sepia paper. The ink was faded in places, but it was still legible—just not decipherable.  

Jason stared at it with wistful longing. 

“Here,” she said as she made to hand it to him. 

“Hang on.”

He leaned over to get something from his messenger bag on the floor then withdrew a sheet of flimsy plastic. 

“Do you mind if we put it in this?” he asked. “It’s an archival sleeve made of acid-free polyester. It should protect it from yellowing or crumbling.”

“Yeah, go for it.”

Jason held open the two edges of the clear film and Dolce slid the delicate page in between. Their fingers brushed and a jolting awareness reverberated over her skin and up her arm.  

He didn’t seem to notice. He examined each side of the paper with slow deliberation. Finally, he shook his head. He opened his mouth to speak but just then the barista stepped from behind the counter carrying over two cortados. The man set the two-tone drip glazed mugs on the crowded table then took the number stand back with him as he left.

“I know you were drinking tea earlier,” Jason said, “but we’ve talked about cortados so many times I figured it would be nice to sample one together.”

“I love that idea. Oo, and I have something for you that will go perfectly with these.”

She grabbed her purse again. This time she found what she was after right away. Dolce handed the rectangular tin to Jason. 

“Happy Sweetest Day,” she said. Immediately she regretted making this weird. “I mean, it is Sweetest Day and happy we’re-finally-meeting day. These are from my family’s candy shop.”

“Gee, thank you,” he said with shy sincerity. “What’s Sweetest Day?”

“Oh, you’ve never heard of it? It’s a day to celebrate affection and kindness, those you care about but also those who might not have anyone else. I guess it’s a little like Valentine’s Day but less for just couples.”

Jason pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Do you mind if I look it up?”

“Go ahead.”

She raised her mug to her mouth to cover her embarrassment. The scent of the complex creamy coffee wafted over her. She took a sip, but it scalded the tip of her tongue ruining those tastebuds for the next few days.

“Huh, it’s a midwestern holiday. No wonder I wasn’t familiar with it. I was born in Seattle. Still, I’m surprised I haven’t come across it at work.”

That was a bit surprising since his focus was on romance fiction. Although, if the authors weren’t from the region, they probably weren’t aware of the obscure celebration either. It was a huge deal in Dolce’s family. She’d called her daughter on her drive to the Thirsty Freshwater. It would be the first year she didn’t talk to her son directly, but they chatted for a long while yesterday. She planned to visit Tobias’ gravesite this evening. But before that, she was meeting her parents to play cards with the seniors at the local nursing home. It was difficult for her to imagine not being aware of it.

“According to a 1922 spread in the Cleveland Plain Dealer, it was planned by a committee of confectioners in the area.”

“Whoa, you found that fast. Who were the confectioners?”

Jason listed off a handful of names but the only one that caught Dolce’s attention was her great grandfather’s. 

“Hey, are you ok?” Jason asked.

Dolce didn’t answer. She just slid the tin of chocolates across the table. Jason peeked at it briefly then back at Dolce’s face. She didn’t meet his regard, she simply stared at the embossed lid. Eventually he followed her gaze back down. 

“Saunders Artisan Chocolates since 1872,” he read. “Saunders like Wilfred Saunders, one of the twelve? Like Dolce Saunders Sol?”

“He was my great grandpa. I always thought that Sweetest Day was a special day for community benevolence, family togetherness, celebrating love. It turns out it’s always just been another made-up holiday to drive candy sales.”

“Dolce, no that isn’t...I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s ok. The cortado is tasty,” she said. Well, she thought it was but couldn’t be sure given her lack of tastebuds. “You should drink it before it gets cold.”

Jason took her hand, rubbing his thumb over her knuckles. His touch did more than reassure her, it awoke a longing in her. 

He lifted the lid off the tin to find a selection of truffles. Unable to resist the sales instincts drilled into her, Dolce pointed at each to describe the flavors.

“Double Dark, Carmel Crackle, Dusty Roads, Lavender by the Lake, and Dulce de Leche—”

“Dulce de Leche?” Jason asked with a bright grin. 

“Yeah.”

He plucked the delicacy out then sunk his teeth in. He moaned and his eyes fluttered shut. 

“This is amazing.” 

He took a sip of the cortado then gawked at the half bite still held between his thumb and forefinger. 

“I’m not sure it makes a difference how Sweetest Day got started. The important thing is how you spend it,” Jason said. “Thanks for spending yours with me this year.”

Dolce relaxed into the pleasant warmth that Jason’s flattering reaction and well-spoken reassurance blanketed upon her. It was bizarre to speak to him in person. All her reckless typos and his dilly-dallying replies didn’t get in the way now when they could read each other’s tone and body language.

“I’m happy to,” she said. “It seemed like you started to say something before our drinks arrived.”

“Oh, yeah. I was going to say, there was a similar story about a dress and a hidden note a while back. A woman found a dress about a decade ago, but the note was only deciphered in the last year. It turned out the cryptic note was shorthand for telegraph terms describing weather. I really thought that was what this would be, too.”

Jason finished his truffle with another mumbled noise of pleasure that reminded Dolce about how long she’d been single. He sucked his thumb into his mouth, and she looked away to keep from blushing. 

He was back to sorting through his messenger bag and she took full advantage of his distraction to compose herself. 

“The Department of Agriculture put out this book of weather codes from the late 19th century,” he explained. 

He flipped the worn book open and skimmed pages as he consulted the letter.  

Dolce wouldn’t have thought that watching a historian work would be fascinating, but Jason made it look like proper sleuthing.  

“But that isn’t what this is.”

“Is that bad?” she asked.

He smirked. “No, this is great! That would have been too easy because the decoder that cracked that other note already did all the fun work.” 

Before she knew it, Jason had taken over the table with books and was leafing through several at a time. He kept her engaged, explaining what he was looking for and how he knew where to look. His messenger bag was like Mary Poppins’ magic carpetbag and Beauty and the Beast’s library got together and had a baby. 

They might have sat there for thirty minutes or three hours, but an intrusion came and cut into their bubble.  

“Excuse me. Are you Dolce Saunders Sol?” a man asked. He was holding a huge fruit and flower bouquet and dressed in a black t-shirt with a bright green logo that read Craving Carvings.  

“Yes.”

“This is for you.” 

Dolce took the canister-turned-vase and tried to place it on the tiny book-covered table. It was top heavy and threated to tip. Jason wrapped his warm hands around hers and together they steadied the monstrosity. Dolce was mesmerized by the feel of his palms grasping her knuckles. 

“Could I get your signature, Miss Sol?”

“Oh, of course.”

She extricated her hands then scribbled her signature with a sticky finger on the delivery man’s tablet. 

Jason was still anchoring the arrangement to keep it from toppling onto his research space. 

“Sorry.” She rushed to trade off. 

“No worries.”

He wiped his hands then stowed his books back in his bag. 

Dolce turned the arrangement until she located the card. Tears filled her eyes as she read the note from her son. Knowing how special Sweetest Day had always been to her and, since they wouldn’t get to talk today, he must have sent her this outlandish gesture so she didn’t feel forgotten. 




Three

Jason

It was time to get out of here. This “meet cute” had not been a date. Jason had been disillusioned the moment he arrived and saw Dolce had already been camped out. Then there had been her reluctance to let him even buy her a drink. Now he was fully and thoroughly disabused of all ideas that he had a chance with her by the adoring display before them. 

He was humiliated that he’d ever thought Dolce was single or willing to date a guy like him. She’d made it clear that this was only a business meeting, keeping all their talk on subject— with only one except, when he’d basically accused her ancestor of fabricating an entire holiday. 

Jason just wanted to run home and lick his wounds or, in this case, his battered ego. 

“Would you like a...I think it is a piece of watermelon shaped like a rose?” she asked.

He’d spotted the card straight away. It was more romantic than he’d ever been. 


I’ll love you forever and back, from near or far. Sorry I can’t be there with you today. Your always admirer. Love, T.J. 


What was the etiquette for consuming something someone else’s boyfriend sent to your once-internet-now-real-life crush? 

“I’ll never be able to eat all of this. Please?” she asked again.

“Ah, sure.”

She tugged a skewer free and passed it to him. Jason wasn’t an envious man by nature, but he relished biting into the beautiful melon. It was fresh and ripe, juicy and sweet. Clearly it’d taken the artist a long time to carve all the different varieties. There were probably a dozen types of fruits shaped into a dozen types of flowers. 

“What kind of flower is this supposed to be?” Dolce asked.

She rotated the giant posy then pointed to a mango. 

“A tiger lily,” he guessed. “The strawberries are tulips.”

“Is this grape meant to be a violet? How on earth did someone carve something so small?”

“You’re the one who works in the art of chocolate making.”

Dolce snorted. “I’m in marketing. My mom’s the master. And my daughter. She’s a born sculptor. We’re lucky she likes to work with chocolate.”

Her eyes lit up when she talked about her family. It made Jason miss his own parents. He promised himself he’d call his folks on the hour-and-a-half drive back home. Maybe he’d wish them a Happy Sweetest Day. It’d be a good way not to dwell on the fact he’d fumbled this entire encounter. 

“Sorry this disrupted our research.”

He liked the way she said “our,” but he kicked himself for the fool he was. 

“It was a good time to take a break.” And it was a good time for him to make a break for it. “I should head out. Do you want me to keep working on this? I might need to borrow the letter.” 

Dolce’s smile faded but she rallied. “Oh, I wish we had more time. Of course, you can take the letter.”

Had she expected that they’d solve this mystery today? That would have been a miracle. Jason loved a good scavenger hunt, but he hated to disappoint her. That must be why he suggested, “Have you contacted the shop where you found the dress? Maybe they could give us more insight.”

“That’s a great idea.”

They both wiped their hands on the recycled paper napkins then stood. This hug was less cheerful, so Jason funneled all his upbeat geniality into his departing smile. He wasn’t sure when he’d see Dolce again in person. It might not be wise for his heart to ever do so. He could mail the letter back to her then they’d go back to being relevant only in the digital world of Rel-E-Vant.

It was nice to catch up with his parents, but Jason always said goodbye with a heavy heart. He wasn’t homesick exactly, but he was wistful for the time when he could look on his parents’ infinite devotion as an attainable dream. 

He pulled into his attached garage then sat in his parked Nissan Leaf for another moment. One of the perks of living in the Midwest was affordable housing. He lived in a ranch-style two-bedroom on the modest salary he made. His development was a little bit cookie-cutter from the outside, but inside he’d made a cozy warren of reading nooks that wove through the space. 

When he was little, he’d believed in everlasting love with the same conviction that most kids cherished the magic of Christmas. He was the knight, the prince, the hero—he need only find his soulmate. His parents had been icons for his faith. He had taken his role as big brother seriously even as his athletic and popular little sister derided his hovering. She made friends easily. His friends were all characters in books. 

Society wasn’t kind to girls, but it wasn’t easy for boys either. When his classmates paid him attention, which thankfully was on rare occasions, it was because he wasn’t tough enough. It wasn’t cool to have glasses and like books. He got along with the girls more than the boys, but when they became enamored with make-up and fashion, he wasn’t asked to hang out as often. In high school, he had dated a few of those same girls. In the end, he made a good friend, or a decent warm-up boyfriend, but it was the jocks and bad boys that they fawned over. 

Jason dragged himself from the car then plugged it in. He retrieved his bag of books then trudged inside for another night of dinner alone. He dropped his stuff by the door to the garage, toed off his shoes, then wandered into the kitchen. He reheated the tortellini primavera he’d made last night by rote. This was his habit. He could do it all in a state of desensitized routine. 

He hadn’t always lived here by himself. The chic square dinnerware he pulled from the oak cabinets were a testament to the almosts of his past. These were a gift from the wedding registry for a ceremony that had never taken place. The store wouldn’t take the return, so Jason got to keep this depressing memento. A reminder that friends don’t always become lovers. A reminder that Benessa had preferred her jerk ex-boyfriend. Because, when it came time to “settle,” she didn’t have the stomach to marry Jason. She might not have needed to lace up her tennis shoes and pull a runaway bride alongside Julia Roberts, but it wasn’t far from how their relationship fell apart. 

Jason was used to tucking his tail between his legs and taking the shame and the brunt of the embarrassment. He’d been the one to notify all the guests, return all the gifts he could, show up at events only to be phased out of friend groups. 

Wham! 

He slammed the porcelain against the quartz countertop. It cracked in uneven thirds. 

He stared at the broken plate as the microwave beeped—beeped—beeped. 

Half elated and still half numb, he pulled another plate from the cabinet. This one he let fly like a frisbee across the room. It shattered as it hit the wall and chinked in dissonant notes as it crumbled to the floor by his shoes and bag. His pulse was racing and his hands shook, but he pulled down another plate and sent it soaring. Then another. Until all ten place settings were shattered in a dizzying homage to Meg Ryan’s failed engagement in Sleepless in Seattle. 



Four

Dolce

What should have been one simple phone call, morphed into a task of complex, and comedic, proportions. After her maybe-a-date with Jason, Dolce had called How Passé, the antique shop where she’d discovered the dress and its secrets. She was coming around to the idea that she was ready to wade into the sea of singles if a certain man with salt-and-pepper hair was available. They got along just as well in person as they had online, better actually. But Dolce hadn’t dated in twenty years. She wasn’t sure Jason was interested in more than just the mystery of the pocket parchment. 

They had messaged causally every day, but Dolce wanted to see him again. 

She deemed that enough time had passed to initiate her lame-excuse of a plan. She read and re-read her message asking him to join her as she revisited the shop in Saginaw this weekend. It would be a bit of a road trip but every time she called the store, she got an answering machine that was full. It wasn’t surprising that a business centered around relics used an answering machine, but it sure was annoying. They didn’t have an e-mail address on their outdated website, and their only other online presence was a Yelp review from some crazy cat lady that complained they wouldn’t refund her for the broken record player she’d purchased twelve-years prior.  

Was Dolce on her way to becoming a crazy cat lady herself? 

Maybe she had been until this adventure had spurred her into meeting a handsome, bespeckled acquaintance. 

Her cell phone buzzed with an incoming text. Dolce, who had just set it down after gleefully asking Jason out, jumped a little. The message was from her daughter.

Melina: Would you like to swing by to try my latest creation? *chocolate bar emoji*

Dolce: On my why. 

Dolce: *way

She stood then slid her phone into the back pocket of her jeans and peered around the cubicles as she stretched her shoulders. Most days Dolce came into the six-person office attached to the sweets factory even though she could easily work from home. Her family was here, or everyone who remained in the area, so she was happy to make the effort to be onsite. When she entered the chocolatería, the aroma that had filled her life greeted her. It was the warm notes of the responsibly and ethically sourced cacao as it roasted to simmer away the tangy acidity and left a nutty, smooth fragrance. Today, however, another strong scent blanketed the small experimental kitchen.

“Are you trading in your apron to become a bartender?” she asked.

“Mama, no. You’re so silly,” Melina said with a laugh. “I’m working on a line of cocktail truffles. 

She wiped her fingers on the towel sitting on the worktable where she was popping chocolates from their polycarbonate molds. Behind her, Dolce’s mother Laia was stirring a giant pot of steaming dark sauce. 

Dolce wove her way over to greet the two women she loved most in the world with a kiss. 

“Mole? That’s not our usual direction.”

“Actually,” Melina explained, “it’s a Japanese-inspired curry sauce with chocolate. T.J. told me about trying Katsu Curry and my mind started racing with ideas.” 

“When did you talk to your brother?” she asked. She was thrilled to hear the two made time for each other since they had argued non-stop as teenagers. Now they were collaborating on international flavors. It came full circle and Dolce’s marketing mind envisions a bright future for their family business. 

“A few days ago. Here, try this.” Melina held out some variety of chocolate cluster or bark. 

There was a satisfying crunch as she bit into the salty roasted chickpeas. It was complex and bold. Above all, it was decadent and delicious.

“How do you do that?”

Melina beamed. 

“It was my idea,” Laia called. 

“You are both so brilliant,” Dolce said. “I should get back to—”

She paused as her phone vibrated. She pulled it out and recognized the Rel-E-Vant banner that gave a snapshot of the reply from Jason. Hurriedly, she opened the app and read his answer.

Jason: Yes, that sounds like an absolute blast. I love treasure hunts. Should I pick you up Saturday morning?

“Mom, do you have a boyfriend?” 

Dolce pressed her phone to her chest. The problem with mothers and adult daughters was the reversal of snooping. She turned to find Melina hovering a foot away and Laia peering at her intently. 

“No, he’s just a friend. He’s helping me with that note I found in the bustle dress.”

“Dearest, you are red as a pomegranate,” her mother called from her place by the pot. 

“You like this guy,” Melina declared. 

Dolce folded her arms over her chest, further hiding her phone. 

“Who is he?” Melina pressed. “Is he that librarian that looks like Ke Huy Quan?”

Dolce’s face was on fire. 

“He’s a great researcher, that’s all. We met on Saturday to go over that letter. He thinks it might be some telegram shorthand.”

“You met on Sweetest Day?” Laia asked. 

She stopped stirring and stood with her hands on her hips.

Melina whistled. 

“It’s not a big deal.”

“Pfft. Did you give him chocolates?” her mama asked.

“Of course, it’s our business. We’ve been friends through the Great Lakes conservation group for years. It was only polite.” 

“She’s got it bad,” Laia told her granddaughter. 

“This is great.” 

“We aren’t dating,” Dolce insisted. 

“It sounds like a date to me.”



Five

Jason

After his uncharacteristic display of frustration, Jason doubled down on his research efforts. He’d tidied up and been using his camping dinnerware in the days since his outburst. He wished he felt unburdened by the whole event, but he mostly felt contrite. He was fine with the fact that Benessa had broken things off. They wouldn’t have had a successful or happy marriage. Drawn to each other in the odd opposites attract vortex glamorized in social media trends, Jason’s golden retriever vibes had been pulled in by something in Benessa’s moody black cat magnetism. They’d known each other since college and when she needed a place to stay after a horrendous breakup, Jason had opened his home to her. He, of course, insisted she take the bedroom while he relocated to the couch. She’d been the one to take their situation into physical intimacy and they just sort of found their way into a relationship from there. However, it was always Jason that made it about romance. He’d been the one to propose after only four months. Years passed before he realized, if they were going to move to the next level, he’d have to be the one that planned the wedding. Benni hadn’t had many opinions, but Jason loved research, so it’d been fun and exciting. Until he’d come home from decorating the church to find Benessa in their bed with her ex. 

A ping from Rel-E-Vant saved him from spiraling into a bitter well again. 

Dolce: You dot mind driving? 

He’d noticed she typo’d more frequently when she was excited. That defused his bad mood faster than the blink of an eye. Jason wasn’t one to stay down and out long. He didn’t see the point on dwelling on the bad in life—this week’s exhibition being the exception. 

Dolce: *do’nt

Dolce: Sorry, I meant donut

Dolce: Ugh! do not

He laughed as he slowly tapped out his own response.

Jason: Not at all. See you at 9:30?

Dolce: Perfect. I’ll bring doughnuts. *winky face emoji*



Six

Dolce

“Closed? How can it be closed? I was just here.”

An “All Sales Are Final” sign dangled from the glass door but, inside the dark corner shop, only empty selves remained. 

“I’m so sorry, Jason. What a wasted trip.”

He’d been so enthusiastic when he pulled up. Bouncing from the car to sweetly help open her car door. The hour-and-a-half ride north had been filled with their chatter about music and books as they nibbled on the homemade chocolate-drizzled focaccia sticks and glazed sour cream doughnuts she promised. He asked about her other antique finds. She’d hung on his every word when he shared his parent’s love story. 

“You couldn’t have known,” Jason said.

“Oh, there were signs. I just—” 

Jason put his hands on Dolce’s shoulders and turned her away from the sad and derelict building. The grasp was comforting. It filled her with a flicker of hope that this wasn’t time poorly spent after all. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

There was so much compassion in this man. As much as she still loved Tobias, she was exhausted by the idea of holding onto her grief forever. Would it be so terrible to share her burdens with someone kind? That’s why she felt guilty. Until now, she’d never felt like it was a burden to be single—mothering, yes, that was just downright hard to do alone—but she’d forgotten or repressed everything else she’d lost. She’d never felt the reawakening of her desires until Jason. Through the internet, it had been easy to ignore her attraction to him, delegating fantasies to faceless lovers rather than picturing him. Now, she had to admit, she’d been all but overjoyed to find any reason to spend more time in his bubble of happy-go-lucky energy. He made her feel alive again. 

“I just wanted more time with you,” she confessed.

“You did?”

“Yeah. Jason, I really like you.”

“What about T.J.?”

“Huh...uh, I don’t think he will mind actually.” 

It was thoughtful he was worried about her son, but she wasn’t sure why that was his first question.

“You don’t think he’ll mind?” Jason’s voice rose an octave and his eyes were bugging behind his glasses. He dropped his hands and backed up a step. He took a deep breath then looked at her blue-jeans-clad knees. “Dolce, I do like you, but I could never be in a relationship with someone who isn’t fully available.”

It hurt that he’d thrown her vulnerability back in her face. 

“I know why you think I might not be able to open my heart but...”

But maybe he was right, she wasn’t ready. She marched passed Jason and back to his cute blue car. This would be the longest, most awkward ride of her life. Perhaps she should call her parents. She stomped around the vehicle to a bench that overlooked the river. 

She could spend the time it took for them to drive up to get her to snoop around the shop. Maybe she could figure out...something. Who was she kidding? She had no idea how to research the dress or the note or the store. 

Jason traipsed up to his car and looked around bewilderedly. The moment he spotted her his eyes lit up and he waved jovially. Nothing crushed this guy’s happy spirit. He was too sunshiny for her. 

He shoved his hands in his pockets and approached her. 

“I’m flattered, you know.”

Raising teenagers had really upped her eye-rolling game and she brought it now. 

“It’s fine. You called it, I’m still grieving Tobias. There’s a fair chance I’ll never recover from losing my husband and, yeah, that’s just something I’ve got to figure out.” 

“What?” 

“Jason, this has been a fool’s errand. I’ll give you money to fill your gas tank or charge up or whatever, but you shouldn’t invest anymore of your time. I’ll figure out a ride back to Ann Arbor—”

“I’m not leaving you here!” He was clearly offended but shrugged that off. “Back up, just back up a second. Tobias was your husband? He passed away?”

“Yes,” she answered, now confused herself. “Haven’t I told you I’m a widow?”

“No. I knew you lived alone since your kids graduated. But, hang on, who sent you that fruit basket then?”

Dolce tilted her head and surveyed Jason. He was rocking on his feet, hands still buried in his pockets as if to keep them from reaching out to her.

“My son,” she answered. “T.J. Tobias Junior. He’s stationed in Japan for a couple more weeks.”

Jason’s mouth popped open the slightest bit. “Oh.”

“Yep.”

A chortle bubbled up and over his lips. Jason threw his head back and laughed in that wacky way of his that made her heart feel lighter. 

When he finally recovered, he said, “Dolce, I’m so sorry for how I reacted.” He bounded over and sat next to her. 

“It’s ok.” She bumped her shoulder against his. “So, what are we going to do now?”

“About the note and the dress?”

She nodded. 

Jason closed his eyes. “I already translated the note.” 

“You did? When did you do that?” she asked. 

He rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. “I owe you more of an apology. I made some bad assumptions based on my own baggage but that didn’t stop me from wanting to spend more time with you, too. So I took off work this week to focus on decoding it. I told myself it was to clear my head, but I also just wanted to impress you. I know I’m not anyone’s image of prince charming but that didn’t stop me from wishing you’d...I don’t know...chose me.”

Touched, Dolce placed her hand on Jason’s jittering knee. He stilled. 

“I think you’re pretty charming.” 

That earned her a crooked smile. Jason took her hand then stood. He pulled her back to the car. Once they were settled inside, he handed her the sheaf protecting the letter and the printed page he’d worked up. 

This day I seek to secure our union,

In the sight of our maker, our family and friends,

In a covenant of honesty, respect, and commitment.

I promise to protect and cherish you, 

With adoration and devotion.

I promise you will never want again,

For I will give you my warmth in the cold,

I will give you shelter in the rain,

I will give you comfort in your sorrow.

I delight in your companionship,

My heart pines for you when we are apart,

Knowing that together we are mighty.

With honor and tender faith,

I pledge my life to you.

I rejoice this day knowing that it is the first of many more to come,

You are my truest love, 

Now and forever. 

Dolce held the printed paper to her chest, right against her heart. She tried to blink the tears away.

“It wasn’t a code,” Jason explained. “It was Latin.” 

“Why was it hidden?”

“I don’t think it was. I think it was saved. A keepsake.”

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Maybe...maybe we could try again with this thing between us.” 

“I’d like that.”




Epilogue

Sweetest Day

Two Years Later

This wedding was nothing like the one Jason had previously planned. Nor was it like Dolce’s first wedding with Tobias. 

This one took place in a corner shop. 

The bride wore an antique bustle dress. The groom wore something of the same era and a smile that was the most sweetly charming one in existence. 

Her daughter and son were their attendants. Having helped with all the modest arrangements—taking extra care to hand out the small boxes of chocolates as wedding favors—they now watched their mother as she gave her heart to a man once more. The vows were recited in Latin, just as they’d been written one-hundred-and-forty-some years earlier. 
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Caught Looking
Sylvie Fielder
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One

In the cool April air, lit by just enough early evening sun, Reggie McKenzie was living her best life. Finally reunited with the green plastic stadium seat that she called home, she settled in to watch her beloved team, the Cleveland Spiders, play a little bit of baseball while she ate her first hot dog of the season. 

She had skipped the home opener; she didn’t need to be there for that ceremonial shit. Waiting a week or so, she could avoid the fair-weather day drinkers in favor of serious viewing. Could persist through the cold night games synonymous with being a Cleveland fan without being surrounded by people who cared more about the cold than the sport. Could eat her hot dogs and drink her one cheap domestic beer in peace. Her season tickets, the only lower deck option that she could almost afford, gave her access to approximately a third of the season’s home games. 

This year, she planned to go to all those games on her own. 

Her father, her usual baseball companion and confidante, had died months earlier. Watching their favorite sport would let her live in the memories of all those games they’d attended together. It was a safe space for her, filled with happy thoughts, and she was reluctant to let anyone else in, anyone who might let her down. Reggie couldn’t layer disappointment on top of all her other complicated, and mostly sorrowful, feelings.

Even through her grief

















[image: image]












[image: image]



































[image: image]























[image: image]
























[image: image]




























[image: image]
















[image: image]




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LAKEFRONT

o
: THE GREAT LAKES

A Great Lakes Fiction Writers
Anthology <

m.mg‘#;





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





