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When she first talked about moving so far away, Mama was worried. Naturally. The look in Dad’s eyes, however, told her for certain he thought she’d be okay. She was his tough girl, after all.

Arriving on campus... Leanne wondered if she’d make it. There was so much, and while the flashing colors and rapid rhythms of the larger city were thrilling, the bustle wore her out eventually. She felt pressed from all sides after a while, and even though upstate New York was cold in autumn (by Kansas Standard Temperature) her need for open space was too strong.

“Not in Kansas anymore,” she quoted to herself as she flopped on the grass in the park and lay back on her overstuffed book bag. The ground was a little damp from the rain overnight. Looking up at the deep blue above her, Leanne mourned the loss of her open fields and high plains again. The trees, though few in this part of the park, still felt as though they were closing her in. She needed to see where the sky met the ground, dammit. She missed the white blue of the horizon on hot days, and the wheat blowing in the wind like the open sea...

Leanne closed her eyes and dug her cold fingers into the grass on either side of her, feeling the dirt slide underneath her blunt nails.

Sometimes the only thing to fix anything, is to get your feet in the grass and get dirty.

Today, Mama was right. (But Leanne wasn’t taking her shoes off. No way. Not in this chill.)

When the light started to change, Leanne opened her eyes again. The one thing—okay, one of a few things—that she really, truly, unequivocally loved about her new city was the colors. True, with everyone bustling and rushing on campus it was easy to get overwhelmed. But the trees! The detail and variation, the fine variegation... 

What an absolute TREE-t. Har har. 

The sun was dipping lower, already hidden behind the maple she’d come to see today. On the far side of the open green, the huge tree spread its limbs wide, claiming space in vibrant orange. When she’d first found the tree, it had been rich green still. She happened to stop in this exact place, late in the day, and the sun was just slipping between the buildings on either side of the street behind the tree. As she watched, the sun had shifted, giving her a glimpse of her fall future—in terms of color.

Now, as she had predicted that first day, the sun lined up perfectly with the tree, Leanne’s spot, and the historic architecture. She had moments to get the colors right, bare seconds to lay the bones and organize the sketch, before the light was gone from the foliage and she’d have to rely on memory alone to get it all right.

Pulling a sketchbook from her bag, she turned the pages, flipping through a timeline of this one single tree. Every two or three days Leanne came to this spot to sketch this tree, saving the permanent record of time and change, of the slowing of the season and shift into arboreal austerity in watercolor pencil. It was the only subject in this notebook, a black, hard-back folio to which she added pages as she needed.

Jeans now soaked through by the damp earth, Leanne crossed her legs and set to sketching, quickly marking the points of reference and shapes of the shadows. Minutes passed as she moved on to the watercolor pencils, marking each vibrant center, the richer penumbrae, and outlining the dusky gloom beneath. 

When she thought she had enough, she set everything else aside and looked at the tree in stillness once more. The sun was going to move behind the apartment building soon, and she didn’t want to miss just breathing the same air as the park giant for a shared moment of peace and calm. The vivid sunbursts yet made by the overlay of folioles and twigs speared down like God’s light from heaven. 

A wind moved, rustling the leaves, the fallen sheafs skirling around the trunk in a vision of dancing fairies and mischief. As the tree sighed with the last of the breeze, so did Leanne, and then the light was gone, the sun slipping down behind the apartments and returning this foreign land into a dull facsimile.

Leanne reexamined the sketch from last week, which she’d filled out in her dorm during a study break. Her dirty fingers left brown smudges on the edge of the thick paper... So she dragged them across the rough texture around the trunk of her 2D rendering. The thick loam added an element she hadn’t realized was missing, and an idea sparked in her brain.

Walking toward the tree, she watched the wind change and shift the grass. A couple of students, boys almost-but-not-quite men, walked by her, and she could feel them staring at her. She didn’t look like she belonged, she knew that. Her boots, the sunflower patches on her jean jacket... They were symbols of her home and herself. She wasn’t trading them in just to fit in.

One of the boys met her gaze with a seriousness that she hadn’t expected in a blandly youthful face. Instead of snide humor, genuine curiosity lit his gray eyes. It unnerved her a little—but she’d been feeling unnerved ever since she moved, if she was honest with herself.

The other student tripped on a crack in the walking path, breaking their eye contact. Leanne continued past them, keeping them in her peripheral vision while she crossed the path and stepped beneath the shade of her favorite maple. Talking quietly to each other, they did not follow her. She couldn’t hear what they said, but when she checked them once more over her shoulder, the gray-eyed one was looking at her again. His friend bro-punched him in the arm, pulling his focus away again.

The fall breeze dislodged tendrils of her chestnut hair as Leanne tipped her head back and looked up. She’d loved to climb trees as a kid. Mama would get so mad, because she was always scared that she would get stuck. One day she did get stuck, and her acrophobic father had to go two stories up to get her. Dad was too sick and sweaty with fright to say anything to her when they came down, but Mama was pissed.

“Leanne Nicole! What were you thinking?”

“I was chasing dreams, Mama!”

“You are lucky you can still have dreams—you could have fallen to your death!”

“Then I would be flying!”

Mama hadn’t taken seven-year-old Leanne’s blasé attitude well, but Leanne had learned her lesson. Just watching her dad sweat to save her had been enough for her to give up the risk. 

She never lost the feeling, though, the exploration of unknown perspectives... She’d wanted to see beyond her window, look at the earth from far above as the birds and planes and...

Dad had called her tough girl, and after that day, his ‘little adventurer.’ That was why he knew she’d be okay so far from home.
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Leanne stepped slowly around the crowd—Short person probs, ugh—and squeezed through the doorway of the lecture hall. The room was filling up pretty quick, so she took one of the first seats she found. Not too close to the front, not too far back, but not dead center either.

“Someone sitting here?” she asked of the blond man in the next chair over.

He looked up at her and did a double take, making Leanne worry she had something on her face. She smiled with her mouth closed, in case the broccoli-in-teeth trope had struck... despite her not even having had any broccoli today.

“N-no, you can have it.”

“Thanks.” She sat and pulled out her notebooks and computer, arranging her space so she could see and take notes just fine.

The fine hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and she looked around to find the man next to her was still watching her. One side of his face pulled up toward his hairline, as if that whole side of his head was trying to be a raised eyebrow.

“Something wrong? Please tell me I don’t have food in my teeth.”

“Uh, no, n-no,” he hastily reassured her. “You just—ah...”

“What? What’s wrong?” She looked down at herself, confused and concerned, hoping he wasn’t just picking on her. She’d hope to leave behind the ‘yous a country girl, huh’ garbage.

“Nothing,” he said. “I’m Jared.”

“Nice to meecha.” She took his proffered hand and shook it. He opened his mouth to say something else, but the professor called the class to order and they both turned to face the front.

Throughout the class, she caught Jared peeking at her again a few more times. 

Over the course of the semester, he didn’t say much, though she often caught him looking at her out of the corner of her eye. She tried not to let her self-consciousness get the better of her when she did. Leanne was worried that perhaps he’d be cheating off her during tests, but that seemed to be the one time Jared kept his eyes to himself. 

Maybe he just likes my sunflowers, she decided eventually. She wore them every chance she got after that. 
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Leanne filled in the last dash on her Scantron and flexed her cramping hand. Three hundred questions for an intro course seemed excessive, but who was she to know? Just a lowly sophomore who hated taking tests and would only pass this class by dint of her excellent paper writing skills. Ugh. With luck, the all-nighter she’d pulled the night previous had been enough to get her through the exam with something in the seventy-percent range.

Gathering her things, she folded her test and walked down the steps from her assigned seat and gave it to the professor. With a final whispered, “Have a safe holiday, ma’am,” she headed for the door. Finally. Her last class, done for the semester. A weight lifted from her shoulders and she took the first full breath in what felt like days. Probably was, if she was honest.

A smile spread across her face as she pushed through the doors to the lecture hall and snugged her cap on her head. Beyond the building entrance the sky was a heavy white, preparing to dump inches of snow on them. Leanne had cancelled her flight home, opting to stay in her empty apartment rather than get stuck in an airport. A similar snowstorm was ripping through the High Plains and Midwest United States, causing delays and cancellations, stranding travelers. She would rather make a phone call from her warm and cozy apartment—all her own, since her flatmate had left several days ago
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