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Introduction




TRUTH IS A problem. 

It’s a big problem in today’s age of experimentation and feelings and personal desire that rages against any semblance of order or structure. Too many folks are angry at Truth, hostile even. How dare it stand there so unabashed, so declarative and righteous and right when everything else is so wrong? Truth must not exist, therefore, if we are to have peace, we think. Or perhaps Truth is merely an amalgamation, a conglomerate of a culture’s ideas and dictates and philosophies which can be altered and eventually defined in a different way, given enough time. 

But Truth, by its very definition, cannot be altered. 

It is that which is either absolute and immovable, or it cannot exist at all. Only mayhem will follow. 

What you do about that is up to you.

Granted, the purpose of this anthology is not to wax philosophical or dissect the universe and its greatest ideas—that would be much too heady for a quiet escape on the beach with a book. Our stories are meant to entertain and give some joy; however, that doesn’t mean we will ignore the headier themes in life, either. 

Within these pages, you will find characters who are going to wrestle with Truth—both the great Truth of their existence, the universe, and everything (to paraphrase Adams), and personal truths about their past, their present, and their future. Some dislike what they see inside themselves. Some resist more than others. A few win through pure determination and openness to correction. But all of these characters share a resilience, a willingness to face reality and deal with things as they are, not sit and wallow in the way they want things to be. They resolve within themselves to face reality head on and learn from it with courage and conviction…something our society needs now more than ever. 

Perhaps no story hits this theme harder than that from newcomer Elizabeth E. Piotrowski. We are honored to have Elizabeth’s beautiful title, Mo[u]rning Coffee, headline our anthology, as it beautifully captures the spirit of a soul wrestling with a new reality that her mind is quite unwilling to comprehend. Loss through death is the hardest truth to accept, and I believe Elizabeth perfectly captures the turmoil and emotional upheaval of a soul in pure grief, yet wanting something beyond. 

Not to be outdone is the gorgeous but scalding What Still Stands from the lovely 2024 Ames Award Finalist Jenny Leavitt, as she allows us to enter into the quiet moments of a broken family seeking to grasp some form of reconciliation in the aftermath of grief. Both these stories, rich with the language of personal loss from someone who knows, leave us with deeply moving and realistic renderings of souls resolving to find hope in the deepest depths. 

Meanwhile, Truth has to be faced on a smaller scale, too, often in the daily grind of life. We witness Keri wrestling between sorrow and joy, pain and healing amid the reading of her grandmother’s will in The Last Will and Testament of Evelyn May Mortinson; watch as Kim struggles against a deadbeat boyfriend holding her back from her potential in Finding Me; sympathize with young Kylee coming to terms with her family’s relocation in Kentucky Promises; and admire Ramira seeking to remain faithful to her Christian morals, despite her husband’s angst and resistance, in Growing Season. These are not dramatic stories or stories that vie for attention—they showcase the normal everyday decisions of the normal everyday people around us who choose to let Truth guide them. 

But if you do want a taste of the dramatic, you can find it in stories like Delicate Dance, where exotic dancer Landon comes face to face with a hurricane that drives her to make a change in her life before it’s too late. Or perhaps you’ll prefer a young adult tale like Escape to Redemption or Just an Ordinary Kid, as Red Wilson races against time and hound dogs to make it to freedom, and Scott Anderson learns how to control a newfound power for the benefit of his classmates. Angie’s story, too, will take you through a slow-burn suspense with a killer plot twist, as she chases ghosts and guilt in Raising the Dead, and last but not least, Whinny and her cohort will leave you puzzled and laughing and ready to embrace new things in the comedy-of-the-absurd adventure, Almost Real. 

Whatever your preference in genre and narrative style, RESOLVE has something for everyone and urges us to confront the truths we dismiss in our own lives. Our team here at Palm Branch Publishing is thrilled with the work we’ve done and with our authors’ accomplishments—this is our favorite part of the job. On a personal note, I’m so grateful to my staff, Kerri, Kinslea, Jessica, and Steve, for each and every contribution. We resolved to complete the work before us in spite of some twists and turns mid-season, and I think it’s fair to say your edits, ideas, consistency, and hard work has crafted something beautiful. I am so proud of us.

Thank you as always to our publisher, Kelley, as well. Your rock-like steadiness and clear vision is what keeps these projects moving forward, and it’s an honor to work alongside you. May we see your vision come to more and more fruition with each new success that God gives us. 




To what lies ahead,

Veronika Sprague

Editor-in-Chief, 2026










MO[U]RNING COFFEE

By Elizabeth E. Piotrowski 




In this story that is part rom-com, part commentary on mourning and loss, Natalie Jo has a serious problem. Her mother is dead, and she’s allergic to Mom’s beloved cat, Darcy. Seeking out immunotherapy rather than rehoming him, she meets an adorable barista in the café downstairs from the doctor’s office, who seems really good at helping her process her grief without meaning to. Is it “just” coffee? Or could it be love budding in the midst of her tragedy?
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Elizabeth E. Piotrowski is a writer of horror, women’s horror, historical fiction, and short stories, who resides in Maryland. She finds inspiration in everyday life, traveling, and the historical record.




Elizabeth is currently working on her first novel, but when she’s not writing, you’ll find her reading anything and everything or trying to keep up with her two children. For more information and writing updates, visit her website at elizabethepiotrowski.com or follow her on Instagram @eep.writes.









Mo[u]rning Coffee


SHE WAS DROWNING in cat hair. Cat hair and grief.

He lay purring on the pillow above her head when she woke that morning, and Natalie Jo had to remember, again, that she wasn’t supposed to be here. Here, in her dead mother’s bedroom. In her bed. With a cat that made her nose run and her eyes practically swell shut.

She sniffled again. Her mom was supposed to get better. She was supposed to come into the city the next week and see Six with her. She was supposed to cook the turkey at Thanksgiving. 

And then she was gone. Poof. Left her in a cloud of cat hair and allergies. 

Even after moving to New York, Natalie Jo was a Jersey girl at heart and called Mom every day. When she lost her, it was like being set out to sea on a raft with no knowledge of how to tread water. But then, when Natalie couldn’t get off the couch and stopped eating, her friends insisted she seek therapy. 

It was New York—everyone was in therapy. 

She was moved immediately to an out-patient program and put on a hefty dose of a top-line antidepressant. The only thing that pulled her out of the darkness. 

Her alarm hadn’t gone off yet, so Natalie toggled it in her phone and headed to the shower. Mom’s stuff was everywhere. Natalie had stayed away before, the memories in the house too much for her to handle. But now that she was medicated, she wished she’d come home sooner. It was like having Mom in the other room, and sometimes she found herself talking to her out loud. The cat loved that.

His name was Fitzwilliam Darcy, Esquire. The Esquire was important; it gave him distinction, Mom had been fond of saying. Sharon Williams thought her gigantic orange cat had been worshipped in a past life. No, not thought, she knew he had. It had come to her in a dream. 

Natalie hadn’t realized the lengths her mother must have gone to rid her house of Darcy’s long orange hair. Natalie’s allergies never really bothered her before. Maybe a sniffle if he swished his tail too close to her nose. At most, a sneeze after a long stay. 

Now? Impossible to live with.

Her doctor in the city had been posh and related to her more like a friend than a physician. The podunk doctor she was seeing today for help with the allergies was definitely going to give her some unwanted advice. She knew she couldn’t give up her antidepressants—Mom hadn’t even been gone three months. 

But she couldn’t give up the cat, either.

She didn’t have to wait in the lobby long. There was a swift double rap on the door and the doctor entered. He was older than her mom had been, way older. He wore glasses on the end of his bulbous nose, and white hair stuck out of every orifice on his face. Natalie tried to smile but was regretting the appointment already.

“Hello, I’m Dr. Pettigrew. Can you confirm your full name and date of birth?” he greeted her, his voice surprisingly high.

“Natalie Jo Brown, 10/26/89.” 

“I see you’re here about some pet allergies.” 

“Yes, I’ve recently acquired a cat, and we are having some trouble…cohabitating.” 

He nodded. “Have you tried any over-the-counter medicines yet?”

“They, um…interact with other medications I’m taking right now.” She didn’t know why she was embarrassed to say, “I’m on antidepressants because my mom died.” There was no shame in it; people bonded in the city bars over their shared meds all the time. But inside the small room in the even smaller town she grew up in, she didn’t want to whisper the truth.

“Ah ha, well, there are some alternatives we can look at,” the doctor pressed on. “Have you heard of immunotherapy?” 

“Yes, I’m not looking to rehome the cat.” She didn’t want to get rid of him, that was certain. But she was getting desperate. “How long does it take to see results?”

“That can take up to two years.”

“Years?”

He gave her a sympathetic smile. “There are alternative therapies that you can do at home to help with symptoms. Where does the cat sleep?”

“On my head practically. I think he misses my…I think he misses his previous owner.”

“I see. Well, you need to get the cat out of your bedroom. Invest in new filters for the vents, and get an air purifier in your bedroom. Avoid other stimulants, pollen, perfume. You should get a neti pot as well. The front desk can provide you with recommendations.” He scribbled something on his note pad, ripped the piece of paper off, and handed it to her.

She mumbled a thank you and tried not to rush out. 

She waited longer than she wanted to for the receptionist, who handed her a list she could have just as easily looked up on her phone. She grumbled as she waited for the elevator and seethed when she exited on the wrong floor—L instead of P1. This was not turning into the best day. 

When she stepped off the elevator into the main lobby, she noticed a small café nestled in one corner. She huffed. Perhaps the only thing that could save this wretched day was coffee. 

The barista greeted her as she entered. Three of the high-top tables sat empty, the fourth supporting a man with a laptop and large black headphones. Natalie rummaged for a tissue in her purse and gazed up at the menu hanging above the counter, scrawled white paint-pen on a blackboard. A case of delicate pastries in front of her lit up with a fluorescent blinking light, and Taylor Swift crooned about her peace from the speaker in the corner, placed strategically behind a wilting plant. 

She settled on a mocha swirl something. Mom loved mocha.

“Do you want whipped cream with that?” the barista asked, wiping his hands on his denim apron. He seemed to be her age; a quick scan of his face confirmed she did not recognize him from her graduating class. That was a relief. His hair was curly and sandy blond, and his eyes had a distinct sparkle.

“Yeah, sure.” 

“I added sprinkles.”

“Um…thanks.” 

It was delicious. She sipped it at the drug store while picking up some of the items on the doctor’s list. She sipped it through two different home goods stores, then finished it as she headed back home. She had found everything on the list, plus a frog vase she knew Mom would have loved. 

Minor struggling aside, Natalie made it inside with all her purchases in one trip—a small point of pride—and avoided all the neighbors. The cat was yowling at the door. She had forgotten to fill up his bowl before she left that morning. 

“Sorry, Darce.” She nudged him back inside the house with her sneaker, then poured some food in his metal bowl. She pulled out her phone and checked her email. Everyone from work had been supportive, her family leave request processed without issue. But her time was just about up. She hadn’t accomplished anything she had set out to get done, and now the emails were starting to roll in: When are you coming back?

Well, they were never that implicit. It was always, We should get dinner when you’re back in the city. Or, Some mail came for you at the office. Should we forward it to your mom’s house or…? Still, she was feeling the pressure to decide.

A well-meaning friend in the city had asked her what her plans were for the Jersey house over drinks the evening before she’d left. At that point, Natalie hadn’t been back. Too afraid of all the memories. 

She had confessed she was struggling with what to do with the house; she couldn’t even comprehend walking into it without Mom there. 

Like most of Natalie’s friends, Alice was from work. “You should look into short-term rentals, Nat,” she had said. “Sean, that guy in accounting, is making a killing with his parents’ old place in Queens.” 

“That sounds like a lot.”

“No, you can just pay, and the company handles all the stuff. And it’s so close to the city.”

“It’s an hour with traffic. And there’s always traffic.”

Alice shrugged. “It’s too soon to think about right now. But promise you’ll tuck it away?”

It had overwhelmed her even then, and now she was also saddled with an intense shot schedule—weekly shots for three to six months, then monthly for three to five years. It felt impossible. Natalie knew she would be hard pressed to get another month off from of her job, let alone the three to six she needed to get the most rigorous option of three appointments per week. 

She shot off an email to her boss, asking how realistic it was for her to ask HR for another three months of telework. She wasn’t hopeful. 

Feeling a burst of inspiration—partly from the adrenaline rush after sending the email and partly from all the caffeine in that mocha swirl concoction—she decided to grab some old moving boxes from the basement and actually make some progress. Who knew, maybe she would try renting the house out. She could use the extra cash, and that might make selling the house easier too. She knew she wasn’t ready to say good-bye yet. She would just store everything she didn’t sell in the basement until she was ready. 

As she made a mental note to buy a lock for the basement door, she grabbed a pad of paper from the kitchen and started to make a list of all the things she needed to do. 
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A few hours later, evening had fallen. She had made a long list and was, of course, losing motivation. Darcy popped his head out of a half-packed box with a “brrrow.” She gave his cheeks a scratch, then remembered and ran to the kitchen to scrub her hands. Her phone rang as she was drying them on a paper towel. Darcy spooked at the sound and bolted from the room. 

It was Dr. Pettigrew’s receptionist. He had an opening the next morning for her first appointment. The sooner she could get started, the better. The receptionist also informed her that Dr. Pettigrew could easily transfer her to a doctor in the city if she needed to return. Natalie felt relieved…until she looked out at the mess she’d made in the dining room. 

Instead of cleaning up, she heated up some leftovers and ate them in bed while she rewatched a show. She couldn’t take any chances being triggered, unless, of course, she planned it. She didn’t trust live TV anymore after accidentally navigating to a channel playing Pride and Prejudice. Mr. Darcy was just appearing out of the mist. Not only was it Mom’s favorite movie but her favorite part, too. Natalie didn’t leave the house for two days after that, and canceled the cable. 

Night One of Keep-the-Cat-Out was a complete failure. Darcy was never around when she went to sleep, so Natalie closed her door as quietly as she could and attempted to use the neti pot. She only succeeded in inhaling saline solution and felt absolutely miserable. Of course, as soon as she got into bed, Darcy started yowling right outside the door. 

He yelped, he scratched, he howled as if in pain. 

This was not going to work. 

She was cranky the next morning. She snoozed her alarm twice and barely had enough time to brush her hair and wash her face. As she backed out of the garage—too quickly—she realized she had forgotten to feed the damn cat again. Between last night and his two breakfasts she missed, he was definitely going to pee on something. 

She waved to Mom’s neighbor, Marlene, who was filling the bird feeder in her front yard. Her hair was in curlers, and a cigarette butt hung off her lip. Natalie felt a pang of guilt for not reaching out to her yet. She had taken care of Darcy before Natalie came and had been a good neighbor to Mom for years.

Natalie made her way to the elevator in the parking garage and checked the time. Unsure if the café would be open at five minutes to eight on a Saturday morning, she pressed L on the keypad anyway. When the doors opened, music spilled out of the café into the quiet lobby. The same guy stood behind the counter, and his smile widened in recognition.

“Back again?” His chirpiness irked her.

“Yeah. Could I have a large black coffee?”

“Well, that’s certainly different from yesterday. The lady has range. Noted.” 

Natalie held back her sneer. 

“Can I get a name for the order?” he asked, with such a cool confidence she almost answered him. She paused and looked around at the empty shop.

“Seriously?”

“Company policy,” he said with a wink. 

This guy was weird. And taking up her time.

Whatever, she thought.

“Natalie Jo—uh, just Nat. N-A-T.”

“Large black coffee for Nat!” he hollered back to no one. She jolted at the sound, and a nervous laugh came out. 

His eyes definitely sparkled, and she noticed the way his forearms flexed as he poured her coffee. He was weird. But also disarming. And not ugly. 

He placed the cup in a cardboard sleeve and handed it to her. She held out a five-dollar bill. 

“It’s on the house.”

“Please, just take the money.” She really didn’t want kindness right now. She would have given anything to be transported to her bodega in the city. The anonymity was more befitting her temperament.

“Your money’s no good here.” He set the coffee down on the counter and took a step back, as if he’d just diffused a bomb. “Take the coffee, and I hope you have a lovely rest of your day.” 

She could either wait for him to take the money, which could be never, or take the coffee and make it to her appointment on time. 

She chose the latter. 

It turned out that the first appointment wasn’t a shot. It was a test to make sure she was, in fact, allergic to the cat—her bloodshot eyes and congestion could be a coincidence or something else in the house. A slight setback, but she was hopeful she was on her way to symptom-free living. 

Natalie went straight to the parking garage afterward and reminded herself to practice with the neti pot. She thought about skipping her meds and taking one tiny antihistamine for a brief respite. But no. She self-corrected: Don’t jeopardize progress. Instead, she dialed her therapist’s office and left a message with the administrator. 

Before falling asleep on Keep-the-Cat-Out Night Two, she downloaded a white noise app on her phone. And gathered up the nerve to check her email. 

It was succinct: HR has approved your FMLA request for another three (3) months. We’ll see you back in the office March 15th. No need to telework, but please check your email weekly. Take care of yourself. XO, Jen

Relief flooded her body, and she slept soundly until 4 a.m., when Darcy’s yowls woke her.
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Her immunotherapies were now scheduled every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday. Dr. Pettigrew had warned her she might be drowsy afterward, so Natalie decided she would leave those days to wallow and binge-watch television. That still left Monday, Wednesday, and Friday to work on the house. It was manageable to check her work emails on those days, too. And Sunday was for general maintenance and upkeep, of herself and the house. This Sunday, she was getting a pedicure and cleaning the toilets. 

She stopped at a chain coffee shop on the way home from her nail appointment and found herself wondering about Coffee Guy. His coffee, weirdly, tasted better.

Tuesday arrived before she knew it, and after her first injection, she decided to go visit the café again. She wondered if Coffee Guy worked in the afternoons, too. There was a line at the counter and someone typing on a laptop at one of the tables. The milk frother hissed, and two baristas she didn’t recognize called out names. A redheaded guy was about to take her order when the loud, peppy barista she was subtly trying to avoid—or was she?—swept in from the back. He was singing Hozier loudly, slightly off key.

“Well, look who it is!” he announced to the whole café. His bright eyes widened, and that wonderful grin took over his whole face. Natalie was mortified; she felt all eyes on her as the din lowered. But she also felt a kernel of warmth ignite in her chest. It had been so long since someone had seemed genuinely happy to see her. Since Mom died, every smile was laced with sadness and tainted with guilt. And pity. The pity was the worst. 

She gave him a half smile. “Back again.” She gave him finger guns—and regretted it. 

But he returned the gesture with gusto. 

“What are you having today? An espresso? A latte? A cherry chocolate explosion extraordinaire?” He nudged the redhead in the ribs and gestured to Natalie. “Always a mystery, this one.”

She grimaced. “What is a cherry chocolate explosion extraordinaire?”

“My specialty. Don’t worry, Rupert, this one is on the house.”

“You can’t keep letting me not pay…” she protested, reading the name tag pinned to his apron, “…Joshua.” 

“It’s actually company policy that if I’m serving a customer one of my personal concoctions, I’m legally not allowed to let you pay.” He shrugged. “So that’s on you.”

She laughed, indignant. Joshua let Rupert get back to his job and crafted her drink off to the side. She heard the whipped cream can hiss and couldn’t help the smirk that escaped when he placed a cherry on top.

“So are you, like, always here?” 

“I am, actually.” He grinned, a bit sheepish. “I’ve been taking extra shifts…to make sure I’m here the next time you come in.” 

Huh? 

He was so happy, she couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not. He couldn’t be. He was just kidding.

“Well, uh…thanks.” She grabbed her drink and walked out the door. 

He was there again on Thursday, over the moon when she opted for tea that morning. Nights with Darcy and her sinus pressure were not mixing well with coffee. She needed something lighter.

Joshua’s coworkers shrugged off his exuberance. They rolled their eyes; sometimes they laughed. He was loud and his eyes twinkled when he spoke to her. It was nice to have the attention, and she found she didn’t have to be Natalie Jo, grieving daughter. She could just be Nat—flirty, cynical, cool customer. She started arriving for her appointments early. 
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“Don’t tell me…flat white with caramel drizzle and chocolate sprinkles.” 

A few weeks later, Joshua had started guessing her order. There had been no change yet in her allergic reactions to Darcy, but she had gotten the hang of the neti pot, so coffee was back. It was a welcome change. And she had been sleeping a lot. Finally.

“That sounds amazing.” She tried to stifle a yawn. 

“I’m a mind reader.” For the first time since Natalie had met him, Joshua’s smile dropped to something bordering on genuine concern. “Late night?”

It startled her. He was seeing her…and she didn’t care for it at all. She faked a smile and tossed her hair. “Yeah, my cat kept me up.” 

Why did I tell him that?

“Ah ha. So that,” he pointed to the ceiling to indicate the doctor’s office above, “is for cat allergies?”

“Yeah, how did you kn—”

“I told you,” he cut her off, smiling, “I’m a mind reader.” He winked. “I’ve been working here a long time. And you have nice teeth, so I didn’t think you were here to see Dr. Proctor on P3.”

Natalie closed her lips, and her cheeks flushed. She pulled her jacket around her. “Oh, yeah, I guess you would know what goes on here, huh?”

Joshua nodded. “There used to be a peanut guy before you. He got his first cup of coffee on his last day, but he used to come in for change for the bus.”

He was just standing there, talking to her like he was a friend, not a barista forgetting to make her drink. She resisted the urge to be rude and burn this delicate bridge she had forged. Instead, she cleared her throat.

His grin and twinkle flashed back.

“Oh snap, you probably need to go. Lemme get your drink.” 

Natalie scrunched her nose with a laugh. He was annoying. But cute.
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The next few weeks were rainy. Then she got a flat tire. Then Darcy threw up on her pillow. Feeling lower than usual one afternoon, she ordered soup delivered from the Jewish deli around the corner—chicken noodle with big hunks of carrots and chicken, just like Mom used to make. She made sure to set delivery to no contact, sneaking the paper bag inside the house once she was sure the delivery person had driven away. 

Darcy attempted to paw one of the pieces of chicken off her spoon. His tail swished into her bowl as she swatted him away. “Stupid cat!” she snarled. “I ought to give you away, and then my problems would be solved.” 

But she knew that wasn’t true. Her mother would still be dead, and she would still be alone. 

The way Darcy cocked his head at her and twitched his tail convinced her he knew it, too.

She was drenched when she got off the bus in front of the medical building the next morning. Her tire wasn’t getting fixed until tomorrow, and the whole morning, spent riding around soaked to the skin on a crowded bus, had already put her in a foul mood. To make matters worse, there was a line at the café. It would probably make her late for her appointment. She got in line anyway. 

She didn’t mean to look for him. And she didn’t mean to be disappointed when Joshua wasn’t behind the counter when it was her turn to order. 

“Black coffee today.” Nothing fancy.

She was about to press the up arrow on the elevator when the doors opened. To her shock and annoyed delight, he walked out of the elevator, holding a towel and an umbrella.

“Here.” Joshua thrust the towel into her empty hand.

“Oh, um, thanks…what…what are you doing?”

“I saw you get off the bus. Figured you could use this when you leave.” He handed her the umbrella. “Don’t worry about getting it back to me. You know where I work.” He winked, tapped her on the shoulder, and half-jogged back to the café. She caught the elevator doors before they closed, still dazed.

Allergy shot completed moments later, Natalie waited on the sidewalk for the bus, tucked neatly underneath the borrowed black umbrella. It smelled like his car. Not unpleasant, but it was unexpectedly…intimate. Slight musk with a hint of New Car Scent air freshener. 

She found herself smiling. 

And then like an apparition she willed into being, there he was, standing next to her in the rain.

“Holy crap!” She stepped back. “What are you doing here?”

His hands were in his pockets, and while his grin was there, it was lacking its normal confidence. Plus, he was soaked. 

“I want to do something crazy and…ask you out. For something that’s not coffee. Like a date.”

Natalie’s stomach dropped. 

“No.” 

The word passed her lips before she could stop it. 

She wasn’t ready for anything like that. For him to know her as a real person, with unavoidable flaws that made people unbearable to be around. And yet, it felt like a mistake.

“No, I can’t date you.”

His eyes fell, and he nodded twice. “Okay, then. Just thought I’d shoot my shot.” He bit his lip. “Have a good one…Natalie.” And he was gone as quickly as he had appeared.

What the hell just happened? 

The raindrops dripped down the windows of the bus as tears leaked out of her eyes and down her cheeks. Just like the car ride home from Mom’s funeral. It had been raining that day, too. She had leaned her head against the cold glass of her friend’s car window and cried all the way back to the city. She had never felt more alone than she did on that day. 

But this bus ride back to Mom’s house was a very close second. 

Then she got back, and Darcy was gone. 

She had forgotten to close the garage door. 

Natalie
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