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Chapter 1 
 

The Bird Doesn’t Fall Far from the Nest 
 

 

 

“Time to get up, buddy! First day of school,” Jeffrey Taylor 

called through the door.  

 

“Rise and shine,” he added as a finale. A few half-

hearted mumbles from inside conveyed to Jeff that his son 

was now up. The mumbles were followed by the creaking 

of a mattress and the fervent meows of a cat—Noelle was 

Michael’s back-up alarm clock. In the kitchen the scraping 

of a spatula could be heard as Jeff was finishing with 

breakfast. A groggy Michael shuffled into the kitchen and 

said “What’s this? You never make breakfast.” Jeff walked 

over to the fridge. “Well, this is a special occasion, right? 

First day of college! You’re in the big leagues now,” he 

said with no small amount of bravado as he poured orange 

juice for Michael. 
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“What’s your first class again,” he asked while 

returing the juice carton to the fridge. “French,” Michael 

answered, bringing the plates to the table. “Ah yes!” Jeff 

cried with bright eyes. “Je suis un poisson qui sent 

mauvais,” he recited with a wave of his wrist. “I have no 

idea what that means,” he added with a troubled expression. 

Then, preparing to taking a sip of coffee, he confirmed 

“Your class starts at 8:00, right?” Michael nodded while 

trying to choke down his father’s cooking. It was apparent 

that Jeff never cooked—apparent and fortunate.  

As Michael was finishing up breakfast his dad was 

getting the car started. Michael was in such an excited 

hurry to leave for school, that in his haste he forgot his 

notebook and had to go back. Then, a second time, no 

sooner had they gone a block that he had to have his dad 

turn back again. After a third time of this, he was finally 

prepared. “OK,” he said as much, “I have everything now.” 

Jeffrey looked over. “Are you sure,” he asked with a 

playful grin. “Gosh, I remember my first day of college. It 

was at this same community college, you know. I was in 

the class of ’78. Never did go to university. Who needs it, 

anyway, am I right?”  

He briefly paused while changing lanes. “Yep, I had 

some good times. It does my heart good to see you 

following in your old man’s footsteps. That reminds me. 

There was this one time in my sophomore year…” Arriving 

at campus Jeff was still regaling Michael with tales of his 
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collegiate career. “Well, here you are. How are you 

feeling? Scared?” Michael looked straight ahead. “I’m fine,” 

he muttered. Jeff pulled into a parking spot and ruffled 

Michael’s hair. “Well, just do the best you can. I know 

you’ll knock their socks off.” Michael reached for the door 

handle. “I love you, buddy,” Jeff added. Michael looked 

back at his father. “You too,” he said softly and stepped out 

of the car. 

His solemn, steady-moving figure became a black 

silhouette against the bright morning sun. Jeff took a deep 

breath as he watched his son walk into the next chapter of 

his life. He continued to watch Michael walk until he 

disappeared within the structure of the college. Jeff let out a 

second deep breath. A slow turn to face forward, and he 

pulled his car out to head to work. 

 

Inside, Michael looked around the cavernous foyer 

of the building. He stood and took in the view. From here 

he could see walkways on the second floor overlooking the 

foyer; a staircase ahead and to the left gently curved as it 

ascended. A sudden influx of students arriving by bus came 

through the doors and Michael ducked to the side to avoid 

being swallowed by the crowd. After one more look at his 

schedule printout to verify the room number, he quickly 

glided along the wall and up the stairs. Michael’s high 

school classmates had (with some apprehension on his part) 
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given him the nickname “Frodo” for his hobbit-like silence 

and alacrity of foot. Such an ability had come in handy 

many times, though the nickname “Frodo” had not. At the 

top of the stairs a hall extended right leading toward the 

correct classroom. It was I-214. 

MICHAEL CONTINUED DOWN THE HALL and reached 

the room. On the board inside was written “Bienvenue en 

Français 111!” and below it, “Marie-Élise Moreau.” Ms. 

Moreau was nowhere to be seen, but a few students were 

present. Michael sat in the back of the room and read a 

book, glancing up every now and then to furtively study the 

others. One by one more students entered as the time 

neared 8:00. Michael became engrossed in his book and 

neglected to look up for a fair few minutes. When he finally 

did, though, he saw her. 

Her name was Nichole Dominguez. Her bangs 

swept past eyes that shone with sharp intellect, yet at the 

same time gleamed with what looked to be mischief. Her 

eyes were accompanied by a cherubic grin inviting the 

suggestion of childlike joy. After sitting in the row against 

the far wall, she started talking with a student two seats 

ahead. Michael slipped the book into his bag and glided 

over to sit in the seat next to her. He sat down and, after 

checking his face in the reflection on his cell phone’s 

screen, turned toward the girl. “H—” he began but cleared 

his throat instead. He turned toward her again and opened 

his mouth to say “Hi,” when from across the room another 
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girl loudly said “Nichole? Heeey!” Nichole looked up and 

smiled. “Alyx! I didn’t know you were taking French too!” 

By this point Alyx had reached Nichole and sat in front of 

her. “How was your summer?”  

The two girls talked at length about their vacations, 

while Michael sat listening silently, and eventually they fell 

back to talking about memories from the high school they 

had attended. “What was that kid’s name again,” Alyx 

wondered.  

“Jeremy,” Nichole said. 

“That’s right. So, he was like, ‘But I can’t erase it! 

I’ve already gone over with marker!’ so I asked, ‘Why 

didn’t you double-check beforehand?’ and he was like, ‘I 

was sure that Harry was the half-blood prince!’” With a 

brief pause to laugh, Alyx finished with “Snape told Harry 

that he was at the end of the book! Now you have to draw 

the whole thing all over!” At this point Michael, who up 

until now had been half-heartedly listening while doodling 

a dragon perked up. “Yeah,” he chimed in. “Snape is half-

blood. The other half is greasy hair.” 

Nichole and Alyx giggled. “You’re funny,” Alyx 

said. With a dreamy grin on his face, Michael thoughtlessly 

corrected, “I’m Frodo.” His grin immediately disappeared. 

“No! M-Michael. My name is Michael.” Nichole waved at 

him cheerily. “Bonjour, Michel! Comment allez-vous?” 
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Under her breath Alyx muttered, “Show off.” Michael 

cheerily replied, “Très bien! And that’s all I know. Except 

for uh…” he thought on it, “Je suis un poisson qui sent 

mauvais.” Nichole cracked up. “You really are funny,” she 

laughed. Michael smiled at this, although it was clear he 

had no idea why. Alyx turned to Nichole. “You’re the 

funny one. Why are you taking French when you had four 

years in high school?” “Why, to help my friend get 

through,” Nichole replied with a mischievous gleam in her 

eyes. “Yeah, right! You’re probably just doing it for the 

easy A,” Alyx retorted. Nichole’s grin widened. “Yeah, 

that’s it.” 

“You see?” Alyx interjected. Nichole defended, 

“I’m going into engineering next year so I need to build up 

a GPA cushion. What about you, Michael? Why are you 

taking French?” Michael’s eyes shifted around. “Uh…” he 

scratched the back of his head. “I guess to broaden my 

horizons. Maybe someday I’ll want to go to Quebec. Could 

come in handy.” Alyx stared at him. “You’re learning 

French so you can go to Canada?” Michael smiled an 

insincere smile. “Maybe. I mean, you never know.” 

“Bonjour, mesdames et mesieurres!” a voice called out 

from the front of the room. “Good morning, ladies and 

gentlemen,” the professor repeated. Michael let out a small 

sigh of relief at dodging Nichole’s question. 
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 AFTER CLASS MICHAEL, NICHOLE, and Alyx stayed 

to discuss forming a study group. During class their 

makeshift group had gained another classmate named 

David. They walked together to a lounge area and settled in. 

What originally started in earnest as a study group soon 

devolved into a chat group that occasionally discussed 

French. Other classmates who came to a “study” session 

soon learned their mistake and took to studying elsewhere. 

August soon gave way to September, and the group’s 

penchant for joviality was famous; even when it was at 

each other’s expense. 

 “That was a good one, Michael,” David chuckled. 

Michael snapped, “I didn’t know, OK? ‘Excité’ looks like 

‘excite.’ I figured it meant the same thing.” Alyx politely 

offered, “Well, I guess it can if you use it the right way. I 

mean, whenever I see Johnny Depp in a tux, je suis excité.” 

Nichole and David laughed. Michael dipped his head. Alyx 

adorned a sympathetic expression, cooing, “Aww, are you 

no longer aroused? I mean, excited?” Michael looked away 

with a flat expression. “Hey, come on, man,” David patted 

him on the arm. “We’re just messing with you.” Michael 

said nothing. David turned to Alyx. “So anyway,” he 

looked down at the oversized folder on the table. “When is 

your art class, again?” 

 “It starts at 10:00,” she replied while opening the 

folder. “I’m not looking forward to turning in this drawing. 

The perspective’s all wrong.” Nichole turned her head to 
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get a better look. “I think it’s good,” she countered. Alyx 

looked at her drawing again and gave it a sneer with a grunt. 

“I don’t know, I mean, this wall that runs along the right is 

too big. It draws attention away from the fountain.” She 

asked Michael, “What do you think? You’re the art expert.” 

The others looked at him as well. 

He gave a false start before musing, “W—well, I 

don’t know about ‘art expert,’ but, to quote one of the great 

philosophers of our time, Twilight Sparkle, ‘When you try 

to please everypony, you often times end up pleasing 

nopony, especially yourself.’ I’d say just go with your gut.” 

He looked around confusedly at the others’ stares. “What,” 

he flatly asked them. Alyx furrowed her eyebrows and 

boisterously asked, “Twilight Sparkle? Isn’t that from ‘My 

Little Pony?’” Michael quietly replied, “Yes.” With a smile 

Nichole asked, “You’re a brony? I haven’t gotten into that 

show.” Michael’s eyes lit up. “You definitely should! The 

2
nd

 season is starting next week!” “Cool,” Nichole beamed. 

“I’ll watch the premiere with my boyfriend.” Michael’s 

expression dropped. He mumbled, “Oh. I didn’t know. I 

mean, I guess it’s not a surprise… that you’re already 

involved.” but he was so quiet that the others carried on the 

conversation without paying any notice. For the rest of the 

group’s bull session he quietly sketched various Nintendo 

characters in his notebook. 

Michael managed to go from school to his house 

without saying a single word. I don’t know how he 
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managed—especially with two bus rides, but he did. After 

arriving home Michael sat at the dining room table to do 

his homework. About an hour passed when his father came 

home. “Hey, buddy,” Jeff cried when he came in through 

the door. Michael was finishing his algebra. “Hey,” he 

murmured. Jeff walked up to the table. “Math homework? 

If you need any help, don’t be afraid to ask. I didn’t 

graduate top of my class for nothing!” He punctuated this 

with a rather pleased expression. “Of course,” he continued 

with an obnoxiously fake French accent, “Perhaps I can be 

of aseestance vis your Fuh-rench as vell. After ahll, je suis 

un poi—” “Stinky fish,” Michael interrupted. “Eh?” his 

father asked. Michael curtly explained, “It means, ‘I am a 

fish that smells bad.’ Also, don’t ever tell a Frenchman 

you’re excited,” he added before slipping his textbook back 

into his bag. Jeffrey leaned forward to rest on one of the 

chairs. “Is something the matter, buddy?” Michael looked 

away. “Nothing. Bad day at school.” 

“Is there anything I can do, bud?” Michael shook 

his head. “I wasn’t that interested anyway,” he said softly. 

This reminded Jeff of something. “Speaking of interested, 

your cousin Jessica called today asking about you. You 

gotta stop leaving your phone off, pal. That’s important. I 

might need you for something.” Michael reached for his 

pocket. “Oh, right. Sorry, I’ll give her a call,” he said, then 

headed to his room to call his cousin. I am that cousin, by 

the way. My name is Jessica O’Neil. I’m seven years older 
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than Michael and for the longest time I have thought of him 

as my little brother. Ever since his mom died I guess I’ve 

been somewhat of an aunt as well. But anyway, enough 

about me. This is Michael’s story, after all. 

“Hi, Jessica,” said Michael. My immediate response 

was, “Why don’t you ever call me, dude?” Michael 

stumbled over his answer, “Um, I’ve… been busy lately. 

School and such.” “I know,” I said. “That’s why I wanted to 

hear from you. How is school going?” A reflexive answer 

of “OK.” After a short pause, he continued, “I’m taking 

four classes.” “Come on kid,” I sighed. “I can never get 

anything out of you. How are you liking it?”  

“Fine.” 

“Just fine?” 

“Well, great I guess.” 

“Are there any girls you like?” 

“Y—well, not exactly. I mean, she has a boyfriend.” 

“Aww, that’s rough, dude. Does she like you too, though?” 

“What do you mean? She has a boyfriend.” 

“…So?” 

 

This stunned Michael into silence. He didn’t know 

how to respond so I relented with a hasty “It’s none of my 

business. Anyway, what’s your favorite class?” He 

mumbled, “French.”  

“Oh, so you’re still interested! Is Noelle in it?” 

“…No. She’s going to college in New York.” 
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“Oh, I see. Sorry, I didn’t know.” 

“It’s OK,” he hastily assured me. “I mean, I’m not sad or 

anything. I think we’re friends now so everything’s cool.” 

We talked more about school and then about family, 

but I could tell Michael had little interest in talking. 

Sometimes I feel guilty about living so far away. I can’t 

help but think I should have been there more to help raise 

him. Maybe then he wouldn’t be a human hermit crab. Poor 

kid. 
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Chapter 2 

In which Michael neither Knows nor 

Acknowledges His True Feelings 
 

 

The semester was in full swing and classes were 

getting into serious subject matter. Michael’s French class 

had just been given a sheet explaining how to count to 

100—a much trickier task in French than in English or 

Spanish. This increase in difficulty, of course, meant that 

Michael’s study group met the challenge by being even less 

diligent about studying. This particular Thursday Michael 

was sketching out the rough outline for a new drawing 

while the others were joking around. Suddenly Alyx got up 

to buy a bottle of iced tea. When she returned Michael, who 

up until now was engrossed in his portfolio, glanced over 

and noticed something he hadn’t before. Walking down the 

hall, with the sun to her back, her body cast a long and 

slender hourglass shadow. As soon as Michael noticed he 

was staring at her body he turned back toward his drawings 

with such alacrity that he knocked David’s coffee cup over, 

spilling the contents. 

 Michael profusely apologized while trying to catch 

the coffee cup and almost spilled his cup of Coke in the 
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process. After it was all cleaned up Michael, still red in the 

face, decided to again withdraw. He sat back and silently 

watched Alyx interact with the others, then took back to 

drawing. 

It was a black-and-white pencil drawing of a figure 

standing on a mountain. A half-moon was obscured by 

black clouds; it managed to cast light onto a sparkling river 

in the valley below, upon which the figure gazed. He 

looked down from the edge of the precipice, and saw 

various travelers and evening merchants engaging in their 

business in the village below. A fog encroached on the 

valley from the hills. The figure’s cloak, although having 

its upper portion securely snug around his torso, had its 

bottom half blown about by the breeze and its fringes 

danced upon the ground a meter away. It was as if a black 

fire’s tongue-like flames were reaching out to ensnare a 

creeping creature. The figure himself remained still against 

the breeze, just as the still mountain upon which he stood. 

In the distant background a foreboding castle called out 

from beyond the valley. An evil had descended upon the 

land and only the famed sword of the Elder Tannenbaum 

could hope to smite it. It was clear what his mission was. 

He had to go bowling during Fall break. 

“Michael?”  

Michael’s head snapped up and he saw Nichole, 

David, and Alyx staring at him. David repeated, “Do you 
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want to go bowling during Fall break?” Michael stared off 

into space for a second, then returned his gaze and said, 

“Yeah. Sure. When is that?” Nichole jumped in with, “Next 

weekend. We have that Friday off, so we’re going that 

night.” Michael stared into space again for just a second. 

“Oh. Yeah, that sounds good,” he said softly. Alyx 

boisterously asked, “Why are you always so quiet? I mean, 

like the first day of class you talked with Nichole and me, 

and then you turned into Mr. …” She furrowed her 

eyebrows, struggling to come up with a witty pop-culture 

reference. “Mr. Silent Sam or whatever,” she finished. 

Nichole scoffed with a laugh and asked, “Silent Sam?” 

“Shut up,” Alyx shot back. Michael waited a 

moment to speak, then answered, “I don’t know why. I 

mean, I’ve always kept to myself. I like to paint and draw 

and stuff like that. I just talk when I have something to say. 

Sometimes—” “Oh, crap,” Alyx interjected. “I have to get 

to my next class! See you later, guys.” She ran off, and 

David looked at his phone, asking, “What time is it, 

anyway? Hmm, I have a doctor’s appointment so I should 

go too. I’ll talk to you guys later.” He got up and held out a 

fist to Michael. Michael absentmindedly extended his hand 

for a shake. David quickly changed his fist to a hand, but 

Michael clenched his fist for the bump. David chuckled and 

waved instead. Nichole giggled and stood up to stretch as 

David walked away. 
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“Do you have to leave too,” Michael asked with 

alarm. “Nah,” Nichole said while yawning, “I won’t have 

to be anywhere for another hour.” She plopped down next 

to Michael on the couch. She looked over and said, “Dude! 

That drawing is metal!” Michael looked over at her smiling 

face and reflexively grinned as well. “Oh, thanks,” he said 

quietly. “It’s a part of this dumb world I’ve been working 

on.” 

“What’s it like?” 

“Oh, nothing special. It’s sort of like Castlevania.” 

“Awesome! Yeah, I see it. The village and castle look 

Romanian. It could almost be Dracula.” 

“Yeah, I had that in mind.” 

 

“That is really cool,” Nichole insisted, “This drawing 

would make a great cover for an album. You know Iron 

Maiden,” she asked. Michael pondered for a second. “Oh, 

yeah. My dad has a few of their vinyls in his closet.” 

Nichole pointed at his drawing and said, “This could be one 

of their covers.” Michael tried to brush off her compliment 

and she insisted, “No, really! You’re talented, dude. So, 

you like Castlevania? Old-school or the newer ones?” 

“The old school ones,” said Michael, suddenly 

speaking up. “Well, except for Castlevania II, I mean.” 

Nichole chuckled and scoffed, “Castlevania II! Did anyone 

even play that one?” Michael joked, “ ‘What a terrible 

night for a curse?’ What night wouldn’t be? I mean, I wish 
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I could mod it so it said ‘What a fantastic night for a 

curse!’” Nichole laughed and briefly put her hand on 

Michael’s shoulder. This brought a furtive yet excited flash 

of a smile to his face.  

THEY CONTINUED TO CHITCHAT for the next hour. 

They discussed Nichole’s favored genre heavy metal and 

Michael’s love of classical clarinet, they talked a bit about 

French (and Nichole said a few sentences in French to 

enjoy the sadistic pleasure of overwhelming a first-

semester student), and they exchanged a bit of family 

histories. Michael decided to skip class so that he wouldn’t 

have to cut short their conversation. All good things must 

come to an end, however, and Nichole eventually said “Au 

revoir,” adding, “Have a good weekend.” Michael 

answered, “Thank you too!” Then quietly, “I mean thanks, 

you too.” After she turned the corner Michael’s face 

drooped and he retracted into an upright fetal position on 

the couch. He groaned while wedging his head between his 

knees. A few seconds later he returned to a proper position 

so he could draw again. 

This time the figure was in a brightly-lit cottage 

with his wife. The figure, whom Michael had named 

Edmund Barton, was now in the Light World. Here he 

would not have to concern himself with the evil forces that 

plagued the land. In the Light World there was no fog, no 

lambent darkness, and—most importantly—no involuntary 

solitude. Here he could relax; he and Mrs. Jane Barton in 



 In Which Michael neither Knows nor 17 

Acknowledges His True Feelings 

 

 

the happy villa. Under the gentle shade of the gable they sat 

back and watched little birds bathe in a fountain. Tweet, 

tweet. Edmund put his arm around Jane and she rested her 

head upon his shoulder. In the Dark World Edmund would 

be adventuring alone, with the weight of the world on his 

shoulders—and what an awesome task that shall be! But 

here the only weight on his shoulder was his beloved’s 

head of golden locks and soft sighs. 

 Michael set down his pencil and took a long, deep 

breath. He let it out as he looked around and saw the empty 

chairs and couches. The area was empty save a single 

student walking toward him. “Hey, is anyone sitting here,” 

the student asked. “No,” Michael replied barely audible. 

“Actually, I think I should be going, so it’s all yours.” 

Without making eye contact he quickly packed up his 

things and sulked off. 

* * * 

 A knock came on Michael’s bedroom door. “Come 

in,” he said. A second knock. “Come in,” Michael repeated, 

this time loudly. Jeff opened the door to see Michael sitting 

on his bed with Noelle lying in his lap. “Hey, buddy,” Jeff 

said with a sing-song voice, “How was your day today?” 

Michael was looking down at Noelle and scratching her 

ears. Without looking up he muttered, “Fine.” 
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 “That’s good, bud. Listen, I’m going to have an 

appointment with Dr. Paul next Tuesday at 4:00 and I’m 

gonna need you to drive me. Do you have anything else 

going on?” Michael absentmindedly continued petting 

Noelle and answered, “No, I can take you.” No sooner had 

Jeff heard this response that he turned away with a hasty 

“Thanks.” Michael called after, “Dad, wait.”  

“Yeah, bud?” 

“It’s, um… Do you think I can get my license sometime?” 

“Your license?” 

“Yeah, my driver’s license.” 

“What do you want your license for?” 

  

Just then Noelle got up and walked off leaving 

Michael alone on the bed. “Well, I mean, I want to drive. It 

can be useful; and I’m almost 19, so….” His voice trailed 

off. Jeff drummed his fingers on Michael’s doorframe, his 

body half-way hanging into Michael’s room. “Hmm,” Jeff 

thought out loud, “We might be able to do that. The motor 

in the driver’s side mirror is burnt out so you have to adjust 

the mirror manually, but I don’t think they’ll have a 

problem with that at the DMV. You know what? I’m sure 

we can make that happen. Let me go crunch the numbers, 

OK?” “OK, Dad. Thanks,” Michael said as Jeff 

disappeared into the hallway. 

Michael stared off into space for a moment then 

snapped out of it as Noelle started eating. “I just don’t 
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know what to say, little girl,” he sighed through her 

sporadic crunching. “My gut and heart and brain are all 

telling me different things. It’s like when I’m with her I’m 

a totally different person and… well, I don’t know what to 

say but somehow I still say the right things and make her 

laugh, and we get along really nice. But I can’t. I mean, I 

just can’t. Someone luckier got to her first.”  

He reclined and gazed up at the ceiling. “And I 

definitely won’t do that again. High school is over. She’s 

gone.” 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


