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A woman steers a plastic swan across o lake while a man asks her the same
question for the nineteenth time, and elsewhere a Tinder date arrives with
cinnamon rolls and a photograph of a gondola on his phone. A ranger returns
a cabin key across a courthouse hallway, a grandmother’s falcon lifts from a
gardening glove in an orchard, and a volunteer ice-cream booth turns a
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carnival into a first conversation. Today’s shelf holds romance, women’s fiction,
and historical fiction, though many of these pieces care less about tidy endings
than about what people risk when they want to be chosen. Some look
backward into sieges, skating rivers, and letter-writing widows, others stay in
the present tense of apps, coworking fantasies, and husbands hunting
backyard dragons. They take place on lakes, in co-ops, on asteroids, and in
rented flats, and they keep asking how much of a life two people can share
without losing the parts they need to keep.

All links in today’s edition were checked against the linked publication,
magazine, or publisher page on October 8, 2026.

Marzia Grillo opens on a pedalo shaped like a swan, drifting across
Lake Bracciano on a heavy August afternoon, with children and
pensioners watching from the shore. The woman traces a finger through
the water and says she would really prefer not to, while Luigi rummages
in a striped bag for a diving mask and asks the question he has already
asked eighteen times. Grillo inventories those earlier proposals with dry
precision: a restaurant in Ischia, a taxi in Piazza Barberini, the end
credits of Kill Bill, a birthday cake, an emergency room in Formia. The
swan itself becomes almost another character, hollow plastic with a
painted eye that seems to judge them both. The translators Lourdes
Contreras and Julia Pelosi-Thorpe keep the prose restless and slightly
off-balance, matching the woman’s circling thoughts as she pedals



alone toward a tree growing in the water. It is a story about romance as
pressure and repetition, and about a person who still has not decided
whether a yes would be a rescue or a trap.

Read “The Swan” at The Common

The Discovery Desk

Gondola - Etgar Keret

Etgar Keret’'s Dorit swipes into a Tinder profile that names Oshik, thirty-
eight, married with no kids, looking for a serious relationship, which is
unusual enough that she agrees to meet him at a Roladin cafe. He
arrives looking square and gentle, asks about her childhood and what
music she hears on Friday afternoons, then announces he has to leave
for a wedding with his wife. Keret lets their dates stay ordinary and
slightly absurd: cinnamon rolls, Cornettos, pudding cups, and a screen
saver of Oshik in a gondola with a woman Dorit privately nicknames the
Gondola. Dorit wants more than a fling; she wants holiday dinners and
the possibility of a child, while Oshik keeps insisting he is looking for
something serious and may never leave his marriage. The story treats
the affair as both comedy and ache, and it stays close to Dorit’s
curiosity about a man who seems hungry for touch and terrified of
being owned. Keret’s lightness never quite covers the question of what
seriousness can mean when someone will not say a partner’s name.

Read “Gondola” at Electric Literature
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How To Love Sara - Kristen Ray

Sara sits by a fire pit at her favorite Maine campsite and forces herself
to let Paul start the fire, though she could do it herself in ten seconds.
He works from a legal pad of steps until a soaked matchbox ruins the
plan, and she produces a camping mirror to focus the last of the sun
onto the tinder. Kristen Ray sets them as a wilderness ranger and a
county lawyer who met when their arms brushed at a courthouse
bulletin board, both devoted to the same mid-coast landscape and
moving at different speeds toward what comes next. Paul has a blue
velvet box and a list of what love means; Sara has a need for space that
makes any next level feel like a crossroads. The story stays with the
awkwardness of that evening, the abandoned cooler of pesto pasta and
chocolate cake, and the notebook Paul tucks into his sleeping bag. Ray
writes a romance about timing and temperament rather than destiny,
and about two people inventing practical language for how to stay.

Read “How To Love Sara” at Micromance Magazine

The Thaw Experiment - Kelly Murashige

Kelly Murashige’s two volunteers arrive separately at a high-school
carnival, each furious at the friends who left them stranded at the
frozen-sweets booth. They are handed paper hats and plastic aprons,
then face a menu that includes a hazelnut ice cream branded NutLate,
pronounced nutlet and spelled as unluckily as possible. The shift swings
from a flood of aggressive customers to a thin trickle, which is when
she asks him to tell her about himself and he answers, after a long
pause, that he likes puzzles. Murashige keeps the comedy in small
failures: a tumbling paper hat, a child bellowing for NutLate, jokes that
land a beat late. When the shift ends, she buys an ice-cream sandwich,
asks him to turn around, and slips a sticky note with her number under
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the wrapper. The story is brief and bright, a romance rebuilt out of
nerves, volunteer work, and the decision not to let a sweetness melt
unused.

Read “The Thaw Experiment” at Micromance Magazine

Undermined - Ailsa Fraser

Ailsa Fraser writes in the second person from inside St Andrews Castle
in 1546, where Protestant companions have already killed Cardinal
Beaton and now wait out a Catholic siege with empty stomachs and too
little sleep. Outside the walls, carts keep arriving and miners dig day
and night; inside, the defenders swing pickaxes at rock that may or may
not lead toward the enemy tunnel. Fraser layers the history into bodily
detail: blistered hands, shared sweat, the Sea Tower’s stink, and the
memory of George Wishart burned for his preaching. Hope of English
rescue fades, and the sound of the opposing mine becomes a doom-
song the narrator cannot locate. The story is historical fiction that
refuses ceremony; it stays underground with people who took a castle
and now cannot tell whether they are saving a cause or only delaying a
slaughter. An author’s note anchors the countermine to the real siege
without turning the piece into a lecture.

Read “Undermined” at Retrospect Journal

Thank you for spending some time with this afternoon’s edition. Below this
point are six more works of romance, women'’s fiction, and historical fiction,
three pieces about reading and writing in these genres, and three special
recommendations from the back shelf.

Special Recommendations can be found near the bottom of the article.
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More From the Discovery Desk

Kestrel - J. Condra Smith

J. Condra Smith’s narrator drives after school to Abuela’s too-warm
house for manzanilla tea, then out to the community orchard Abuela
refuses to call a co-op. Abuela has always folded memory into
imagination, covering the narrator in leaves and declaring she has
struck gold, or holding a cherry to the light where a family witch once
lifted a curse. After a stroke puts her on blood thinners and bedrest, she
rescues a kestrel tangled in kite string, names it Clementine, and seems
to recover by caring for the bird. Smith lets the orchard hold both
tenderness and omen: drainage ditches, crabapple rows, and the spot
where orchard hands later find Abuela between the pears. Clementine
will not wear a harness for the narrator, only clutches a gardening glove
and makes sounds from a bird alphabet Abuela understood better. The
story is women'’s fiction about inheritance, caretaking, and the moment
a rescued creature decides it no longer needs the hand that saved it.

Read “Kestrel” at Electric Literature

Tom vs. Dragon - Lyndsay Hall

Every sunset Tom hunts a dragon that has climbed from the canal into
the lake behind his ranch house and begun eating the koi he and
Jeanette buy from the pet store. Lyndsay Hall equips him with an
unloaded revolver, a golf cart, and a steel trap baited with buried meat,
while Jeanette’s drinking shapes the house more tightly than any
creature in the water. Flashbacks to their Intracoastal courtship, naming
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clouds from a Zodiac, sit beside evenings of Pinot Grigio turning into
vodka and forgotten promises. Tom frees a scowling raccoon from the
trap, watches a cotton-candy sunrise, and keeps trying to invent a
problem he can solve outdoors. Hall writes marriage as vigilance and
misdirection, with the dragon circling under the surface whenever the
conversation turns toward Jeanette’s condition. The flash piece is funny
and bleak at once, and it never pretends the backyard monster is the
only thing Tom is afraid to name.

Read “Tom vs. Dragon” at Electric Literature

The Cripple Gets Married - Ahmed Bouzfour,
translated by Nashwa Gowanlock

Ahmed Bouzfour’s child narrator falls in love with Marzouka when she
kisses him on the mouth in the afternoon heat, her wet lips and willow
scent arriving before he understands what desire is. Around her stands
a larger Moroccan history: Hajj Al-Mahdi, who fought in the Rif revolt
until a bullet lodged in his spine, later marrying Marzouka in old age and
leaving her pregnant when he dies during independence celebrations.
Marzouka becomes a servant in her stepson’s house, defending her son
Mohammadi from the mosque’s nickname and from relatives who want
him herding sheep. Gowanlock’s translation keeps the voice close to the
boy’s confusion as men scowl at Marzouka and women gather her in.
Bouzfour builds the story from kitchen talk, cemetery alms of salty
fiteer, and the narrow distance between affection and cruelty. It is
historical women’s fiction about a widow whose gentleness the village
cannot decide how to punish.

Read “The Cripple Gets Married” at The Common

Not the Most Romantic Thing - Carrie Vaughn
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Carrie Vaughn sends Graff and Ell, early in their Visigoth partnership
and even earlier in their private life together, onto a mining asteroid
scheduled for pulverization the next day. Officially they are retrieving
off-network data and tissue samples from a lab the research team
abandoned when Pan-Mineral locked the site down. Vaughn fills the
mission with leaking seals, a paranoid security guard named Weeds, and
Ell's rising panic in any place that is not a closed ship he can control.
The tissue sample turns out to be a living gray cat, which forces the job
sideways into a hostage rescue with a makeshift carrier and forged
paperwork. Graff watches Ell sit on the lab floor whispering until the cat
climbs into his lap, and that is when affection stops being casual. The
story is space opera that behaves like a romance, built around who gets
to be protected and who finally risks telling the truth.

Read “Not the Most Romantic Thing” at Reactor

Six Months, Three Days - Charlie Jane Anders

Charlie Jane Anders pairs Judy, who can see many possible futures,
with Doug, who remembers only one, on a first date where both already
know too much. Judy arrives in a floral dress with an Ankh necklace;
Doug arrives tall and almost fashionable, already savoring a moment he
has carried for years. Anders lets them argue gently over free will while
ordering dark cocktails and wheat beer, then follow the six months they
both foresee with different kinds of dread. Judy keeps looking for a
break point, a small deviation that might add up to a different life, while
Doug braces for every fight and every tender day in advance. The
novelette stays interested in how love feels when the calendar is
already written, and in whether attention itself can change the script. It
remains one of the clearer literary romances in recent speculative
fiction, and it earns its questions without rushing the answers.

Read “Six Months, Three Days” at Reactor
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Pandora’s Formula - Hannah Yang

Hannah Yang'’s narrator Em marries Minju, the girl who once bullied her
in middle school, and wakes on the first morning of their Cozumel
honeymoon to news that scientists have published an easy formula for
ending the human species. Minju reads every headline; Em wants
snorkeling, pink bikinis, and the itinerary she built while slacking off at
work. Yang keeps the marriage in the foreground as the apocalypse
becomes ambient noise: beach towels, chocolate workshops, tourist-
trap pasta, and arguments about whether petitions or panic are the
better response. Em remembers middle-school shoves and the word
dyke, then the college party where Minju said hi, loser, in a different
tone and kissed her. The story is women’s fiction under pressure,
watching two people try to protect each other when protection may no
longer be possible. It leaves the formula’s fate unsettled and stays with
the harder question of how to love someone whose fear runs hotter
than your own.

Read “Pandora’s Formula” at Strange Horizons

Beyond the First Shelf

Ice Lovers - David Rompf

David Rompf travels to northern Michigan in mid-January to stand
above the Portage River, where his grandmother once skated from
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Hancock to Houghton to see the hotel worker she would marry. He
cannot picture wooden strap-on skates crossing snow-covered ice, yet
the story has lived in him through his father’s retellings until it feels like
legend. Rompf sets that early-twentieth-century courtship beside his
own years of driving and flying toward a partner who lived elsewhere,
measuring devotion in freeways, fog, and borrowed weekends. The
essay moves through Ojibwa history, blueberry summers, and the
particular romance of people who cross unsafe distances for love. It
never pretends the ice is only metaphor; the river remains cold,
provisional, and able to drown. Read as literary nonfiction beside
today'’s fiction, it offers a historical love story recovered through family
voice rather than costume.

Read “Ice Lovers” at The Common

Why Regency Romances Are the Best Type of
Romance Novels - Sarah E. Ladd

Sarah E. Ladd begins with Austen on a woman'’s reputation as brittle and
beautiful, then asks why Regency romance keeps drawing readers back
to balls, muslin gowns, and Hessian boots. Her answer is less about
glitter than about constraint: during the Regency a woman’s legal and
economic life often transferred to her husband, while marriage remained
the chief available path to security. Ladd argues that the genre’s force
comes from watching a heroine navigate those rules with wit and nerve,
succeeding in a society designed to subdue her. She separates the era’s
short political Regency from the wider cultural period, and she keeps
returning to the heroine’s awareness of risk. The essay is clear craft and
context writing for readers who love the dresses and want language for
why the stakes feel real. It pairs cleanly with the historical and romantic
fiction elsewhere on the shelf.
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Read “Why Regency Romances Are the Best Type of Romance Novels”
at Literary Hub

Taking Dramatic License in Historical Fiction -
Kelly Scarborough

Kelly Scarborough writes from the experience of shaping Butterfly
Games around the Swedish countess Jacquette Gyldenstolpe, whose
private life near Prince Oscar survives mostly as rumor and silence. She
rejects the usual binary of accuracy versus imagination and treats
dramatic license as interpretation: dates and locations stay as
guardrails, while conversations and motives must be invented where the
archive goes quiet. Scarborough is especially sharp on whose lives get
recorded, and on the ethics of speculation when real people are
involved. A historical note, in her account, is not an apology but a map
of what is documented, disputed, and imagined. The piece is useful for
anyone writing or reading historical fiction that wants emotional
continuity without pretending the record is complete. It argues for
respect toward both the fragments and the reader who deserves to
know where invention begins.

Read “Taking Dramatic License in Historical Fiction” at CrimeReads
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O. Henry opens with Della counting one dollar and eighty-seven cents
on the day before Christmas in an eight-dollar-a-week New York flat.
Jim’s gold watch and Della’s knee-length brown hair are the couple’s
two great treasures, and each becomes the measure of what the other
hopes to buy. The story moves quickly through Madame Sofronie’s hair
shop, a platinum fob chain, and the careful cooking of chops while Della
waits at the door. Henry’s narrator keeps interrupting with wry asides
about sobs, sniffles, and the Queen of Sheba, which softens the poverty
without dismissing it. The tale is short enough to read between tasks
and old enough that its tenderness still feels newly made. It remains a
clean back-shelf romance about people who are rich in the wrong
currency and generous anyway.

Read “The Gift of the Magi” free through Project Gutenberg

Kate Chopin begins with careful friends breaking news of a railroad
disaster to Louise Mallard, who has a heart trouble and must be told
gently. After the first wild weeping, she goes alone to a room with a
comfortable armchair facing an open window, where spring trees, a
peddler’s cry, and patches of blue sky wait beyond the glass. Chopin
stays close to the body’s exhaustion and to the strange suspension of
thought that follows shock. Something approaches Louise through the
sounds and scents of the afternoon, and the story watches her
recognize a feeling she does not yet know how to name. The prose is
spare, almost clinical, which makes every shift in her pulse register more
sharply. It is a foundational piece of women'’s fiction about marriage,
selfhood, and the dangerous size of a private hour.

Read “The Story of an Hour” at American Literature
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Jane Austen’s Lady Susan Vernon writes her way from house to house
after widowhood, charming, scheming, and narrating her own conduct
with dazzling self-approval. The novella unfolds almost entirely in
letters among Lady Susan, her confidante Alicia Johnson, the uneasy
Vernons, and young Reginald De Courcy, who arrives prepared to
despise her and stays to admire. Austen gives the widow beauty,
eloquence, and a talent for making black appear white, while her
daughter Frederica waits as both obstacle and pawn. The pleasure is
watching intelligence used as social weaponry, and watching other
letter-writers try to keep up. Compared with the later novels, the tone is
cooler and more openly satirical, which suits a story about desire
managed as strategy. It is a compact historical romance of manners,
and a reminder that Austen could be merciless when she chose.

Read “Lady Susan” free through Project Gutenberg

Many of today’s pieces turn on a question asked more than once. A man
proposes on a swan boat, a partner asks what serious means, a list tries to
define love, and a historical novelist’s archive refuses to answer the private

hours that matter most. Romance and women'’s fiction often get described as
genres of certainty, yet so much of their force comes from hesitation, from the
pause before a key is offered or a future is accepted. Historical fiction adds
another kind of pressure: the rules of a period that can make an ordinary
choice costly. Some of these works move toward warmth, and others leave the
negotiation unfinished on purpose.

I hope one of today’s pieces gives you somewhere worth staying for a while.

Take care!
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