Death & Jasmine
An adaptation of “The Rose Elf” by Hans Christian Andersen
The garden is ablaze with the warm light of the sun’s emanation. A gentle breeze flows around them, carrying the sweet, floral scent of roses. Jocelyn stands before me, our hands clasped together. She won’t meet my eyes. I don’t blame her. I just gave her devastating news. I’m leaving.
	Her soft, auburn curls bounce on her shoulders as her sobs rack her small frame. My chest tightens in response as my heart’s rhythm increases. My breathing becomes strained. She’s hurting, and it’s my fault. 
	I caress her soft, pale cheek, so she’ll look up at me as I say, “Jo, I know this seems like the end of the world right now, but it’s going to be okay. Yes, it’s far away, but Jeff assured me I’ll be back before we know it.”
	“Seven months. You’ll be away from me for seven months with no way to contact you. You’re the only person in my life who loves me. How am I going to survive without you?” Jocelyn says as more tears spill from her green eyes.
	“Our love will withstand any distance your brother puts between us. You’ll survive because you are strong enough. Nothing can break you. Now say it with me. I’m tough as nails and Jeff’s an insecure brat who’s just jealous of our love,” I say, wiping at her tears with my calloused thumbs.
	Sniffling, Jocelyn gives me that cheeky grin I love so much as she repeats, “I’m tough as nails and Jeff’s an insecure brat who’s just jealous of our love.”
“Exactly,” I say.
We bask in each other’s presence for a while, to soak in as much affection as we can before my imminent departure. It’ll be a long time before we are able to do this again. We talk about idle, meaningless nothings as we wander the garden aimlessly, as if our worlds weren’t about to be severed from each other. 
The sun dips beneath the horizon, taking the warmth with it. Our time together is at an end. Jocelyn plucks a large, stunning rose bloom from a nearby bush. She looks at it, then at me, then at it again before she begins peppering it with small kisses.
I quirk an eyebrow at her, bewildered and bemused. She beams at me as she hands me the rose with petals now disheveled. I’m gentle as I take it from her as if it’ll shatter at the slightest touch. As we make eye contact, we burst into fits of laughter. I’m going to miss this.
“I don’t want to say goodbye,” I say as my voice shakes, giving away the turmoil I was desperate to hide from her. 
“It’s not goodbye. It’s see you soon,” she says in a soft voice.
“See you soon,” I say.
I force myself to turn around and trudge along the pathway towards the woods that lead to the bus stop. Jeff told me not to bother packing anything. He’ll make sure that I get everything I need for what is coming next. He’s going to “take care of me”, which is probably the nicest thing he’s ever said to me. Things are turning around.
After I do this apprenticeship, Jeff promises he’ll let me propose to Jocelyn next year on her eighteenth birthday. This thought spurs me on. The sooner I get there, the sooner I can come home. My pace becomes brisk as I enter the woods.
The woods are aglow with the moon’s white, lunar essence. The crunching of leaves and plant debris is a dull crinkle in my ears. I’m too buzzed about the future to focus. The thrill and excitement at what could be has me daydreaming. I absently kiss the soft rose in my palms. 
The tickling of the petals on my lips makes me grin as the floral scent wafts into my nose. It’s then that a sharp, white-hot pain shoots through my ribs. Warm fluid flows down the side of my shirt and pants leg down into my shoe. Time seems to slow down.
The rose slips from my hands and falls to the ground at my feet. I reach my hand to touch my side. It’s slick. I feel a dull ache as my fingers slip into a hole in my side. Have I been stabbed? Bile rises in my throat at the thought.
Another sharp pain comes and another and another. It’s getting difficult to breathe. I can’t turn around. Something is pinning me in place. An arm? Someone holds me in place from behind. My vision is failing. I feel a chill as my fingers become numb. Jocelyn’s beautiful face appears in my mind as I slip into unconsciousness.
I open my eyes. At first, everything is a blur. I can’t make anything out. As things become clearer, I realize I’m lying prone on the dirt. Well, in the dirt. That’s odd. I sit up, still a bit disoriented. The world sways oddly. Once everything is back in alignment, I see Jeff about to throw a shovel full of dirt at me.
“Wait, Jeff, stop. What are you doing?” I ask.
He ignores me and tosses the dirt anyway. I squeeze my eyes shut in anticipation of the impact as the barrage of earth rains down. The impact never comes. I open an eye. Jeff’s already digging up more dirt. I open the other eye and take a good look around. Everything is wrong. The shadows are black as ink, and the moonlight is a pure white. I squint at the monochromatic world around me. The high contrast was almost too much to bear.
I clamber out of the pit before Jeff can hurl more dirt at me, even though his aim seems to be off. He couldn’t hit me when I was right in front of him. I peer at him closely. He’s frantic. Sweat pours down his face as he heaves the dirt over and over. There’s a blue glow coming from under his hat. 
“Jeff, slow down. You’re going to keel over from exhaustion,” I say as I try to grab his arm.
My hand passes right through him. Dread fills up my stomach like hot acid. I tear my eyes away from him toward the hole he had just filled in. What was he burying? 
With a satisfied huff, Jeff takes his hat off to scratch his head. The blue glow is coming from a tiny figure that clings to his head. Before I can get a good look at it, Jeff places his hat back on his head, obscuring the tiny figure again. The glow remains visible, however.
Jeff slinks off toward the cottage he and Jocelyn live in. He’s taking the backway. It’s more remote but takes longer. I follow him. Something’s not right. I feel tingly all over and cold. So cold. 
I call out to him to slow down, but Jeff won’t answer me. He’s covered in dirt and black liquid. Oil? Filthy. Maybe he’s in a hurry because he’s desperate for a bath. Even as I tell myself this, I know that’s not why.
The pit that has been forming in my stomach eases as the cottage comes into view at last. Jocelyn will be so happy to see me. In my elation, I rush through the building without opening any doors—that sense of wrongness returns. 
I shake it off and find Jocelyn. She’s tucked away in her bed, peacefully adrift in the sea of dreams. I decide I can’t wake her, so I bend down to kiss her cheek. As I do, a blue glow emanates from her left ear. I try to look into her ear, but the angle makes it impossible. While I’m eyeball to ear canal, a muffled voice emanates from her ear. 
I place my ear over hers, but I can’t make it out no matter how hard I try. I sigh in frustration and lean against her bedroom windowsill. I resign myself to wait for her to wake up. 
Before long, the blue glow travels from her ear to a leaf on the windowsill. I watch the tiny creature pick up the leaf and set it on Jocelyn’s bed. I bend down, so I am eye level with it. It looks right back at me with sorrow and pity in its little round eyes. 
“What are you?” I ask.
“A rose elf,” they say.
“How is it I’m able to see you?”
The elf looks like it doesn’t want to answer.
“Please, I’m so confused. Everything feels wrong, looks wrong—is wrong. I don’t understand what’s happening to me,” I say, face crinkled as if crying, but with no tears coming forth.
“There’s no easy or gentle way to say this,” the elf replies, “You’re dead. Murdered, to be specific. By your love’s own brother, no less.” 
“No. No. I can’t be. Why would he do this? I know he didn’t like our pairing, me having no prospects and all, but still—to commit a cardinal sin is unthinkable. I had so many plans. So many dreams. Jocelyn and I—Jocelyn,” I cut myself off as I confront the reality that she will have to go on without me…just like she feared.
I take in her visage as I say, “She’ll be expecting me back in seven months, but I’ll never come. She’ll wait and wait, and eventually she’ll assume the worst. That I up and fell for someone else, abandoning her here. It’ll rip her sweet heart to pieces.” 
“Don’t you worry about that, dear boy. I whispered everything in her ear. She’ll assume she dreamed it, but I left her a leaf as proof. She’ll know it was all true,” the elf says.
I open my mouth to respond, but I’m at a loss. 
The elf nods knowingly as they say, “There’s nothing to be done now but wait.”
We settle in against the window. As the night wears on, I notice their blue tinge fading to a softer tone. Less vibrant. I want to ask about it, but have no idea if that’s offensive. I’ll keep it to myself.
The deep colorless contrasts of the night soften as the sun comes up, but no color seeps in. Shame, I miss all the wonderful pigments of early morning. The elf sits with their legs crossed while they hum an unfamiliar yet pleasant tune.
Jocelyn sits up with a gasp before she dissolves into quiet sobs. I scramble to soothe her, then come to an abrupt stop. She can’t see me. She can’t hear me. I can’t help her process and grieve my own death. What kind of awful hell is this? Having to watch your love mourn you and not be able to hold her or tell her she’s going to be okay. 
Jocelyn takes deep, slow breaths. A technique I help her remember to use when she’s upset. It brings me joy and eases the knot in my stomach to know she remembered it without me needing to remind her. A sign she’ll be okay. Right?
She wipes at her tear-slick cheeks with the back of her hands and squares her shoulders. I know that look. She’s determined to do something. But what? The elf and I observe her with interest. Jeff comes in and out throughout the day to “check in” on her. How dare he?
Jocelyn shows no signs of knowing anything, much to Jeff’s relief. She never says a word to anyone all day. She just goes through the motions until night settles in again. She waits for Jeff to pass out before she grabs the shovel from the shed and marches towards the woods.
The elf, whom I learned doesn’t use any type of identifying monikers, flies next to me as we follow her. Her hair bounces wildly around her as she makes her way to the spot where Jeff left me. It dawns on me what she intends to do. She’s going to dig me up.
That’s not good. She doesn’t need to remember me this way. As a cold, stiff corpse. She needs to remember me alive, hopeful, and full of love. The panic rises in me again. How can I stop her? The elf!
“You need to stop her,” I say.
“How am I supposed to do that?” they ask.
“Talk to her. Crawl in her ear like you did before. Tell her this is a bad idea,” I say, desperate.
“Why should I?” they ask.
Shocked, I stammer out, “W-what? What do you mean, why?” 
“Sometimes people need to know. They need to see it before they can properly move on. It’s a necessary, healthy part of the healing process for a lot of people. Maybe she’s one of them. Would you really take that away from her just because it makes YOU uncomfortable? Maybe you’re the one that doesn’t want to look, hm?” the elf says with a pointed look.
I take a deep breath and point my finger at them, preparing to defend myself with a scathing retort, but my mind goes blank. I have nothing to say. Maybe they’re right. Maybe it’s me who doesn’t want to see myself like that. I have no idea the state Jeff left me in. Perhaps I don’t want to find out.
I keep my distance as Jocelyn digs me up. Tears stream down her cheeks, and she stops to wipe mucus from her nose several times. Her curls, now void of color to my eyes, still manage to look stunning on her. 
Once she’s finished, she crouches down and wrenches my severed head into view. I’m disgusted and disturbed by the sight. This isn’t right. She is gentle as she wipes away dirt from my hair and face. Then, as she had done with the rose from the garden, she holds my head in both hands and kisses it. Me? Does that count as me anymore? I’m not sure. 
I expect her to put it/me back, but what she does next gobsmacks even the elf. She takes my head and sets it off to the side to bring home, leaving us both with our jaws on the ground. After she reburies the rest of me, she digs up the jasmine plant that’s nearby. Odd choice, but she’s grieving. Then, she snatches my head and the plant to her chest and hauls them home. 
On the way, she nearly drops me several times. My stomach lurches every time. Although no longer attached to me, I’m still attached to it and care about its safekeeping. It’s not like I can bring it with me, but I can’t stand to see it injured any further either. Death is strange. It’s not like it would hurt me if she did drop my detached head. Right?
Jocelyn creeps into the shed where the garden supplies are kept and picks out a large flowerpot. She gingerly places my head in the pot over which she plants the jasmine. She pats down the dirt to ensure the plant is stable before hefting it up to her room.
She clears a space on her vanity for the “head of jasmine” to go. The bags forming under her eyes indicate that she needs to rest; however, she instead sits at the vanity to embrace the flowerpot and cry. 
I inhabit the pot where my head is. It only seems right. I can keep watch over her from here, and it’s almost like I haven’t left. This way, she knows exactly where I am. The elf watches too. They voyeur from the window. At least I’m not alone in my vigilance. It lifts my spirit to know that someone else cares about Jocelyn, even if it is out of morbid curiosity. She falls asleep, caressing me. 
In the morning, Jeff barges in without knocking, startling Jocelyn awake. Strands of her curls stick to her face. He notices the flowerpot and the position she fell asleep in. 
“What’s this? Your lover’s gone for not two days, and you’ve already found a replacement?” he sneers.
Jocelyn doesn’t respond. She doesn’t even look at him. 
He grits his teeth as he says, “Fine, be a brat. Just know that I sent him away for your own good. You’ll see, in time, that I’m always right.”
He whirls around and stomps away in a huff. The elf’s hue changes to a dull orange at this exchange. Jocelyn cries into the flowers. They seem to comfort her. The jasmine buds haven’t yet bloomed, but she tenderly touches them anyway. When she does, it’s as if she’s touching my own skin.
Jocelyn weeps bitter tears, her sorrow seeming without end. Her tears are absorbed by the plant, which grows out of her despair. Each day, Jeff stops by to heap insults on what he assumes is her childish pining for her “far away” love. When he does, he defames my character for good measure. With every slanderous statement and harsh word, the elf’s color deepens to darker shades. They are almost crimson now. My anger and desire for vengeance increase to match. 
Day by day, I can feel the jasmine consume the depression and anguish of my love and the seething hatred and rage of myself. Day by day, the jasmine grows bigger, brighter, and more beautiful. Day by day, Jocelyn withers more and more. Even with my greyscale view, I can see she’s drained of her usual vitality. She’s a shell of herself.
“Why does she linger here?” I ask.
“She clings to what’s left of you, but it’s hollow. Empty. She’s afraid to let go and lose you forever,” the elf says.
“She has to let go. Can you help her? Please?” I implore.
“I’ll try,” the elf says softly.
The elf flies into Jocelyn’s ear one last time as she lies with her head on the vanity. His glow alters again. This time to a soothing mint green. I don’t know what the elf says to her, but I imagine that he’s telling her about heaven. How wonderful it will be. How beautiful. Peaceful. I hope they’re telling her that I’ll be there too. She only has to let go, and they can be together again. Forever. Just like I promised.
There’s a disturbance in the air. At first, I can’t tell where it’s coming from. There’s a buzz all around me that vibrates me to my very core—the jasmine buds. I focus my senses, and there they are. Elves. Each bud contains a new elf. These feel different than the rose elf. They feel…wrong. They whisper to me about vengeance and fury and pain. 
I sense something else then. Something warm. Something light. Something familiar. Jocelyn. She’s here with me in spirit. The elf did it. She let go. She smiles that brilliant smile at me, and we embrace. I can feel a pull tugging at my center. Jocelyn and I lock eyes. She feels it too. We close our eyes, hands clasped together. Perhaps I can entreat God to punish Jeff for his foul deeds.
We are guided up to the heavens by God’s gentle, fatherly hands. As we pass through the ethereal gateways, all sense of anger or righting past wrongs is gone like the breath stolen from my very lips. There is no need for vengeance in this place. I am at ease. We are safe. We are home. Together. Forever. 
Back at the cottage.
The jasmine stirs. The once-sealed buds now unveil to reveal dozens of blood red elves, all poised to strike.
The End.


