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Spring is truly the most wondrous time of the year. The world comes alive

again, leaves painting themselves across the trees and a spectrum of flowers
blooming up to herald the life and fertility of the soil with their aroma coating
the air, reminding everyone of all the best moments of their past. Reminding
everyone that the cycle of nature never ends with death.
More important than all that, it meant that school would be out soon! Maybe
not soon enough, final exams weren’t even on anyone’s radar yet.
Take for instance a young couple enjoying their lunch by the fountain in the
courtyard of Saint Tail Academy, a private Catholic school in a town by the
same name. While they both felt the downward slope of the mountain of a
school year they’d been enduring, they were more concerned with idle chitchat than the grim specter of exams just around the corner.
“Jess, your –”
He spoke too late, and the largest slice of turkey fell free from her sandwich
and onto the stone walkway at her feet. Jessica looked down in horror, knowing the sandwich she held in her hand had shrunk three sizes, like an inverse
Grinch’s heart, due to gravity’s cruel attack on it.
“Warn me faster next time, Chris!” Jessica mock-yelled at him.
Jessica went to pick the stray meat up, but thought better of it and let it stay
there for whatever animals might be interested later. She slid down the fountain to distance herself from any possible connection of ownership, should
someone walk by and see it. No use people knowing she was a litterbug. Chris
slid with her so they’d stay close.
“You’re always saying you want to make the leap to vegan,” Chris pointed
out. “Maybe this is a sign?”
“But, turkey is so good,” Jessica protested.
This is me, this is my life, Jessica thought, in a moment of quiet introspection while eating the rest of her sandwich before tragedy could strike again.
Simple, peaceful. I attend the academy in Saint Tail with my boyfriend of two
years, Chris. I live in the dorms while school’s in session, and live with my
mom when it’s out for the summer. I’m a sophomore dating a senior, which
makes me pretty cool in some peers’ eyes, not that I care about that kind of
thing.
…did I just introduce myself?
“Do you ever think about what you’ll be doing after graduation?” Chris asked,

his tone switching over to such an uncharacteristically serious one so quickly
that it nearly gave Jessica whiplash.
“What?” she tried to ask, but her mouth was full so it came out garbled.
Of course they’d talked about what they’d do lots of times – though now that
she thought about it, there was never much talk about the specifics. He was
big into art, so he figured he’d do something with that, and she’d always said
she was up for whatever.
A dark cloud seemed to hang over Chris’s head as he leaned forward onto his
legs, looking down at nothing in particular. Something was on his mind that
he’d been
brooding over how to say for awhile now, and he still wasn’t sure how to say
it.
Jessica attempted to give a concerned look, but her efforts were undermined
by a mouth full of turkey sandwich.
“You know, when I was much younger, I used to turn to my grandpa for
advice,” Chris began, “he passed away awhile back, but I wish he was still
around for this. He’d always know just what to say. Have you ever had someone like that in your life? It’s someone you can’t live without, and you don’t
know how to handle yourself once they’re gone.”
Jessica finally finished eating.
“You’ve never mentioned him before. Did you ever figure out how to handle
yourself without him?”
“Yes, I did,” Chris said, then turned to Jessica, a smile cracking through the
grimness on his face when he looked at her, “I met you.”
She shook her head slightly as she turned away from him. She didn’t want him
to know how touched she felt by his truly sappy line.
If he’s been gone awhile, Chris can’t still be that broken up by it. But I don’t
want to say that out loud and sound like a jerk!
“But that’s not what I’m thinking about,” Chris confirmed, “do you remember
that art college we were talking about the other night?”
Jessica was confused for a moment before it came back to her. She gave an
involuntary snort of laughter, much to her embarrassment, as she recalled the
conversation. He’d snuck into her dorm after hours, and the two of them entertained themselves by mocking a brochure of the college he’d found.
“Yes! The students there just look so pompous and full of themselves,” Jessica
said, suppressing a giggle fit she could feel coming on.
“Right, that place,” Chris said, “They just accepted me.”
“Oh, they wish they could have you,” Jessica rolled her eyes. Then she saw
how serious he looked. “Wait, you’re kidding, right? They didn’t really – I
mean, you’re not seriously thinking about going there?”
“I am, in the fall!” Chris’s excitement bled through his tact.
“No, you can’t, we talked about this, Chris!” Jessica felt her palms grow

sweaty. “You’re going to attend a local college so I can still see you during the
two years I have left here!”
“They have teachers there that have actually worked in the art world, their
students regularly have their work put up in fancy exhibits. You know that’s
always been my dream.”
“Your dream doesn’t involve me, then?” Chris flinched at that, it really stung
him.
“Jess, it’s just two years; I’m thinking about the rest of our lives!” Chris
insisted. She shook her head, “No, no no no, you’re thinking about the rest of
your life.
Two years might as well be forever, I can’t let you leave me for that long!”
“I am thinking about us; you were always on board with me pursuing a life as
a professional artist, and this is my best chance to do that. You’re the reason
I’m doing this, you gave me the confidence to think I could succeed!”
Two years. Two years of her life, left utterly alone. She didn’t have any other
real friends around here because from almost day 1 of her freshman year she’d
met him and ended up spending all her time with him, to the neglect of every
other student on campus.
She was already spending the quiet alone time in her dorm thinking about
how hard next year would be on her if she saw him around less often, couldn’t
have lunch with him, and now she’s hearing that he won’t be around at all?
“Well, I hope it does go very well for you,” Jessica got up, nearly stumbling,
but steadying herself quick enough that it was possible he didn’t notice. “But
leave me out of whatever life you’re planning.”
“Jess, wait, it’s not like that!”
He got up and reached out for her shoulder, and she jerked away from him and
shouted:
“Don’t touch me! We’re finished!”
As Jessica stormed off, Chris’s shock quickly mixed with embarrassment
when he realized a lot of other students were staring at him now. Some of
them were giving him dirty looks, as what little they’d seen definitely made
him look like the bad guy. Guilt
then joined the party when he realized that he may well be the bad guy.
A series of angry, fragmented thoughts, most of them explicit, clouded Jessica’s vision. She just wanted to get back to her room and scream into her
pillow. But her fog of anger was abruptly parted by an aging and large-faced
sarcastic smirk abruptly blocking her path.
“Where do you think you’re going, little miss?”
It was Mrs. Grant, her first period science teacher. The two of them had gotten
off on the wrong foot, and she’d had it out for Jessica ever since.
“Uh,” Jessica couldn’t quite find her voice – she was snapped back to reality
so abruptly.

“This doesn’t seem to be the direction of the main hall, it seems to be the direction of the dorms,” Mrs. Grant said, accusingly, as though she’d just caught
Jessica
committing a crime.
“I just want to go back to my room,” Jessica found her voice.
“That ain’t where class is being held! I don’t know what class you have right
now, but I’m pretty sure nap time ain’t on the curriculum. Now get going!”
Mrs. Grant pointed over towards the front entrance of the academy.
In shocked disbelief, Jessica turned and headed back towards the building.
She only realized after she’d begun to walk away that she could have feigned
sick to get past Mrs. Grant; though it was entirely possible that lady wouldn’t
have cared if she was sick. Besides, it’s hard to be completely destroyed inside
and a good actor at the same time.
At least I have Mr. Jefferson’s class now, and he’s not a complete condescending jerk, Jessica thought sarcastically.
This was going to be miserable. She could feel it in her bones.
At her desk, she took out the history text book from the backpack she’d been
lugging around and opened it to a random page. She rested her head on her
hand and stared down at the book blankly, hoping that if she tuned out the
world around her hard enough it would forget she existed. She was too out of
it to even feel self-conscious about what a miserable expression she wore.
“Good day, class,” Mr. Jefferson said, walking into the room a typical five
minutes late, cup of coffee in hand. “Today we’ll be discussing the economics of farmers in the mid-19th century. I trust everyone’s read up on Jevon’s
development of marginal
utility with respect to his equimarginal principle, so that we may have a lively
discussion of the matter!”
Worried groans passed over the room, much to Mr. Jefferson’s amusement. He
glanced around for the perfect person to call on, and of course his eyes would
lock onto Jessica straight away.
“Jessica! Would you like to start the discussion by giving us a brief explanation of what influenced Jevon’s ideas?” Mr. Jefferson asked.
She didn’t even hear him. He’d lost her at the word Good. Jessica had already
sunk into her own Silent Hill-inspired hell, trying to imagine what her life
would be like without Chris. She saw herself walking down a foggy, empty
street; formless aberrations crawling and clicking just outside of her line of
sight. Asking herself, over and over, why he would choose to leave her.
To abandon her.
Is there anything I could have done to stop this? What if I’d seen it coming?
He must have brought the brochure over that one time to gauge how accepting
I’d be. I never would have imagined he’d be into a place like that! Do I just
not know him as well as I thought I did?

A shadow passed over her, except this was a literal shadow.
A faint yelp escaped her voice from surprise, and her face jolted upright to
meet the gaze of Mr. Jefferson who was now standing over her. Amused
laughs could be heard coming from a couple students in the classroom.
Mr. Jefferson was looking down at her expectantly. She had no idea what he’d
asked, if he did ask her anything. She chose to remain silent.
“Welcome back to our reality, Jessica,” Mr. Jefferson said after a long pause.
“I
don’t mean to intrude, but are you feeling okay?”
She couldn’t tell if he was sincerely concerned for her or not. Perhaps this was
the closest he was capable of getting to human emotions? She didn’t want to
talk right now, for fear of what she might say, but he didn’t look like he’d be
satisfied with a nod.
“I’m not feeling very well,” Jessica said.
“You don’t look sick. I’m guessing there’s some kind of teen drama afoot,”
Mr. Jefferson correctly guessed. “Jessica, you should know better than to bring
outside problems inside the classroom, okay? You need to learn to compartmentalize. When you get out of here and into the real world do you think your
boss will ever accept, ‘sorry I’m not working, I feel sad today’ as an excuse?
No, you’d be fired. Do you understand me?”
Okay – now Jessica was feeling self-conscious. The way he’d laid it all out
like that, it almost seemed like he was attempting to have a heart-to-heart,
albeit in the meanest possible way; but he was doing it in public!
She clinched her teeth as she gave a nod in response. Like before, Mr. Jefferson was not satisfied with this.
“I’m willing to bet you didn’t read the assigned chapter either, am I correct?”
Mr. Jefferson asked. She nodded again. “There, you see? This isn’t a one-time
deal, Jessica. It’s a systemic problem; a pattern is emerging! You need to separate yourself from whatever’s dragging you down so that you can focus on
your academics! Finals are just around the corner, and they’re very important
to your future!”
“I understand,” Jessica said, hoping he’d buzz off and leave her alone.
What she didn’t know was that he was, in fact, genuinely trying to be helpful. He was just terrible at it. But when he saw her fists clinching up, he found
himself sighing dismissively, thinking he’d failed to get through to her.
“Just, you have to grow up, Jessica,” Mr. Jefferson said.
Jessica’s nostrils flared at that. She thought she’d been doing a very good job
of not reacting with anger, not giving in and causing an outburst in class, and
here her teacher was just not satisfied with that.
“Is this really the best time to be talking about this?” Jessica asked.
“Of course not, but you’re the one interrupting class,” Mr. Jefferson scoffed,
and then at last went back to his lectern to continue the lesson.

Jessica had a nervous eye twitch. She so badly wanted to yell that he was the
one interrupting class, but knew there was nothing more immature than arguing over who started what. She decided to take the high road and let it end
with that.
After what felt like the longest class period of her life, Jessica quickly made
her way back through Saint Tail Academy’s halls, wanting to get out of there
and just go for a walk. Her dorm was out since she didn’t want to risk running into Mrs. Grant again, and there’s no way she could endure another class
today.
She was so busy watching out for Chris, wanting to make sure she didn’t run
into him between classes, that she absentmindedly ran into another student.
“Oh, sorry,” Jessica muttered. “Wait, I know you, Ashley, right?”
“Yes,” Ashley replied, rubbing the shoulder Jessica had just collided with.
“Hey, I
don’t mean to intrude, but I heard that you and Chris broke up.”
Jessica flinched, “Don’t tell me, the whole school knows already, don’t they?”
“You know how gossip works,” Ashley shrugged. “Say, um, I just wanted to
say,
if you need someone to talk to about it, I’m willing to listen.”
For a brief moment, Jessica’s frantic desire to escape dissipated. Now that she
thought about it, Ashley was probably the closest person to a friend she had
around here, besides Chris. They weren’t close or anything, but they’d spoken
from time to time. Really, the only reason she recalled Ashley’s name was
because she’d always been fond of that name.
“Thanks, but no,” Jessica said. “Well, maybe later. I don’t know. I still need
time to clear my head.”
Ashley nodded, understanding. Then Jessica at last made her escape from the
school grounds.
Not headed anywhere in particular, Jessica found herself passing by Memorial
Park. Her pace slowed, and then she opted to head over to a large tree growing
at the edge of the park, next to the highway. She’d been told once how old that
tree was; while
she couldn’t recall the exact years anymore, she knew it was older than her
grandparents. She leaned her back against it and just closed her eyes, wanting
to shut out the world and collect her thoughts.
Shortly after her nerves began to calm, they flared up again, but for an entirely
different reason. She got the distinct feeling she was being creeped on, and
peeked her eyes open to glance around. Sure enough, an elderly man sitting
on a nearby bench was looking over at her. She frowned, and then he gave an
abrupt smile and wave as though he’d just recognized her.
“Jessica! Hey Jessica! Come over here a minute, won’tcha?” he called out.
Her eyes went wide in surprise.

He knows my name?
She’d never seen him before, but she had to admit he seemed harmless
enough, sitting there in his wool coat and tacky plaid pants with a walking
cane propped on the bench next to him.
She hesitated for a moment, and then pushed off the tree to walk across the
grass over to the bench.
“Have a seat, young lady, have a seat!” he welcomed her. Something about his
eyes seemed so familiar to her.
“Do I know you?”
“Can’t say you do! But I’ve heard so much about you from my grandson. Oh,
he can’t shut up about you! With your bouncy blonde hair and big eyes. Yep,
you look just like he described!”
She continued to stand, not accepting the seat. “Who’s your grandson?”
“Chris! Your boyfriend!”
She was confused and angered at the same time. “I thought you were dead.”
“I get that a lot!”
Jessica finally accepted the seat. Strangely, she found his presence comforting.
Very strange, considering this guy was a liar. Maybe Chris had lied about his
grandpa dying, but that’s a bit too macabre for him; so it was more likely this
old man had deceived him. She decided not to ask about it.
“I’ve been wanting to meet you for awhile, but Cherry is so hard to slip away
from. You know how it goes!” the old man said.
Ah, Jessica thought, so he ran away from Chris’s grandmother for another
woman. And at his age, shame on him!
“Of course, she’s not half the handful Sera is!” he cackled to himself, “If she
caught me sneaking off then I’d never hear the end of it!”
There’s two women? You perverted old man!
“Anyway, about the whole boyfriend thing,” Jessica said, “we’re not together
anymore.”
“What?” the old guy gasped, genuinely shocked. “No, he couldn’t have
dumped you! That boy’s wild about you!”
She shook her head, “No, he’s not. And I dumped him. He doesn’t care about
me at all. First chance he gets to leave me and he takes it – he’s moving out of
state to some fancy-pants college in the fall!”
“That art college he’s always going on about? He got in? Well, good for him!”
He was happy for a moment, then brought down again by her expression.
“Say, miss, maybe it’s not my place to play cupid in your life, but I promise
you he loves you more than you can realize. But it’s been his dream since he
was real young to be a professional artist! But he’d never go to that school if
he had to choose between you and it. Trust me, he’s probably withdrawing
from it as we speak. Don’t make him do that, don’t make him choose.”
“He is not…” Jessica began to say, but saw the sincerity in the old man’s eyes.

He was dead serious, as though he could see something she couldn’t. “Really,
he’d do that? But, that’s making me choose between being without him for
two years and…”
“And being without him forever?” the old man finished her thought. “Come
on, you know what you really want. Not saying what that is, but I think we
both know. Actually, here, let me give you something.”
Jessica hadn’t noticed before, but he was wearing a necklace with a keyshaped trinket on it. He took it off and handed it to her.
“What’s this?”
“It’s always brought me luck,” he said. “Maybe it’ll do the same for you? Oh,
here comes Chris now! He always comes here when he has a lot on his mind
to talk to himself. Not in a crazy way, just… okay, maybe a little crazy.”
“What?” Jessica panicked. She jumped up from the bench and looked over to
see
Chris walking down the sidewalk. He was facing the ground and hadn’t seen
her yet.
As she began to walk over to him, she didn’t notice the old man disappearing
into vapor behind her. She was still holding the necklace, she hadn’t put it on
yet, but now she was clutching it tight.
The distance between them closed, and she froze in place.
No, I don’t need this in my life, I don’t need him! Jessica argued with herself.
I’m moving on with my life!
Then… why are my feet frozen to the ground?
I’m stronger from this experience!
Then why do your legs quiver so weakly?
This will not consume me!
And your stomach is too queasy to consume anything at all.
No, of course I don’t need anyone, but…
“You’re the reason I’m doing this, you gave me the confidence to think I could
succeed!”
…Am I being selfish? Does he need me?
Chris finally looked up, staring her right in the eyes. His jaw gaped at the realization of who he was looking at.
“Jessica, I-I wasn’t following you, I just…” he began to babble.
“Christopher Jacob Altars! Do you think you can just show up and I’ll take
you back that easy?”
Jessica couldn’t believe how angry she sounded. She broke eye contact with
him and began walking back towards the school.
After a long moment of hesitation, he followed after her.

