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Editor’s Note  

 

 This, the third issue of Reedy Branch Review, has been much 

delayed. We’ll spare you the details; let’s just say that hurricanes, 

a global pandemic, and the death of one of our editors all 

conspired to keep us from putting out a new issue for a while.  

 There have been some changes to the editorial staff from last 

issue. Scott Temple has switched from Fiction Editor to Creative 

Nonfiction, and we have been joined by Christine Bates as the 

new Fiction Editor. The Senior advisors have changed, as well, 

with the retirement of former English and Humanities 

Department Chair Sue Jefferson. The new E & H Chair, Josh 

Matthews, agreed to take her place, so with Dean Rook we have a 

full slate of Senior Advisors. 

 One thing that hasn’t changed is our focus on publishing the 

work of our students and fellow PCC faculty and staff. There is 

also some work from writers and artists not directly connected 

with the college, but perhaps not as much as in the previous 

issues. We hope to be able to increase the amount of work from 

outside the college as we get back (hopefully!) on a more regular 

and consistent publication schedule.  

 We hope you enjoy this issue of Reedy Branch Review and 

would like you to consider sending us something during our next 

submission period. 

 

      —the Editors 
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In Memoriam 

 
This issue of Reedy Branch Review is dedicated to  

our departed colleague,  

 

Jim Metzger 
June 29, 1971 – October 18, 2019 

 

 

Jim was a founding editor of Reedy Branch Review. He was the 

author of numerous articles in journals of religion, philosophy, 

and literature, and four books, including the novel Dim. His wit 

and wisdom are sorely missed, but we are grateful to have had the 

chance to call him a friend and colleague. 
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Pamlico Sunrise 
 

 

 
 

photograph by Kathy Carnes 
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Downy Woodpecker Flies into Glass Door by Melinda 

Thomsen 

 
A black and white puff, the size of a baseball, 

lands on our back deck like a faulty throw.  

  

When fall strews leaves across the yard,  

this mop breathes spring within its frock. 

 

With a spruce branch, I stroke its back  

and the wings move. A black-capped head -  

 

signaling female - lifts.  Her yellow rimmed  

eyes shine as she curls back. Her pointy jet 

 

beak and spray of spotty feathers look  

overly festive on our pressure treated deck.  

 

By scooping her into a Nut Thins cracker box  

I move her closer to the house and away 

 

from brisk night air. If she can fly, she will, 

so I leave her to her own craftiness. Within 

 

an hour her cardboard triage unit is empty, 

except for the conifer bough and smudge of poo.  
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The Storm by Mary McKnight 

 

A low rumble begins far in the distance 

And crescendos until it shakes the ground beneath my feet. 

 

Moist air kisses my skin, 

And a cool breeze sends stray strands of hair across my face. 

 

The pine trees in the front yard sway back and forth in the wind,  

And magnolia leaves dance loudly down the neighborhood street. 

 

I smell the rain coming 

As a wall of droplets marches toward me,  

And a blinding flash and a clash of thunder  

signal the first storm of spring. 
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Black Gold by Theodore Tsao 

 

Black gold,  

blood of the land.  

Crack her bones and break her vein. 

Break, take, to feed the beast.  

Black gold,  

Food for the beast,  

be it made of steel so cold.  

Black gold,  

such preciousness.  

Trade, take, with our red blood. 
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Dance of the Sugar Plumps by Joy Moses-Hall 

 

What it was that made me think I could dance, I don’t know.  

Maybe it was the ballroom dancing lessons that were forced upon 

us as new cadets at the US Coast Guard Academy. Maybe it was 

the grace of the lithe young ladies from the New London Dance 

Academy, brought into practice with the cadets. Maybe it was just 

misplaced self-confidence that should have been replaced with 

denial. 

 We were learning the ropes of officer high society alongside 

the ropes -- the clewlines and buntlines and halyards -- of 

seagoing society. Every Saturday of swab summer at the 

Academy, we dressed up in our brand new tropical blue long 

uniforms with their crisp, short-sleeved blue shirts topped with 

grandiose shoulder boards, for dancing lessons. Shoulder boards 

make any uniform look smart, flattening out any babyish slope 

from the neck, lifting and separating the shoulders to give the 

illusion of power, glistening with grooves of golden greatness. On 

a fourth class freshman cadet, they were enormous, featherless 

wings flapping around a speck of gold shield, naked of rank and 

empty of authority. 

 Girls - young ladies - from the New London Dance Academy 

were bussed in for the occasion of dancing lessons. Girls in 

dresses, not shoulder boards. Girls with romantic tresses and 

bubbly giggles. Girls who hadn’t flailed, clumsy and inept, at rope 

climbing on the obstacle course that morning, while the rest of the 

platoon smirked in bored impatience. 

 And the boys! Gawky and unruly and impatiently smirking 

by day, bounding about in baseball caps like Weebles in sneakers, 

when they put on their tropical blue longs, suddenly they were 
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dashing young men. Exchanging a billed cap for a parade hat 

really dresses a fellow up, gives him some class. 

 They knew it, too. Oh, they were full of struts as they 

sauntered up to those beautiful women, barely intimidated, and 

asked for a dance. I watched the floor swarm with new couples, 

the men keeping a gallant distance between themselves and the 

ladies that Mrs. Pope, our in-house etiquette expert, would 

applaud. In fact, she was applauding, there on the mock receiving 

line, or had someone merely dazzled her with an introduction? 

Mrs. Pope directed events such as this, and she was in her glory. 

The admission of women to the U.S. service academies had added 

a whole new dimension to etiquette duty. Not only was there the 

fundamental new conflict to consider:  is a woman officer a 

woman or an officer? But whole new chapters opened, with all the 

attendant concerns: jewelry and the uniform; makeup and the 

uniform; where to put the pockets on a skirt. And, who leads if 

she dances with a male civilian? Oh, and who would be the 

unfortunates left to dance with us, the manly girls in uniform? 

 So commenced the Waltz of the Wallflowers.  I could see it in 

the face of Tommy Brice1 as I approached. He averted his eyes, as 

if by avoiding my gaze he could avoid my inevitable question. I, 

who had never dared start a conversation with a man before, was 

about to ask him to dance. And he was pinned, trapped in the 

headlights of my approach like a bull tied to the tracks before an 

oncoming train. His eyes darted about the room, searching for an 

exit line. 

  “Tommy,” I stammered. “Wanna dance?” 

                                                      
1 Not his real name. 



 

12           Reedy Branch Review 
 

 Tommy was a decent guy, a gentle guy who, once he knew 

misery was imminent, closed his eyes and made the best of it. He 

was not very good at smirking, and that morning he had looked 

away during my rubber ball impersonation as I bounced off the 

obstacle course wall. We were in the same platoon, and he and 

Pete Tandy2 roomed next door to Patty and me. Pete liked Patty, 

liked her blue doe eyes and pert blond hair and cheerful 

winsomeness, and by extension I figured that gave me a claim to 

dance with Tommy. 

 We paced through dance steps with all the chemistry of 

traffic in a crosswalk. Our fingers touched with the magic of dead 

wood, and if stardust bathed the others, sawdust was ours. Poor 

Tommy. If he’d just been rotten to me all along, he’d have been 

free to dance civilian. 

 Patty, meanwhile, was having a grand time with Chuck 

Baker3, Pete having loitered a bit too long at the Line of Ladies and 

succumbed to a dashing brunette. Chuck had been enlisted in the 

Coast Guard before he came to the Academy, so he knew all the 

tricks, including a rousing cha cha, which Patty answered with 

squeals and spins and laughter. You couldn’t help but smile to see 

them. I half expected Patty to do a cartwheel, as she was wont to 

do when at a loss for how to charm a gentleman. I doubt Mrs. 

Pope would have applauded that. 

 Back in the barracks, the guys who had not been smitten by a 

dancer lapsed into moos, snorts, and other bovine emissions to 

describe the girls they’d swirled. Tommy was blessedly silent.  

                                                      
2 Not his real name. 
3 Not his real name. 



Reedy Branch Review          13 
 

 Many of the same young ladies followed us like groupies 

through our cadet years, joining the casts of musicals and cadet 

productions because we were always short of talented beauties 

from the local dance academy. They were primarily interested in 

befriending and marrying the men cadets, but occasionally they 

spoke to us, interested in our careers as geneticists are interested 

in plump two-headed fruit flies. They envied us our proximity to 

their men; we envied them their proximity to those men’s hearts.  

 Oh, how I wish those young ladies had danced at the 

Christmas show. All the dancing lessons in the world couldn’t 

save me.  

 The Christmas show was a public event, staged by the 

extracurricular music department, attended by cadets, officers, 

Coast Guard instructors, local townspeople, dancing girls, families 

of cadets, families of local townspeople and dancing girls, and 

possibly continental dignitaries:  in short, the entire Free World. 

Those of us in the women’s singing group were drafted at the last 

minute to dance. We practiced twice -- we already knew the 

words to the holiday songs, so how much rehearsal could we 

need? 

 I, for one, needed a lot more. The curtain opened on the 

matinee performance, and six of us fluttered into our dance. One, 

two, three, fourfivesix -- so far, so good; kind of a grand right and 

left square dance move. Seven, eight, nine, -- hey, where did 

everybody go? I found myself alone at stage left dancing the third 

verse while the rest of the troupe coordinated a circle dance center 

stage. I sidled over to the hole in their circle. They grinned at me. 

The audience grinned at me. One, two, three, fourfivesix. Okay. I 

remember now. Seven, eight, nine -- uh-oh. Again, I was off stage 

left while the others danced a lovely hop-skip to the chorus. 
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Perhaps I could have pulled off the sugarplum ballerina, with 

prima steps blocked specially for my dancing talents, except I 

happened to glance at the place where Patty’s feet should have 

been to check my steps, and when they weren’t there, I stumbled 

back to the vacancy in the skip-hop line. My friends rolled their 

eyes at me.  The audience laughed hilariously. 

 Predictably, when the third verse did finally present itself, I 

promptly forgot the steps to it and got off on the wrong foot and 

turned the wrong way and might as well have told knock-knock 

jokes.  I was a hit, the dunce of the dance, the stooge of the stage, 

the dupe of the troupe, and was sent off to practice for the evening 

show. 

 The last thing I wanted to do was to go back on that stage for 

the evening show. I would have welcomed a swift bout of ‘flu, or 

the proverbial broken leg, but such was luck, I was perfectly 

healthy. In our barracks room, Patty reviewed the steps with me.  

We rehearsed and rehearsed and rehearsed until my improvising 

feet had the creativity squelched right out of them. We invited 

Pete and Tommy to have a look, although they would have 

preferred to be strung up by buntlines. I would rather have 

danced on smoldering charcoal than on that evening stage. 

 But I jettisoned my better judgment and sucked in a chestful 

of humility and shuffled through lackluster steps to a truly rote 

performance. The crowd cheered, Mrs. Pope applauded, Tommy 

nodded, the civilian girls clapped politely, and I am just about 

certain that the Free World danced another day. 
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Fishing Trip by Jacob Juzwick 

 

We walk into the cool morning darkness, 

Our fishing gear in hand. 

Slow drive to the dock in the quiet of a new day. 

The boat pulls away, softly taking us away from our worlds 

To a place where no one can reach us, 

Sun glistening on water as it rises in the sky. 

Diamond treasures peek just beneath the surface, 

Wind in our hair and faces until we reach our spot. 

The fishing lines sing, 

A rush of excitement as the catch is made. 

A new memory to share,  

A fish story to tell into the years, 

My heart is full and my mind at ease 

Until the next day brings new treasures to find. 
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Moving On by Jacob Juzwick 

 

Overfilled boxes lining the room, 

Echoes of days past. 

Pieces of the years spent in this house packed away now, 

Of little kid nights checking under my bed for monsters, 

Of later years staying up too late playing video games, 

Of days and nights living and laughing and wondering.  

 

When these walls are far away, 

No longer familiar and comforting, 

When someone else is staring at this ceiling 

Thinking thoughts of the day and the future, 

Will the room remember me? 

A shadow or echo of what once was, 

Like my measurements marked on the door frame 

Covered by new paint, but still there underneath. 

Will a piece of me be left behind? 
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Sunday by Jasmine Page 

 

It was a sunny Sunday and the normal profusion of winter 

snowbirds was overflowing churches and lengthening lines in 

restaurants – the kind of cool day that should have invigorated 

life and filled souls with a breath of rejuvenation. Little did I 

suspect the outcome would be extremely different.  

 I had begun to cross Grand and 1st Avenue when I heard the 

screeching of tires. I almost had time to look around before I felt 

the impact – almost. That was the last thing I remembered until a 

nurse punctured my arm with a hypodermic needle. I awoke with 

the prick, but immediately drifted back into the swirling 

whirlpool of vivid color that sucked all reason from my brain.  

 Floating ephemerally through space, I visited the world as 

once I knew it, hoping that someone would know my name and 

tell me where I was. However, everyone I thought I knew ignored 

me and watched as I drifted past, not even acknowledging my 

presence.  

 Instead of returning to normalcy, my universe kept 

expanding like some balloon ready to explode. Through light and 

darkness, past planets and nebulae, I drifted awash of reality with 

no anchor to throw to halt my progress.  

 Time seemed to be racing at a pace I couldn't maintain. I saw 

clocks turning at twice their normal speed and day and night 

occurred faster than I could catalog the details.  

 And then it stopped – suddenly, without warning – and 

darkness filled the universe. There was no star or moonbeam to 

guide my path; no light to drift toward and no sound to attract me 

– only silence and darkness.  
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 How long I remained in that state I can not fathom, but it was 

an eternity of nothingness that obliterated even my own thoughts. 

Absolute terror gripped my soul, dragging me into an endless 

void. I had no choice but to surrender to its magnetic grasp which 

clutched me in an enduring embrace – and surrender I did.  

 When I look back now, I marvel at the process. It was nothing 

like the stories I'd read. It was not comforting, and I did not 

surrender easily. Life is a progression of events, some happy and 

some sad, but dying was pure hell. There was no one to greet me, 

no light to guide my way or voice to console my fears. The worst 

of life was nothing compared to this.  

 This death was a rushing, fleeting journey into nothingness. 

Where was the hope I had been promised, the golden roads and 

the gates of pearl? Nothing but lies. And then nothingness. Oh, 

death where is thy sting? It is here. It is the event. And the saddest 

part is that you can't even join me. We are but flotsam in an 

expanding universe too vast to ever meet again.  
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The Old Man by Jasmine Page 

 

The old man clenched the pipe between teeth discolored by 

age and smoke. It was not just his favorite pipe, it was his friend. 

While the leather cover on the Meerschaum pipe had turned from 

light ochre to ruddy brown, his hair had changed from ruddy 

brown to light ochre, and in sections, both were thinning badly.  

His leathery skin was filled with furrows deepened beyond 

restoration. But it was the eyes that hypnotized: bright blue, 

inquisitive, sparkling with a mixture of mirth and wisdom. They 

were the kind of eyes you wished you could get behind to view 

the world from his perspective.  

He was lying back in a wicker rocker, gazing from his porch 

into the glittering darkness, with the attentiveness of someone 

dreaming of a planet where life might begin again.  

Shabby khaki pants, which didn’t quite reach his ankles, were 

fastened to his tall frame with fatigued braces. The woolen, plaid 

shirt hung loose about his body, the cuffs pulled high up on his 

wrists. His arms dangled as if they had been racked three inches 

longer. The breast pocket had lost its button, the flap curling 

upward behind the collection of pencils.  

The veined hands were huge with long, thick fingers and flat, 

broad thumbs. When he packed his pipe, he resorted to a metal 

pick, his index finger too big to push into the carbonized bowl. 

They were hands formed by hard work, painfully evidenced by 

several arthritic knuckles.  

He leaned forward over his knees, and with his hands on the 

rocker arms, pushed up, rising slowly to his full stature. Even 

bowed with age, he was a tall man – still a magnificent model of 

the human race.  

With steps shortened by age, he ambled into the house and 

down the hall to the kitchen. Adding a full teaspoon of Nescafe to 

his cup, he poured hot water onto the frothing mixture. Setting the 

cup on the table, he dropped into his chair.  
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On the table before him stood his second-best friend - an old 

Underwood with a wooden cover. He had an hour before fatigue 

would force him to lie on the sofa in the corner. With index fingers 

bowed but stiff, he began to peck out the start of his new novel: 

The old man clenched the pipe between teeth discolored by age and 

smoke.  

 

 

Paul Branchton's was a happy childhood, but at the age of 

eight circumstances changed, twisting him like a sheet of tin in a 

tornado. His mother died. It was a devastating blow. When the 

crowds gathered at the house for sandwiches and cake, he never 

understood why they were celebrating her loss.  

As he was rebounding from that horror, his father died when 

he was twelve. He was left with a high-strung sister, ten years 

older, unable to understand his rebellion or able to meet his needs.  

“Paul, I can’t take it. Just get out. I don’t care where you go – 

just go.”  

“I’m gone." He was as happy to leave as she was to see him 

go. Becoming a loner evolved naturally.  

By seventeen, the town was whispering of his transgressions. 

At twenty, he was arrested and convicted of second-degree 

murder. His depression, loneliness and rage had exploded to 

destroy a man, a man who had charmed his girlfriend from him. 

She had been Paul’s one contact with love. It was a final, 

unacceptable loss.  

Prison accelerated his downward spiral. He learned the art of 

survival and that power, whether obtained through fear or 

cunning, trumped weakness and submission. But you couldn't be 

a loner in prison; he survived by choosing a gang and abiding by 

their laws.  

In 1975, Father Callahan arrived. A wee bit of a man, he 

brought twenty years of parish wisdom – and a smile that, along 

with his size, projected the image of an old leprechaun.  
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He held chapel, gave absolution on death row and prayed in 

the infirmary. Since Paul avoided those settings, their paths never 

crossed. He might never have met the Father, except he 

pummeled an inmate trying to steal his radio. He was given two 

choices: attend chapel service for six months or spend one month 

in solitary. He chose the cushy option.  

At the first service, he was fascinated by the little man, who 

seemed naïve. “You’re welcome in my home anytime,” Father 

said with hands outstretched. “And I’ll tell you this, if you’ll but 

stay with me a month or two, you’ll find my home quite 

comfortable. Let us pray.”  

Paul laughed. Home had never been comfortable, and he 

doubted this place would be either.  

By the second month, he was beginning to enjoy chapel 

services – not the liturgy, but the music. It was certainly more 

soothing than the rattle of spoons on bars.  

In the third month, he heard the words that would change his 

life. “You have only one responsibility in this life: to choose. And 

no matter who you are, you can’t avoid it. You can choose not to 

choose – but that’s still a choice."  

Paul was listening raptly.  

"And there’s more. Choices are but one-half of a two-part 

system. The other half is consequences. Choices – and 

consequences, that’s the world we all live in. You can’t escape it. 

The truth is it brought you here, and it determines your life here. 

Only if you believe that can you control your choices – and not 

have them control you.”  

The words were electrifying. He was free to accept them 

because Father Callahan was practical and tolerant. He never 

preached sin or rebuked actions; he simply pointed out the 

consequences. In fact, he carried a little book where kept a 

summary. 

Paul had become a regular at church. He would often talk 

with Father Callahan after preparing the altar. “How can I be in 
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control when other people make the laws? The laws were unfair. 

The rich manage to avoid them. The poor are trapped by them."  

“Lad, I never said you could make the consequences – only the 

choices. And whether that's fair or not does not belie the fact that 

all choices have consequences. Only when you can identify them 

can you make an intelligent choice. You may not agree that the 

punishment for murder should be sixty years, but had you 

stopped to think about that consequence, I mean really thought 

about it, would you have still committed the crime?”  

It made Paul think. “Probably not, but I didn’t have time. I just 

exploded.”  

Father Callahan leaned forward. “I understand that Paul, but 

it doesn’t negate what I said. You see, choices follow patterns, and 

when the first choice is bad, it’s probable that the second is too, 

and it grows like icicles in freezing rain. Can you recognize what 

early choices may have led to your exploding as you did? Why 

you were so angry?” He was touching Paul’s arm. He knew how 

painful it was to recognize for the first time that you were 

responsible for your life.  

Paul continued to see Father Callahan. He would meet him in 

the library, and they would talk for hours. These talks helped Paul 

to change. His anger was replaced by sadness that he had not 

learned what he now understood.  

He passed his time in service: preparing the altar, cataloging 

books in the library, and making toys in the workshop. One day 

Father Callahan came to him in the library. “I have news. They 

have asked me to tell you you’ll meet the parole board next week. 

I think you have a good chance to be released. I’ll be there with 

you lad. You’ve come a long way.”  

 

 

The old man woke up with a start. It was dark, but the breeze 

was teasing the curtains in the room. He felt the heaviness in his 

chest. His right arm and leg were numb. He wondered if he slept 

on them the wrong way.  



 

24           Reedy Branch Review 
 

He lay there. The pain in his chest increased. Then he realized 

what was happening and tears slipped down the furrows in his 

cheek. He was distressed that he hadn’t finished the book. He 

would change that. With great effort, he put his feet down, 

wiggling them into his slippers. His knees creaked as he 

straightened, but they obeyed. With one hand holding his chest, 

he toddled to the table. The pain was severe, but he forced himself 

to continue. He needed to finish the book.  

His daughter found him when she brought his package of 

tobacco. He was slumped over the table, his pipe next to his 

Underwood. She rolled the page from the platen and read the last 

line. Choices have consequences. 
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Strawberry Donut by Brittany Aguilar 

 

Just a glimpse lights up your face, 

Sweet, glistening, bright 

Pale pink, with a light rain of sprinkles. 

 

A bite, soft and sweet, carries you back  

To Saturday mornings, sweet pixy sugar  

In the air, mixed with after shave, 

 

Stale coffee, and the harsh cigarette smoke,  

Your grandfather tall, gray, and strong.  

You take another bite, retreating  

 

To your moment with him, 

Holding it as long as you can. 

The feeling of home. 
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Angel Kisses by Rachel Walker 

 

Angel kisses  

We were told to call them 

When we were young. 

 

A term that made us feel special,  

Thinking we were gifted 

Some kind of reward  

with marks from heaven. 

 

Those little brown spots 

on the bridge of our noses  

or across our blushed cheeks,  

 

They cover my knees and elbows like sprinkles,  

Milk chocolate flavored treats  

Dusting my body,  

Climbing my arms like ivy.  

 

Mapped across my hands like constellations, 

Connecting the dots of Orien’s Belt  

or the Little Dipper. 

 

No one decorated the same, 

but what a special thing we shared, 

those little angel kisses. 
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Flaming Wolf 

 

 
 

mixed media by Anna Mae Below 
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Con Man by Mark Budman 

 

She had never seen such a fancy business card before; not even 

paper or plastic but some heavy, shiny metal. Silver? Gold? 

Platinum? Naah. Probably some cheap Chinese shit. Smoke and 

mirrors. She read the name out loud.  

“O-d-i-n.  Did I say it right?” 

The gray-haired man across the table from her nodded. His 

single eye – the other was covered by a worn leather patch – 

burned with the fire of many colors. The fires that either makes 

you want to run away or that makes you want to cuddle.  

Depending how far were you from it. 

 She lowered her eyes to the card again. Below the name, in 

neat cursive, it said, “The Father of All.” 

Was it some kind of a joke? The old man didn’t look like a 

joker to her. More like a one-percenter, in a fancy dark suit and 

power tie. The type that dated long-legged, big-boobed girls with 

perfect skin and not the losers like her. The one who had never 

descended to the cheap diner like this before. When he had asked 

to join her table, she thought to say no, but every other table was 

taken. So she gave in—was she good or what? 

He had no coat. Strange. It was freezing outside. She saw on 

the news that they brought the polar bear indoors at the zoo 

because of the cold. Maybe he parked right by the entrance and 

maybe his car never failed to start? 

“Do you have kids, Mr. Odd In?” she asked, surprising 

herself. She was immediately sorry she had asked such a stupid 

question. But he looked so, um, fatherly.  

“Yes, I do. Every human being is my child. You’re my 

daughter, too.” 



Reedy Branch Review          29 
 

She flinched. This was creepy all of a sudden. Her pastry lost 

its taste. She clutched her cell under the table. The sleeves of her 

blouse fell, covering the scars on her wrists.  

The man smiled. “Don’t be afraid, Carli.” 

How in hell he knew her name? Was he stalking her? Did her 

father send him? 

“You know, I can help. I can tell you if Jason is the right man 

for you. Or whether or not to move to Seattle as you’ve been 

thinking about. I can even pick the winning lottery ticket for you.” 

Ah, not a stalker but a con man! For sure, she thought. Why 

the hell am I a magnet for his type? Her father’s favorite joke came 

to mind: if ‘pro’ is the opposite of ‘con,’ what the opposite of 

‘progress’ is? 

He would also say, “My handsomeness exceeds my intellect 

by the factor of two, but my intellect exceeds my handsomeness 

by the factor of five.” He was full of stupid jokes, her father. He 

claimed he wanted to empty the clip of his pistol into his own 

mouth a dozen times, but he never did even once. Maybe because 

he had never owned a pistol? 

“Not today,” she said. She had no idea why she’s so polite all 

of a sudden. “I’m busy.” 

The man got up. “I like you, Carli. You have a good soul… E-

mail me when you have more time… I don’t charge… Your 

pastry’s on me.” 

When he left, Carli checked the card again. Odin Wōđanaz 

Psychopomps. And the e-mail: odin@asgard.org. Psycho pompous? 

What a name, right. She threw the card into the waste basket.  

Good soul, huh? If he only knew how many times she called 

the cops on her father. She had always dropped the charges, 

mailto:odin@asgard.org
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though. She wouldn’t stomach putting her old man in jail. She’d 

rather slit her wrists.  

When she noticed the golden chariot attached to an eight-

legged horse, rising in the air outside the window, she scoffed. 

Who does he think he is, she thought, Thor? Another con 

man…  I don’t care how he did it, but it’s only a trick. Smoke and 

mirrors and lasers. Like my Dad said, “Occam’s razor. When you 

have two competing theories, the simpler one is the better.”  

But the guy was cute. Old but cute. Just like her own father, 

that bastard she loved. 
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Aurora Borealis by Yazmin Villanueva 

 

An array of luminous silhouettes  

Decorating the night sky,  

Whimsical and airy.  

 

The winds bittersweet, 

Singing in harmony.  

 

Visions of green fighting off the blue,  

The stars dancing at their feud  

Rejoicing for everyone to see.  
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Héroe by Yazmin Villanueva 

 

Vanilla and whiskey, spicy and sweet  

Mixed with the intoxicating smell of tobacco  

All filled my nostrils, 

The scent wrapping its arms around me,  

Comforting and secure. 

 

Skin like leather and kissed from the sun,  

It’s rigidness making a pathway to home.  

As strong as you were, 

Your hands now shake  

Along with the ticking of the clock.  

Hair once dark as ink 

Now is sprinkled with age.  

 

The deep baritone of your voice  

Making your accent thick as molasses 

Still whispers the words, 

“Mi corazón de melón,”  

Your saying branded into my mind for eternity.  

 

Although they are sunken and hollow, 

Your dark eyes still hold a glimmer, 

Shining bright with peace and serenity.  

You always did say that you were ready to go,  

But I’m not ready to let go,  

Knowing that I’m minutes away 

From losing my comfort. 
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The Maw by Jasmine Cruz 

 

The music blared loudly in the interior of my car.  Its rhythmic 

vibrations filled me with the courage to face the challenges ahead.  

As I turned down the street, a little closer to my destination, I 

danced along, building up more energy, more resolve.  Then I 

pulled into the parking lot.  There weren’t that many cars, but 

there never were that many at that time of day.  Lunch was over, 

so people wouldn’t need to consume more until later.  The 

exterior seemed welcoming enough…to the guests.  It was meant 

to invoke the hospitable embrace of the front of a house, a porch.  

A place to gather with friends and sip lemonade on a hot 

summer’s day.   

I saw a mouth, ready to swallow me whole.  I saw a place with 

no exit…well, until it was ready to spit me out.  Full of the energy 

I had gathered, I walked in, marked for consumption by way of 

my uniform.  I was heading to the core of the beast, its pulsing, 

sweltering heart.  But even its heart was infested with devils.  

They sneered at me as I clocked in and became a part of the 

mechations and the caloric sustenance that was needed.  The 

person before me had already left, so I was alone in the back of the 

kitchen.  I was the foundation of the working heart, the boilerman, 

the stoker.  Through my efforts, the base of the menu was 

maintained, and the guests were able to get what they wanted, 

their fill of fat and carbohydrates.   

The night started out relatively normally; we were off to a 

gentle start.  A few hours later, the seas began to look rough.  We 

were running out of backups and I had been told that it would be 

slow.  Lies, all of it, that’s why I had prepared more than 

recommended.  I smelt it in the air, a storm, a gathering of hungry 
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parishioners looking for mediocre food.  So now my energetic 

store would need to be used up.  Dancing around, I fed the ovens 

and filled the kettles.  I moved so as not to get burned, but quick 

enough to keep up with the pace.  But at some point, I was done 

with that.  I was running on low, being drained by the beast I 

inhabited.  One of the devils had gotten to me and I became angry, 

resentful.  When would it end?  Did everyone in the area all 

decide to get hungry at once and choose this place to come to?  

Why wasn’t I getting help?  The ship began to groan, crying out in 

alarms, high-pitched squeals, and cacophonous chatter.   

By the end of it all, I was empty, hollow, and rubbed raw.  My 

hands were shaking—a side effect of being digested—and I too 

was hungry.  I wanted freedom.  I soon got my wish when the 

Maw was done with me.  As I walked to my car, I heard the devils 

snickering.  They would see me again the next day.  They knew 

that I was rewarded for my sacrifice and I would be back for more 

monetary supplementation.   

  



Reedy Branch Review          35 
 

 

 

 

#the100dayproject2021 - day 59 

 

 
 

mixed media by Joan Mansfield 

  

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/the100dayproject2021/
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Paper Roses by Millie Sparks 

 

I remember the day Aunt Marcela 

Held her marriage certificate 

In her large clumsy hands, 

Rubbed the timeworn paper with her thumb. 

I watched in horror as she set fire to the love document, 

The small flame reflected in her eyes. 

The words melted together, 

And she almost let it burn down to her fingers, but at the last 

possible moment, 

Just before she would have been harmed, she dropped it into 

the sink. 

We both watched in awe as the fire consumed itself, 

A small fierce flame intensely passionate about its own death. 

 

Eight months after you had left, I visited the park where we 

went on our first date, 

Squatted over a hot dry asphalt, scribbling words in chalk. 

An excerpt from Frost’s Road Not Taken, 

An epitaph of our love. 

I left behind a sacrifice for the bicycle riders, for the morning 

walkers, for the curious dog 

Badly in need of a good piss…. 

The two roses you gave me the last night that we made love. 

Dry and brittle. 

When I touched them, they reminded me of very old paper. 

Paper so old that the words have faded, leaving the curious 

observer guessing at meaning. 
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I hesitated at leaving them there for the elements to turn to 

ash, 

But I remembered the way they had set for weeks after you 

had left 

So boldly atop my dresser in a bright yellow vase, 

Taking up all the air in the room with the sweet scent of their 

death. 
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The Library at the Lake by Joy Moses-Hall 

 
You don’t have to like books to work at the library.  

I pushed the skiff out into the water and took my place on the 

cushion in the back. It had a pull start, and it was never quiet, 

especially at ten o’clock at night. I’ve got oars on it that look like 

they came off a Viking knarr ship, but it would have been a long 

row across. I cranked the engine. 

Far across the lake, the library building looked like a 

tombstone. Bright moonlight pearled over its blocky edifice. It 

looked the gateway to a graveyard, a mausoleum, a morbid house 

stacked with who knows who gasping a poetic death. 

I headed toward it. I was looking forward to checking its trash 

cans for doughnuts.  

The moon cast a silvery path upon the water, reaching toward 

me, luring me across. The lake, it seemed, was paved with 

gleaming bricks. I glanced back at the shore. My cottage was out 

of sight. No moonlight penetrated through the bushes. Only the 

old rickety dock stuck out from a rocky knuckle of overgrown 

shoreline like a long rude finger. The house was hidden, like a 

grape cluster withering behind the privacy of its leaves. 

The lake water is usually calm at night, and there aren’t other 

boats to speak of, so I had a smooth ride over the silver sea to the 

library bank a mile away. To drive by car would have taken 

longer, going past the vineyards to the end of the lake at 

Branchport, then around the fork of the Y back down to the crook 

where the library stood. Most of the Finger Lakes in New York are 

long and skinny, except for Keuka with that fork. 
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The boat crunched up onto the gravelly shore and I climbed 

the hill to the college library, let myself in, and went straight to the 

librarian’s office. No one was there. The library closed at four.  

There was half of a lemon curd doughnut under a faded 

printout from the International Journal of Wine. 

I sat in the big librarian chair and ate it with my feet up like 

Mary, Queen of Scots, reading the last chapter of Oliver Twist that 

had taken me the better part of a week to get through. I felt good. 

No artful dodger, no dodge of art, was going to ruin my life. 

I checked the other trash cans, but they just had trash. 

I emptied the trashes in the dumpster and pulled out the 

vacuum to suck up a trail of hole-punch dots some diligent 

student had left by the printer. I mopped muddy paw prints off 

the linoleum in the fax lab. Clint, the library assistant, thinks no 

one knows he sneaks his chocolate lab in there to fidget until his 

wife gets off her job at the winery. Nobody uses the fax lab 

anymore, so his secret is safe with me.  

I cleaned the restrooms and dusted a display case full of local 

wine stoppers and spread out the 6-pack of crackers that I had 

brought for lunch on top of the case, and made a pot of coffee in 

the lounge. 

I was up to the E’s. I had read Little Women, which was ok if 

you like to read about girls. I read half of a tedious bore by 

Honore de Balzac. The introduction to The Red Badge of Courage 

nearly made me puke, so I didn’t even start. Dostoevsky was 

heavier than a brick, with a thick spine and thick words, so I 

wasn’t reading that.  

Silas Marner, by George Eliot. I took it off the shelf. Not too 

wordy. No introduction. A mean old man on the cover. My kind 

of book. I poured a cup of coffee and put my feet up. 
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I haven’t been reading for so long. I haven’t had much use for 

books. For a long time, I ignored them, dusting the titles without 

caring a whit about their inner words and thoughts. I just came in, 

and foraged for doughnuts, and did my cleaning, and went back 

home in the dark. It’s nice, but I don’t want to do that always and 

forever.  

One night there was a book left out on a table. The Grapes of 

Wrath, it was called. I thought it was about wine, like everything 

else around here, so I started reading, but it’s about folks going to 

California. I wanted to go to California someday, too, so I finished 

it. I don’t want to go there now. I don’t much like peaches, you 

know. 

So I started to read them, just as a go-away.  

There were so many! The walls were shelved with thousands 

of books, all lined up like tiny coffins after a brutal war, each 

confining the wizened remains of some fossilized fact or fiction. 

To read them would be to unleash the ashes of the unknown, to 

rehydrate the tales of the dead. They held no allure, no inkling to 

creak open a lid and peer within. They were dull, not flashy; 

silent, not blaring; lifeless, not buzzing like a YouTube or a 

Snapchat; stiff and stuffy and sere. I touched a forgotten tome and 

felt sorry for them all, like old soldiers past their prime, proffering 

a hat for coins. So parched and so alike, yet every book was 

different inside: different paper, different words, different bones. I 

checked a few to see if they all really are different, like checking 

the snowflakes on my mittens come November. 

With pity, I started reading, beginning with the grape books. 

They had a surprising amount to say. The words launched from 

the page, reincarnated, inflated. I read about grape botany and 
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grape culture, grape pies and grape Chablis. Nearby was a 

beautiful book about birds: flamingos and penguins and 

sparrows. And another about snakes. I love snakes. There’s one 

that lives under my porch. A rat snake, by his picture in the book, 

like two animals in one.  

And there were books about more locales I’ve never been to. 

Djibouti and Phnom Penh and Punxsutawney. Who names these 

places?  

But a lot of the books, sad to say, aren’t worth even dusting 

the title. I don’t feel sorry for them. I have no coins for their bum 

hats.  

I skipped over them.  

Take the night I thumbed through reference books. There’s a 

lot of fine print there that is best off staying locked in a book 

where nobody’s going to see it. Do I truly need to know the name 

and phone number of every living person in Omaha, or the speed 

of the sounds in my vacuum, or that “the regression of the moon’s 

nodes relative to the plane of the Earth’s equator takes 18.61 Julian 

years”? I don’t even want to know the moon has nodes. 

As I got to know more books, and go more places, and see 

more ashes, it seemed possible I could read them all. Wouldn’t 

that be something! Me, a college graduate! If you’re a college 

graduate, you can do anything you want. Go to any of those 

places, or not. Be any of those things, or not. You can eat fresh 

jelly doughnuts during the day, and sleep in a bed at night.  

But if I’m going to read them all, I’ll have to face Omaha and 

the nodes. Later. 

And then I came to the fiction. Storybooks. Love stories. Hate 

stories. All lined up from A author to Z author, from awful to 

zany. Some that keep you awake and some that put you to sleep. 
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Some that make your heart pound and your eyes go buggy. And 

some that seep down from your head to drip onto your soul like 

syrup from a sugar maple. 

 

I was on the E’s, but Dickens caught my eye. Those old books 

have very different people on the covers than the new books. New 

books have glossy, sharp-edged covers. Old books have slow, 

emaciated covers. I pulled A tale of Two Cities off the shelf.  

It had a scrawny guillotine on the cover.  

Not slow at all.  

I opened it.  

 

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the 

age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of 

belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, 

it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was 

the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had 

nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were 

all going direct the other way — in short, the period was so far 

like the present period, that some of its noisiest authorities 

insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the 

superlative degree of comparison only. 

 

Gheesh. I opened Silas Marner. 

 

In the days when the spinning wheels hummed busily in the 

farmhouses -- and even great ladies, clothed in silk and thread 

lace, had their toy spinning wheels of polished oak -- there might 

be seen, in districts far away among the lanes, or deep in the 

bosom of the hills, certain pallid undersized men who, by the side 
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of the brawny countryfolk, looked like the remnants of a 

disinherited race.  

 

Lordy. No wonder the librarian’s got a nervous tic. I brewed 

another pot of coffee. 

After two chapters of Silas Marner, I wasn’t sure yet if it was a 

keeper. I didn’t know all the words, but the story still came 

through. Before you know it, I’ll know enough vocabulary to talk 

as smooth as a college graduate.  

The description on the back had said it was the tale of a shady 

older man, who raised a stray girl to be a fine woman. I snuck a 

quick peek to the end, which I’m not inclined to do, but 

sometimes there isn’t but a whole lot of nothing besides the 

beginning and the end. 

I looked down the row at another book. Les Miserables, by 

Victor Hugo. The back cover was gray and dismal. It was the tale 

of a shady older man, who raised a stray girl to be a fine woman. 

Hmm. Snowflakes that match. 

The library doesn’t open for the day until eight. I need to head 

back across the lake by seven. I settled back for two more hours of 

Silas Marner. 

 

The next night was clear of sky, and I was looking hard for 

nodes of moonlight.  The lunar disk was not quite as big and 

milky as the night before. I dabbed my hand in the water. It’s 

thicker and wetter at night than during the day, and I like the feel 

of it. 

All of a sudden, a shudder went through the boat. I toppled 

forward, and the boat jerked sideways and spun around. The 
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motor was still humming but my knees and wrists were getting 

wet and the boat was circling aimlessly.  

I could see, since my nose was up close, that the bow had a 

gaping tear, ripped through the deepest crease, peeling back the 

hull like a banana skin. The bark was scraped off of the log that 

protruded through, and I could count its rings – twenty or thirty 

at least. Usually I keep a better eye out for debris. The water in the 

boat was ankle high already. 

I grabbed my lunch pail from under the seat to start bailing. 

My crackers floated away, an oar was gone, and my seat cushion 

was half across the lake. I keep an old bleach bottle with the top 

on and the bottom cut out tied to the oarlock, and I bailed with 

that, too. The engine puttered slowly toward home as I bailed as 

fast as I could with both hands, barely ahead of sinking to the 

bottom.  

The log fell out, and the water came in faster. The skiff was 

plowing under so bad I shifted to idle and wondered if I might 

have to learn to swim. My hat drifted away, and I still had half a 

lake to go.  

The water in the lake is deep. They have a picture in the 

library of how a glacier carved it out, like a big foot plopping 

prints through mountains of mud, gouging deep and leaving 

steep hills on the side. I wasn’t just going to drown. I wasn’t ever 

going to be seen again. 

In minutes I would be flailing to the bilges of the lake. I cast an 

eye over the old Viking oar, but it was too pointy and small to do 

much more than poke holes. I shifted the motor to reverse, 

running astern toward the library but still facing the finger dock. 

The motor wobbled, but I straightened the tiller and shoved the 

throttle up, and the old motor rode low and heavy. The boat 
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dragged past the water just faster than it came in, just fast enough 

that what had already come in fell right back out. The lake was 

thirsty that night, and with her long syrupy tongue she sucked the 

bailing water right on out through the same hole it came in. I 

didn’t have to either die or bail.  

I came ashore hard. Pebbles skittered out behind the screw 

and came in through the log hole, and I almost hit a lawn chair.  

I hit the shut off and pulled the skiff farther up the pebbles. 

That torn-up skiff was my only way home. 

My heart was racing. I was later than usual for work, but that 

didn’t matter. Nobody checked on me. The doughnut was an hour 

staler, and the display case had an hour more dust on it, was all. 

But I wasn’t going to be reading any fiction today. I needed to 

look up how to patch a boat, in a hurry, a damn hurry. 

My hands were still shaking when I swept up a pile of 

pinecones – whatever do they do in that craft room? I went 

straight from there to the card catalog, to the nonfiction, section 

623.8, and picked out a book on naval architecture. Shipbuilding, 

raft building, plugging holes in skiffs – I needed to know all of it. 

And now. Found a book on naval architecture. I propped it open 

next to the computer and Googled for boat repairs. 

It would be tricky, given the shape of the hull, and that I had 

no tools, and it was dark.  

The best bet, according to the Internet, was to carve out the 

hole bigger but clean, cut a patch, and epoxy it in. All I needed 

were a saw, plywood, and marine epoxy. And maybe a flashlight. 

I shuffled through a cabinet. They just don’t keep good marine 

epoxy in the library these days.  

I went down to the basement. Maybe I could repurpose some 

plywood.  
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There was a lot of stuff down there, but it was mostly old 

books. I wonder if I’ve got to read them, too? It was musty down 

there. Wouldn’t be a library without must. Maybe I could use a 

nice hardcover for plywood. But I would still need a saw and 

some pitch.  

I checked the bathroom for tools and glues. Bathroom 

tweezers? Kitchen shears? There were no knives, no saws, no – 

hold on, a pruning blade. But what would I seal it in with? There 

were no buckets of tar lying around, no cans of deck finisher from 

some lapsed Read and Good Deed project, no spray paint? Alas!  

I pulled open a drawer. Candles, for a power emergency, no 

doubt. It might just work! Maybe I could drip wax over the 

hardcover plug to leak-proof the hole. 

It was 4:30 am. There wasn’t much time. I hadn’t emptied the 

trash yet, or vacuumed, or selected a hardcover book, or pruned 

the hole. I ran upstairs, then carried the supplies to the skiff. 

It looked irreparable. I didn’t want to be stuck here forever.  

The hole was lopsided. I had chosen Hemingway’s, The Old 

Man and the Sea. I hadn’t read it, but it seemed to fit. Not too thick, 

but solid.  

I wasn’t sure what the pressure points on the keel would be, 

so I jammed the book in as tightly as it would go, twisting and 

shoving and tearing one end. I wedged it against the shards of 

hull. Into the rest of the spaces I stuffed all the sweatshirts from 

the lost and found box by the circulation desk, and some little 

stuffed animals whose caps bragged, “I read 50 books!” from a 

duffle bag in the basement, until no light showed through. The 

frame was splinted. Now I needed to bandage it with wax. 

Painstakingly, wax dripped from candle to cardboard. I 

sighed. There was no way this flimsy stopgap would stop the gap. 
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Every molecule needed to be coated with wax or it would leak, 

but there was no way to tell if the wax had dripped into all the 

voids, if it had varnished all the plush of the stuffed stuffing, or if 

the plug would hold against the pressure of the lake. Worst case, 

if it did leak, perhaps the book would swell into the hole better.  

I pushed off the gravel beach and pull-started the engine. It 

choked and rocked. If it was leaking, my ankles would soon be 

wet. I pulled again, quick. No go. On the third desperate pull, 

with lake threatening in and out, it gargled, and caught. We 

hummed through the morning twilight, the lake smooth as 

bourbon with a shot of mist corkscrewing up from reflections of 

grape-vined glacial hills. We tore through it at a reasonably crazy 

rate. 

Halfway across, the Old Man fell out.  

I panicked. Water flooded in again, I almost lost a bailer, and 

dawn and the skiff were both breaking. I listed back to the library 

to get another book and more candles. The librarian’s car was 

already there, glinting through the trees beside the lateral parking 

lot. I beached the boat and hustled to the basement.  

Who knows how long it would have taken? Who knows if I 

would have read all of the books? There were so many I really 

didn’t want to read. I picked up one with a really ugly cover. 

Never read it. Never wanted to. I put it in a box. It would make a 

good plug. There were shelves of ugly books. Dusty books. Racist 

books. Sexist books. Flat Earth books. Books about Siam and oat 

germ and Brontosaurus. Mildewed books. Millennial jetsam like 

computer manuals and map books. Books about toe fungus and 

warts. Potty books for kids. Who wants to read about that?  

I’d never earn a degree now. It was a win and a loss. A yin and 

a yang. My life was saved, but my dream was dead, all hope of 
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graduating drowned by the fickle forecastle of fate. All those 

book-laden students I’d observed over the years: inching through 

the library, book by book, cover by cover, word by word, 

excavating the plots and facts from the layers of pages like 

archaeologists sifting through dirt, imbibing in the fragrance 

misted by each bon mot, sorting through titles and authors, 

filtering the meaning of it all, a task completed only when every 

page had been turned, every cover breached, every word sifted. 

To graduate, I, like the others, needed to read every book in the 

collection, good cover and bad, love and hate, warts and all. But 

without The Old Man, the collection was incomplete. I had 

destroyed graduation, not just for me, but for all students who 

sought to do the same. 

 

If only there weren’t so many.  Some had been in the basement 

for years. Did my fellow students read them? Would anyone even 

know if we didn’t read the old, yellowed hardbacks in the 

basement? The old, crumbling paperbacks in cartons? The old, 

water-stained novels piled in the fax lab? The old, odious tomes 

taking up prime space on the bookshelves? 

Did anybody keep track? Nobody but Clint even knew the 

cartons were there. If they … disappeared… would anyone care? 

Perhaps I could cull the collection, spare the others the most 

onerous and burdensome. Trim the literary lipids! Excise the 

library lard! Crumble the Calories of the collection! Nix the nausea 

of the nonsense narrative! Burn the buxom books that hover not a 

minute in one’s bourgeois brain and cater only to the corporate 

coffers of the author. There is nothing sacred about drivel, and it 

was up to me to drown it from the curriculum. 
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I grabbed a Voltaire and a spare. I lugged a whole box of 

miserables out to the boat. Nobody cared. Weeks of needless 

study, about to be cured. I dropped a thick tome into the water.  

Oops. It floated briefly while water soaked in, swelling open 

to a watercolor plate of a tapeworm. Ugh. This would be its 

Waterloo. NOBODY cared. 

Really, nobody cared. The small splash of a second book 

attracted no attention whatsoever. I hefted a larger book into the 

gash and sealed it as best I could in the dark with bits and drips of 

candle. I pushed off and the plug held until the middle of the lake, 

where it dissolved. For ballast, I dropped in another. Still no 

reaction from the beach. It was quite early yet, and I was bent on 

doing the library a favor. I held two nice thick tomes back. Dr 

Jekyll and Mr Hyde, Gone with the Wind. I dropped the whole 

darned box to the bottom. War and Peace and Moby Dick, To the 

Lighthouse with you! Travel, Gullliver! No Sound, No Fury, No 

Expectations! I am not a bookkeeper. These book ends would be 

as bookmarks on the bottom of a library sea. If reading through 

the library was the path to graduation, I would graduate, doggone 

it, if I had to drown all but a dozen books. I would go not gently 

into the brooding annals of ignorance. I would power through. I 

would read every book in the library to earn my degree.  

I dropped the nodes of the moon into the water like a gold 

brick.  

Every book that was left. 
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Petal Reflections 

 

 

 
 

photograph by Anna Mae Below 
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My Father’s Crown by Nicole Keech 

 

For the children who cannot see the light. 

 

I know better 

than to approach my father 

when the whiskey bottle 

is empty. 

 

He trudges 

around the house 

an angry giant, 

the veins in his thick neck pulsing, 

his wrinkled face crimson. 

His body sways to-and-fro, 

trying to maintain control. 

Like a player’s first 

encounter with the ball, 

his tongue fumbles 

over words 

to express whatever it is 

he is angry about 

this time. 

 

My mother, 

smaller, quieter than I remember, 

in the kitchen scrubbing 

the already spotless coffee pot. 
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Her hands - tiny, frail, 

wringing the washcloth dry. 

“Ask him tomorrow. 

Tomorrow would be better.” 

 

In the background, 

a roar 

of incoherent words, 

smashes of glass 

against the wall. 

I envision Kristallnacht 

and being separated 

from all you’ve ever known, 

and I think: 

how horrifying 

that must be, 

how relieving. 
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The Paradigm Shift by Stacy Ghere 

 

As a last-ditch effort to save a deteriorating marriage, my 

husband and I chose to start fresh with a move from Chicago, IL 

to Green Bay, WI. Unfortunately, it turned out to be the start of 

the end. The next six months was a rollercoaster of temporary jobs 

as we balanced opposite shifts to ensure the children were 

properly cared for. This meant there was no time to work on the 

marriage. Moving away from all our family's emotional support 

was much harder than we ever imagined.   

One Sunday afternoon, I ventured off with the kids for some 

needed playtime.  An hour into our repetitive trips up and down 

the slide, I received a call from my husband. He began the 

conversation with, "I can't do this husband or dad thing 

anymore.” He then informed me that he had gotten on the road 

back to Chicago just minutes after we left for the park. I lost all 

sense of gravity as the earth began to spin uncontrollably, leaving 

me feeling sick to my stomach. When I found a stable footing, I 

glanced towards the giggles of my then four and one-year-old 

clueless little boys. As they chased each other through the 

playground mulch, all I could think was "what are we going to do 

now?"   

We were abandoned in a state where we knew no one. It did 

not take long to learn that not only did my husband take all his 

belongs, but he also made sure to take his last full paycheck. 

Despite rent being due in a week, I was forced to quit working 

from the lack of adequate childcare. After two weeks of bathroom 

crying sessions, I pushed myself to seek out what aid was 

available. Starting with the local public aid office, I managed to 

apply for food stamps with the help of an empathic caseworker 
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that handheld me through the process. She advised my next stop 

be the Housing Authority, and it was there I learned of a six-

month waiting list to be approved for housing assistance. Unless 

of course, I was placed into a state of emergency status, which 

would speed up the wait to only thirty days. I leaned on faith and 

determination as I made the decision to place us into a homeless 

shelter for the next thirty days to prevent being evicted from our 

apartment.   

Among all the rules and regulations of this shelter, I was 

required to provide food contributions to the facility. 

Unfortunately, my last paycheck was already long gone. I had 

already pawned all our Compact Discs and Disney movies just to 

keep gas in my car. With another three weeks till my food stamp 

application was approved, I was directed to go to the local food 

bank for assistance. I can still recall the first time I pulled into the 

parking lot, and how I just sat in my car observing the variety of 

people lining up along the back side of this worn-down brick 

building. I scrutinized every individual from a safe distance, 

meticulously examining their battered mismatched clothes they 

layered upon themselves for protection against the long wait they 

faced in the cold. Convinced I didn't belong there, I refused to get 

out of the car and left empty-handed. This pattern repeated over 

the next three days, each time talking myself out of getting in that 

dreaded line. However, from the fear of my non-compliance 

jeopardizing us keeping our home, I swallowed every bit of pride 

I had left, and took my place in line. The temperatures were in the 

teens that morning in December 2000. I had to zip my one-year-

old into my jacket, holding his face to my chest, while my four-

year-old wrapped his arms around my upper thigh using my leg 

to bury his face from the cold. Within the first ten minutes of our 
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one hour wait, the first snow of the season began to fall and 

quickly erupted into a light blizzard.  As the snowflakes whipped 

me in the face, I could feel the tears icing up as they made their 

way down my frozen cheeks.  

It was at that very moment everything within me shifted, 

having entered into the full revelation of how I had reached the 

lowest point of my adult life. It was also when none of it even 

mattered anymore. Somehow, I grabbed hold of a deeper 

understanding that these babies were completely dependent on 

me. I could no longer measure my happiness based on my failed 

expectations. Instead, I now understood that the sacrifices of 

motherhood meant it was no longer about what was best for me 

after all. In that moment, standing in a food bread line in the 

middle of a blizzard, I officially crossed over into adulthood.   
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Lie Here by Jasmine Page 

 

how did we come to lie here?  

among the wet stones, rusted  

fences meant to keep us  

in or out of the world. either way  

they offend us. pick up a rock, I say,  

and we'll play a game.  

how did we come to lie here,  

on our backs, with eyes shut against the light?  

I feel for your hand. getting warmer, warmer  

you say. I am hungry and this hunger is a circle  

we can't step out of. listen, I can hear the circle.  

now it hums, and far in the beautiful(beautiful)  

distance we hear our children, and we can go back  

to sleep for a little while longer. 

 

  



Reedy Branch Review          57 
 

 

Stepping by Jasmine Page 

 

stepping  

   steeping, stopping,  

     stooped on exponential  

   s  

     l  

      o  

        p  

          es  

we lope.  

we are short-lived  

as isotopes,  

insoluble and obstinate,  

rather like  

precipi  

      tates. 
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Can a Shoemaker be a Fisherman? by Richard Basili 

 

It’s midday, down by the lake, but around this patch of life, it 

always seemed like it was dawn. The birds overhead laugh 

together as friends, the frogs, crickets, and gentle breeze all seem 

to create harmony. The cattails and tree branches dance side to 

side, as to acknowledge the creatures’ songs. The tadpoles bolt 

along the shore, exploring every inch of a land not yet explored by 

them. Lake water reflects the color of the sky, an orangish red, and 

the water is still. The water is calm aside from the lily pads 

occasionally nudged by the graceful wind, and the fish that must 

certainly be blind. 

“Wowwee,” I say aloud to myself, stretching and laying out 

across my current fishing rock. “I guess I caught all the fish that 

can spot a worm in this lake.” I really, really need to catch fish for 

dinner tonight; the wife and I have been short on work. Once 

everyone in town gets a pair or two of shoes, they don’t come 

back for more. We’re shoemakers, our shop is named Yazmir and 

Vera’s, my and my wife’s names respectively. They don’t come 

back for more because we’re good at what we do, but it also 

means no steady money for food. I come over to this magnificent 

area in hopes of finding a free meal for my family. But it seems 

that the fish community has learned not to take the bait, and who 

am I to disrupt this ecosystem and trudge through the water? I 

may be hunting these fish, but I do not plan on disrupting the 

lives of all that is natural here. 

I grab my fishing pole, and my can of worms, take another 

good look at this blessing of a view, and begin my 20-minute walk 

home. There is always the option of going out to sea, the ocean 

offers numerous types, sizes, and yields of fish. When I was a kid, 
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I liked the idea of pirates, minus the whole stealing and killing 

aspect. Living life on the seas, a journey full of unexpected places, 

and tough work.  Of course, I’d only be able to enjoy it if I got 

along well with the crew, a life like that is best spent with good 

company. But those were just the dreams of a boy. I have a wife 

and child, and I have to be here to support them. My feeling I 

need to be there for them also deters me from taking to the seas if 

only to be a fisherman. 

I reach town still stuck in a daze of fantasy dreams and 

pressing thoughts, Lezir the baker spots me and calls out, “Oi! 

Yazmir!” he snaps me out of my trance, and I reply with a smile. 

“How ya doin today, Lezir? Nice batch of buns I’m sure, I can 

smell them from here!” We reach each other; with a firm 

handshake he replies, “ah I can’t complain ‘bout much, just wish I 

could see your ugly mug come through more often.” It’s 

embarrassing to admit, but he, along with everyone else in town, 

knows of my family’s situation. “Trust me, this ugly mug is itchin’ 

for a go at your shop. Maybe one day.” We bid each other 

goodbye and went on with our days. 

After having similar conversations with various other 

neighbors, I reach home with an empty bucket in hand, and an 

apology in mind. Our home is always a warm sight. We built it 

ourselves of bricks. It’s small but very homey. Vera, my wife, 

opens the door and begins welcoming me home, but before a 

sound leaves her lips, Zema, our munchkin of a daughter, zips 

past her and latches onto my leg. “Papa, papa! Me and mama got 

to pick tomatoes from the garden! We got… uh...” She counts her 

fingers when she needs help remembering numbers. It’s adorable. 

“Seven!” Her smile could light the night sky. I transfer her to my 

shoulder, “that’s great! You’ll be a farmer in no time, sweetie.” 
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Over Zema’s giggling, Vera walks over, noticing the bucket, and 

hugs me. “You don’t have to worry about fish today. Maybe just a  

bad day?” 

I love her, she’s thoughtful, not to mention beautiful, and 

always knows what to say to make me feel better. “Maybe, but it’s 

not gonna stop me!” Zema pushes us inside so we can see the 

seven tomatoes that both Vera and Zema have been working so 

hard on, and I’ve got to say, not bad. Zema presents them as if 

they were works of art, I’ll always indulge her happiness. Vera 

looks over to me, “she’s growing up so fast, she really could tend 

the crops on her own.” 

I don’t know how she does it; must be that women’s intuition 

thing I’ve heard about. It’s like she knows I was thinking about 

going out to sea and trying my luck there. If they can both take 

care of things here, I should be fine to be away for a few days. So I 

bring it up to her, and of course, she supports me. “I think it’s a 

great idea, and I appreciate you working hard to take care of us. 

You’ll have to convince Zema though. She may not be as 

enthusiastic of the idea.” Our little girl prances back into the room 

to unveil her final tomato. She named it Mack Daddy. Admittedly, 

it was quite large. I’ll wait until she’s done, gotta respect her for 

all her hard work, after all. 

Once she’s finished, I thank her and congratulate her on such a 

big accomplishment, to which she chuckles out of joy. Then I take 

her hand, “you’re taking care of your family, Zema. You’re doing 

so well. I want to do as good as you.” She jumps and excitedly 

says, “I can teach you how to farm! It’s really easy, but you have 

to be very careful!” But I shake my head and sit her on my lap, 

“I’m thinking of going out to sea to see if I can get more fish from 

there. You’re doing just fine here, and I know how much you like 
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fish. I just need to know if you’re strong enough to take care of 

your mother for a few days.” She stops and thinks for a moment, 

then flexes her muscles, “I’m stronger than Lezir! I beat him in 

arm wrestling!” And, thus, I had convinced our muscle-ridden 

munchkin to let me go. 

I am extremely glad we didn’t tear down our boat to make 

more shelves to hold shoes. I’m even more glad of the loving 

family I was blessed with. I throw my pole and larger bucket into 

the boat, along with weights, nets, extra hooks, wire, and poles, 

just in case. Vera shouts through a window, “give us a minute. 

We’re not letting you haul that boat to shore all by yourself!” 

They come out and both give me a hand in lifting and pulling 

the boat. It’s large, but not heavy, just right. After half an hour or 

so, we reach the shore, and Zema rushes off to explore a bit. Vera 

kisses me sweetly and wishes me luck on my trip. “If you ever feel 

the seas warning you to leave, don’t hesitate to return.” I embrace 

her and assure her I’ll be fine. “Make sure Zema doesn’t grow up 

too much over these next few days.” Zema comes running from 

behind a dune, kicking up sand behind her. “Papa, I brought you 

a shell! It’s so you can think of me!” I thank her, and hug her, 

making sure she knows that I won’t be gone for long. 

Then before I know it, I’m off at sea, paddling with an oar 

being quite a workout in the ocean. Waving back to my loving 

family, urging them to head on home before it gets dark,. it almost 

feels like a dream. I hadn’t been sailing since I was a teenager. 

After coming down from my giddiness, I cast a line while still in 

shallow water. That way I can catch a small fish with worms, then 

use the smaller fish as bait to catch big fish. Fish definitely bite 

more often around dusk and dawn; within minutes I had a bite, 

then not even a minute after that, another. It felt amazing to catch 
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so many so fast, but I knew that these were too small to eat. They 

could only be used as bait. 

After catching a good thirty or so bait fish, I paddle closer to 

shore, find a shallow sandbar so I don’t float away, and fall asleep, 

preparing for the morning to come. Seashell clutched in hand, I 

dream of filling my family’s bellies, returning with unrealistic 

amounts of fish, and never having to lift a finger again. 

I awake shortly before the sun rises. Perfect timing! I paddle 

far out and decide it’s far enough when I can barely see the shore. 

I cast the first line. The small fish on my hook takes off, but isn’t 

strong enough to pull the boat or myself. This will most certainly 

take more time than getting the smaller fish. But I’m optimistic 

and patiently wait for any sign of success. 

The day nears its end, and honestly, I’m feeling discouraged. I 

hadn’t caught one fish. I have nothing to show for my time here. I 

look up to the sky; it’s clear, not a cloud in sight. The sun has 

turned that orangish-red color that reminds me so much of my 

beautiful fishing lake. I pull my line in for the night and let the 

fish I used as bait go back into the ocean. They did their time and 

lived; they earned their freedom. 

I fall asleep, shell in hand, and dream of the beauty I had 

missed at the lake. The wildlife, the plants, the melodies, the 

sunlight, even those pesky blind fish. My fishing rock, however, 

was a bit cozier; I longed for it. 

The boat was nudged. I forgot to row back to the sandbar! 

What nudged me? So many thoughts flooded my mind. Is this the 

sea warning me to return home? The thought of returning home 

empty handed fills me with more fear than my situation. Not fear 

of disappointing my family, fear of not being able to take care of 

them as I should. 
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My courage swells, and I toss one of the larger small fish on 

the end of my line, cast it in, and wait. I’m either really brave or 

really stupid; either way, I’m not leaving empty handed. The line 

tugs, the boat jerks to the side, and then the boat begins skating 

water. Do I hold on and risk being pulled from the boat, or worse, 

have the boat fall apart and have to fight off that thing? Or do I let 

go and risk letting my first, and maybe only, chance of success get 

away from me? 

Whatever type of sea creature this is, it’s gotta be big, big 

enough to feed a family for a while? That’s that. I’m holding on. I 

have a general idea on how-to deep-sea fish: let the larger fish 

wear itself out by fighting against the weight of you and the boat. 

I just have to wait until the fish shows signs of getting tired. 

I don’t know how much time has passed, or how far this fish 

has pulled me, maybe thirty minutes? Maybe too far away? It 

finally shows signs of growing tired. I can’t let it gather its 

strength. I yank hard, and pull and repeat many, many times. I’m 

doing it. The fish is being reeled closer; it’s happening. What 

happens when I get it to the boat? I grab the net, and prep for 

liftoff. An Atlantic Goliath Grouper, my soul almost leaves my 

body. These things are massive predators of the sea; they can be 

eight feet long and weigh seven-hundred pounds! 

Shortly after realizing my predicament, visions of my family 

enter my mind. Zema, giggling at her garden, talking to it as if it 

would talk back. And Vera, telling me she loves me in that angelic 

voice of hers. I calm myself, turn the net around in my hand, pull 

the fish out of the water and whack it square on the head. It’s out, 

out of breath, out cold, out of the water. It’s now in my boat. 

Thank goodness it didn’t grow as large as I’d feared. This is it. I 

can go home. I did it.  
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The Walk by Adrian Flores 

 

Walking and talking to make the time fly, 

as the sun glares fiercely down on us from the sky, 

water cool, crisp, and clear dominates my mind. 

 

We walk endlessly it seems, 

as we are ever more consumed 

by the great green tide. 

 

Together we strive forward, almost marching 

as the wind rushes past us, 

rippling through the leaves of our quarry, 

 

lifting our hearts, reminding us that the Lord  

watches over the tired and weary. 

So we continue our walk. 
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#the100dayproject2021 - day 82 

 

 
 

mixed media by Joan Mansfield 

  

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/the100dayproject2021/
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Our Rise by Adrian Flores 

 

Sirens ring overhead, cities burn red, 

Why have we come to such a scene? 

Because it appears that money is all leaders see. 

How long has it been since they've looked upon us? 

 

In the shadows we lie, or so it seems,  

as no one hears our cries. 

Help!  

We plead, do you all not see us bleed? 

Is our blood not as red? 

 

What is our fault 

for being born dark? 

Peace and patience we have been told; 

however, it is not what we've been sold. 

 

Our guardians hunt us and fill us with fear, 

but we promise to shed no more tears, 

for we shall rise united, 

Our hearts shall shed their dread, 

for we owe it to our dead 

to instead raise our heads, 

and say loud and clear 

that we are here. 
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The Loudest Silence by Terrence Spruill 

 

Sound is measured by decibels but even the deaf can hear the 

abrupt sound of hatred and racism. Sound helps us connect to our 

environment and love helps us connect with other people. One 

summer, mid-day in Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, I became a 

victim and a witness in my opinion of an incredible and 

unprecedented demonstration of racism. Here I was a newly 

incorporated Marine with an adventurous mind and welcoming 

heart, but what I would soon discover is discrimination does not 

differentiate. Yet still, then and now such an overwhelming joy 

leaps in my soul due to the power and expression of love. It 

would suffice to say, that day changed everything. 

Exiting the convoy full of men of all races, beliefs and 

perspectives but still united by camaraderie, I headed toward a 

convenient store to purchase myself some goods to the satisfying 

of my appetite. Ignorant of what was about to take place and 

inhaling breaths as if they were saturated with thankfulness, 

peace and joy, I entered the store casually and comfortably. There 

were two clerks behind the counter carrying on in consistent 

conversation using their inside voices. There was no other 

commotion demanding anyone’s attention within the store. The 

environment was one which you would typically expect in a small 

business and quite unnoticeable to the ears. The two clerks 

responded to one another with relevance until they noticed me 

and simultaneously concluded that their existing conversation 

now lacked importance; they became mute and just stared at me. 

Suddenly the silence became deafening, the atmosphere stale, and 

comfort became shockingly scarce. The moment was actually 

quite amazing because I never heard a sound as loud as this 
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silence. It was actually quite impressive that as this situation 

transpired, although I was fully aware, I was not at all stifled or 

phased. I was grounded mentally, stable emotionally and in 

joyous pursuit of my goods. The clerks noticed my unwavering 

and blissful continuation and I’m sure to them I appeared as a 

nonchalant naïve youth. Then swiftly a higher-ranking Marine 

calmly told me to purchase my goods and exit the store hastily. At 

the counter, the clerk did not receive my money hand to hand like 

your variety hand to hand exchange and neither did he place the 

money back in my hand. The entire transaction was completed 

through me having to place my money on the counter and the 

clerk returning my change in like fashion. At no time was that my 

will. Not long after exiting the store did the callousness of the 

situation escape the forefront of my mind and inhaling breaths as 

if they were saturated with thankfulness, peace and joy, I got back 

on the convoy. 

In that situation, the action of the clerk’s hearts and the 

prejudice of their thoughts was bruising to society and humanity 

as a thunderous loud sound would bruise one’s ear drums. I 

heard how they felt even though they were silent. Their silence 

was not kept because their hatred was perceived. However, for 

every ounce of hatred released through their gestures, an unequal, 

unmatched emotion was naturally released through mine. In their 

hearts I was alienated, but in my heart, we were in fellowship. In 

their minds, I was unequal, but in my mind, we were equal. In 

their point of view, they were above me, and in my point of view I 

considered them before I considered myself. My momentary 

suffering due to their ignorance was alleviated; I was sustained. 

Even hatred in its purest form cannot produce such a refuge. Love 
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disowns hatred and cruelty and such an overwhelming joy leaps 

in my soul due to the power and expression of love. 
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The Tree by Lauren Webber 

 

Sitting on her bed in her room, looking out the window, 

A tall, bare, brown tree staring back at her. 

It’s lived a long life but with nothing to show. 

The cars passing in the background are but a blur. 

 

Watching as the limbs blow with the wind, 

Her imagination runs wild inside her head. 

The tree is dead and serves no more purpose. 

Before she turns her head, something else to notice. 

 

One, Two, Three, Four, 

Landing faster than she can count, 

The once bare limbs now filled with birds. 

A high-pitched song they chirp. 

 

What once was dead is now full of life, 

Singing beautiful songs of freedom and happiness, 

Replacing the feeling of strife 

And any thoughts of unhappiness. 
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No Front Steps by Asa Gunter 

 

Clouds crowd the sky obstructing the blue; 

Scenery abandoned by hue and life. 

White paint flaking off wooden planks, 

No front steps, about a two-foot lunge up is needed 

To view the stripped and uninhabited porch. 

 

Just this one crumbling shelter stands in isolation  

Surrounded by vast acres of browning turf. 

All seems forgotten in this perished landscape. 

Neglected and disregarded, I want to give it purpose. 

 

When friends arrive, dead grass crumbles under car tires. 

We chatter loudly below the front porch string lights, and 

Guests grill out on the almond tinted yard. 

The sky remains gray, and white paint keeps chipping, 

But these gloomy aspects fade into the background  

As the focus shifts from emptiness to life.  
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Flash Fiction – Five Pieces by Christipher Stolle 

 

Veering Toward Destiny 

 

“Keep pushing, honey,” Bruce said. “We’re almost there.” 

They were near where they needed to be. Bruce cursed taking 

a deserted highway, which he thought would help them on their 

journey. But could Maggie continue to manage this detour? 

Maggie had gotten them this far because she had taken the 

classes. She had the strength and fortitude that Bruce sometimes 

lacked. He was a good husband, but he occasionally did things 

that befuddled her. 

She kept pushing. What else was there to do? 

Bruce gripped the wheel tighter and tighter—so tight that he 

began to drift the car to the right, kicking up little pebbles on the 

shoulder, causing him to jerk too much to correct his error, 

thrusting the car toward the left and aggravating Maggie. 

“Watch what you’re doing,” she said, leaning down to regain 

feeling in her hands and feet. But she felt little but a severe strain 

throughout her core. What makes women go through things like 

this, she thought. Love is a powerful drug, but we need to make 

sure we temper it with logic. 

“I can’t believe you got us into this situation,” she said, adding 

fuel to an already bad situation. He glanced at her but kept his 

hands steady despite an internal sickness that kicked his 

confidence in the teeth. That look was enough to make her realize 

she had played her own part and hadn’t taken the right 

precautions either. 

They just weren’t ready for this. But they were in it now and 

needed to make the best of it. 
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She kept pushing. He tried to stay steady and stronger than he 

had ever been. He needed to keep encouraging her without 

making her feel disgusted with him for doing that. 

“I can see the lights from here,” he said. “You’re doing great. 

I’m proud of you. You know if I could, I’d be doing this.” 

That earned him a look he was never going to forget. It was 

stern and yet loving and maybe even admirable. He understood 

her pain and sacrifice, and she believed she understood his. They 

had had many ups and downs during their three-year marriage. 

This journey was a big one for them, and they understood all the 

changes that would take place and that other circumstances like 

this would force them to strengthen their resolve and their love 

for each other. 

That’s what love is. It’s not all about loving each other. It’s 

about learning how to work together to overcome minor problems 

and to handle big challenges that could spiral out of control and 

begin to destroy them a little bit at a time, leading toward a 

moment when they would crash into each other and explode with 

fury and inextinguishable flames that would burn their love down 

to an unstable foundation. They fell in love by lying to each other, 

and although they forgave each other for that, they were 

determined to make this marriage work. 

“I could honk the horn now and someone might rush out to 

help us. Should I do that?” he said, unable to bring himself to look 

at her now that they were so close to where they needed to be. 

“No. I’m good. I want to see this through to the end. I can 

make it. Let’s keep going,” she said, trying to find his eyes so he 

would know she wasn’t going to falter under any weight. She 

acknowledged and accepted his limitations. 
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That was love too. Some flaws are never able to be healed. You 

know they’re there. Accept and move forward. 

That was her attitude. She knew that was how he felt about 

her scars too. 

Bruce clutched his cane on the seat next to him, he turned the 

wheel one more time, and Maggie pushed the baby-blue Cadillac 

toward the gas station. 
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Ripley Believes It 

 

Patricia Highsmith died on my nineteenth birthday. I didn’t 

know a thing about her then. And what I know now might not be 

much more than then. My father met her mother at a train station 

in Lucerne in the 1960s. He thought, how odd that a woman who 

became famous for writing about trains would allow her mother 

to travel that way to visit her – far from their Texas home. He took 

this photo to capture that irony, although he was just as sure that 

she wouldn’t run into someone who wished to exchange murders 

with her. She didn’t seem the type. But who does seem like the 

kind to take a life? It happens every day. War. Accidents. Suicide. 

But Patricia, caught between Dorothy Parker and Ayn Rand and 

Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath, didn’t take a life anywhere but in 

words sharpened by fonts. 
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Unveiling Love 

 

This is how I looked on the day when everything first began to 

unravel. You can love a man intently, and another one can come 

along and sweep you up in his assurances, but it’s like a politician 

who says he’ll do this and that when elected, and once in office, he 

finds he’s hamstrung by other politicians with other agendas. And 

thus, it is with men. They see someone sweeter, more beautiful, 

less overbearing. I stood there before him, spoke my well-woven 

vows, and waited for him to respond in kind. He wiped his brow 

and then the church door opened, and Francis burst forth, 

screaming about how he had taken my innocence and wished to 

take me away to make me his. But I could not have foreseen his 

chrome challenge. 
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Mission Z 

 

You will all fall in love. 

That’s what you signed up for. If that’s not what you signed 

up for, then you’ll learn to love. You don’t have any other choice 

now. 

You’ll learn more than love. You’ll learn resilience. 

Compromise. Dedication. Fortitude. And how to keep going when 

you don’t have any energy left. 

You’ll have no contact with the outside world. If something 

becomes too hard, you have people to help you through it. You 

don’t cower in corners. You don’t try to run. You don’t threaten 

anyone.  

You’ll learn conflict resolution. You’ll learn how to adjust to 

failure. Not accept. Adjust. 

You’ll change from seventeen-year-old boys and girls into 

eighteen-year-old men and women. And you’ll be ready to go. To 

do what no one has ever done. You’ve been chosen for a reason. 

Make that reason your motivation. Bring that skill to this group. 

Share it willingly and often. 

You’ll have time for leisure. You can’t neglect that. You can’t 

go back home now. You’re committed. But you can’t deny 

yourself those pleasures being offered without strings attached. 

And don’t be afraid to offer yourself up willingly to anyone who 

might need you. You’ll learn how to assess situations for what 

you can do to make it better. If you think you’ll make it worse, 

stand back and observe. You can learn a lot by watching. 

Listening. Feeling. You’ll use that new knowledge to advise in the 

future. But don’t complicate situations for those who clearly know 

what they’re doing. 
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Know when to step in and when to step away. 

Know when it’s time to rest and when it’s time to engage. 

Your own clock works better. But don’t forget that each thing you 

do or don’t do impacts everyone. Not equally. But in some way. 

Every time. 

Know when you’re being trusted and when you’re being lied 

to. You’re all here as equals, but fairness is a tricky scuffler. Know 

when to hold tight and when to let go. Don’t let anyone trap you if 

you can help it. 

You can fight and you can argue and you can debate. But you 

can’t bully. You can’t demand. You can’t lead anyone who doesn’t 

want to follow your brand of reason. You can persuade. You can 

convince. You can encourage. But you can’t require. Requests will 

gain you a lot more when you know you have willing participants 

who are glad to do what you suggest. 

You have a brain. Use it. Constantly. Absorb instincts. Breathe 

in that powerful perfume others give off when they’re working 

hard toward a goal. 

You have a heart. You can’t neglect it. The heart swells for a 

reason. You can’t always give in to it. You can’t let it lead you 

astray. Love reverently. Love cautiously. You’ll know when it’s 

right. Test it. Experiment. But be smart. You can’t hurt another 

heart just to help your own develop. 

You have a reason for being here. Follow it. Dedicate yourself 

to it. Don’t let anyone keep you from it. Don’t get in anyone else’s 

way. Be vigilant. Be forthright. Be respectful. Respect will open 

more doors than you ever knew existed. No one’s going to hand 

you a key. You have to earn it. And you will. 

You should take time every day to reflect. To think about how 

you got to where you are today. To thank those who helped you 
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through that day. Who helped you in life. And who will help you 

in the future. Pray if you wish. Join hands and sing if that feels 

right. Don’t deny yourself simple pleasures. You’re here to 

represent humanity, but you’ll be nothing but mush and fingers 

and toes if you ignore any aspect to your internal and external 

physique and psyche. Brains and brawn. Ruthless combination. 

But a pair that will help humans endure long after we should. 

You’re an experiment. But you’re real. You’re flesh and blood 

and bones. You will hurt. You will sweat. You will get sick. You 

might feel like dying. You might feel like changing your mind and 

trying something else. You might learn a new skill. You should. 

Share with everyone as often as you can. The more you hide 

away, the more you’ll disappear into the ether and others will 

march past you. You can help the downtrodden and neglected. 

But you have to be willing to be helped as much as you try to help 

others. You’re in this with each other. You can’t escape your 

duties. You have it in you to be amazing. 

You’ll be remembered forever. You’ll have your name etched 

on brass signs and you’ll have monuments built to you and you’ll 

have schools and buildings with your name on them. Your 

grandchildren’s grandchildren will speak eloquently about you. 

Every word will be a truth passed down from generation to 

generation about your sacrifice. But you won’t be forgotten. 

You’ll have books written about you. Songs. Movies. You’ll 

become a video game character. You’ll have endless blogs and 

tweets and Pinterest pages devoted to you. You might even help 

invent some new platform to share your experiences with others. 

You have a name and a reputation. Live up to them. 

You have a place and a purpose. Live up to them. 

You have a hunger. Feed it eagerly. 



 

80           Reedy Branch Review 
 

You have a passion. Push its limits. 

You have a fierceness. Let it prowl and thrive.  
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Declension 

 

 Before technology sucked us into its vacuum, words were 

born first in our throats. We tried to carefully trap our words 

between punctuation. We passed handwritten notes to each other.  

 Anything electric happened if we accidentally touched 

someone and realized we liked that sensation. And then we 

wanted someone to touch us.  

 We read about others’ romances. Our imaginations ran wild.  

We yearned for someone to love. We dreaded conflict and feared 

rejection. 

 Being stopped in the hallway. Being given a tear-stained note 

filled with regret and perfume. Being cavalier and hoping 

someone else waited for us around the corner. 
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#the100dayproject2021 - day 67 

 

 
 

mixed media by Joan Mansfield 

  

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/the100dayproject2021/
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Seashell by Willicia Johnson 

 

I first felt your rigid shell under my feet  

as I was leaving the beach.  

I picked you up, brushed the sand off you,  

and placed you in my bag. 

I added you to a collection of memories. 

 

Each time I miss the beach I lift you to my ear. 

And it’s like a door to the ocean opens.  

As that door opens, I hear the beautiful ocean roaring.  

Each time it roars it tells a different story.  

 

One story in particular 

Is the one that tells  

How its waves crashed on me. 

I still remember the taste of sand in my mouth. 
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Lighthouse by Eva Cooper 

 

Shuddering 

The Carolina thunderstorms seeped in 

The maidens wept from the sounds 

 

Glowing 

Radiant 

Through the dark night 

The storm continued 

 

The light 

Guiding my thoughts 

Bringing me to safety 

At least 

For another night 
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Basketball by Brianna Dillard 

 

It was the annual Christmas basketball tournament. There 

were sixty seconds left on the clock. Here are two very important 

details: my team was losing, and Coach Knight was pissed! It was 

easy to tell when he was upset. Somehow his brown complexion 

turns a flush red. He also grumbles “JESUS!” through a clenched 

jaw. Lucky for us, Coach found it within himself to count to ten 

and roll back his snarky remarks. Despite his anger, he knew he 

still had a job to do. He saw our loss as something he likes to call a 

“learning opportunity.” Unfortunately, that learning opportunity 

was a very embarrassing one for me.  

 The second string are the players that go in to give the 

starters a breather. They are followed by what the seniors like to 

call “benchwarmers.” The benchwarmer squad, unfortunately, 

included me. We were all rounded up off the bench and thrown in 

the game quicker than Coach could slam his clipboard after a bad 

play. How great it was to be one of the lucky five! As if it wasn’t 

bad enough that we were losing by a climbing total of thirty 

points. I was actually pretty lucky this time around, considering 

there was only a minute left. I found comfort in the fact that the 

buzzer was going to sound as quickly as I got in the game. I just 

needed to run the court a couple of times and stay away from the 

basketball! You may be thinking: Why would she join a basketball 

team if she didn’t want to play basketball? Well… we will get to 

that.   

 I was hiding in my favorite spot on the court, the deep right 

corner. I was minding my own sweet business when a teammate 

launched the ball at me. Considering I could feel Coach’s death 

stare melting into my back, I caught it. There I stood, ball in hand, 
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two gigantic feet outside the three-point line. I was completely 

open! Yet, for some reason, I blindly threw a shot. You would 

have thought the opposing team was sprinting towards me. I like 

to recall this moment in slow motion.  

 Imagine a basketball rotating for what seems like an eternity 

until, finally, it makes contact with the side of the backboard! That 

basketball bounced so hard off the goal that it flew into the 

bleachers behind me! Even worse, every seat in the gymnasium 

was filled. It was the Christmas tournament, for goodness sake! 

The entire county was there.  

 Thankfully, just then the buzzer sounded. I embarrassedly 

jogged back to the locker room and prepared myself for what 

Coach Knight was going to say. The entire team looked worn out. 

I was prepared to be chewed out. However, the after-game talk 

was not at all what I expected.  

 Coach, of course, said a few choice things: “Too. Many. 

Turnovers.”; “Where was the communication?”; “39% from the 

free-throw line?” I zoned out during all this until he turned to me 

to say, “DILLARD! What were you THINKING?” I think my face 

turned as red as he was earlier. I slumped down a little, ready to 

take his lecture, but instead, he laughed. Coach Knight laughed! 

He said, “You’re okay, baby. You keep on shooting – just not from 

half-court next time.”  

 I was shocked. With the way I threw up that shot, I definitely 

made him look as if he doesn’t teach a thing in practice. But he 

just kept grinning. I looked around the room, and everyone was 

smiling at me. Not because they were making fun of me, though 

they were doing that, too, but because, well … it was funny! We 

just hit a major rock bottom. Losing by forty points in a Christmas 

tournament that our school has won for the past three years! I 
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went and poured fuel on the fire the way that ball bounced up 

into the stands.  

 Coach said something next that continues to stick with me. 

He told us, “I will take responsibility for this loss; it’s on me. But 

what I need from you all is to put in more work than you have 

ever before. We will be okay. And I tell you what! We WILL be 

state champions! This loss means nothing.” It was during this 

moment I learned a very important lesson: sometimes you have to 

laugh at yourself, and then try harder. 

 Now, why would I join a basketball team if I didn’t want to 

play? Well, I will tell you. Before my junior year of high school, I 

had never played basketball. I’m not sure if I had ever even 

touched one. It wasn’t until the fiftieth time of Coach Knight 

asking me to “give it a try” that I reluctantly decided to pick up a 

ball. I showed up on the last try-out day, and to my surprise, I 

made the varsity team. Little did I know at the time, making the 

team was only half the battle.  

 The next few months of my life were full of challenging 

practices, frustrating games, and character-building moments. 

Countless times I found myself at what felt to be my final 

breaking point. My dream that high school basketball was going 

to be a fun cakewalk was just that, a dream. Luckily for me, I had 

a good support system behind me. I often expressed what I was 

going through with the coaching staff, and they always reminded 

me that things were not as bad as they seemed. No one was 

expecting me to turn into a female Lebron James in a matter of 

four weeks. They assured me I was not on this journey alone, and 

that I had an army of sisters behind me. My teammates were 

willing to accept me for where I was and help me get to where I 
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wanted to be. I just had to accept that this would be a long 

learning curve.  

 After many long months had passed, we entered post-season. 

I recall being in the locker room, getting ready for our first playoff 

game, when the coaches walked in. They kept things short and 

sweet. “Let’s go 1-0 this week.” Though at the end of this talk, 

before we came together to pray, Coach Knight looked to me and 

said, “Dillard scores tonight.” And just like that, I did.  

 The score was 71-41. We were up. There were ten seconds on 

the clock. My teammate launched the ball from half-court to me. I 

caught it and went up for a lay-up. I actually scored! Finally. The 

bleachers erupted with cheers. My teammates were jumping with 

joy. When the buzzer sounded, they stormed the court, tackling 

me, expressing how proud they were. All the frustration and 

growing pains I had felt, were squeezed into this one ten-second 

moment of utter happiness. You ask why I wanted to play 

basketball? For that moment right there. I didn’t know it until 

after the season was long over, but I decided to play basketball for 

the experience. I tried something new, and I was met with a big 

challenge and a whole lot of love. Our team went on to win states 

that year.  

 Basketball taught me a lot about myself, way more than I was 

expecting it to. Basketball taught me that my best companion is 

patience. Through hard work, I know that I am capable of doing 

anything. I learned that "if I do right, then right will follow." This 

was Coach's motto. I accepted that any monstrous goals I create 

are a lot more manageable with a little help. I felt what it is like to 

be accepted by a community. And I know now that it is 

everything. I learned a new love, one that was nurtured and 

expressed by the people that supported me and watched me 
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grow. I learned that sisterhood comes in many different ways. But 

most importantly, I learned that although new opportunities often 

come with much adversity, the joy that they can bring makes it 

worthwhile.  
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