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Reaching Out

It didn’t feel safe. From the first minute she set foot inside the dingy bus stop, as her comfortable sneakers squeaked against faded linoleum flooring, she had a bad feeling. It felt a lot like December 2, she thought, when she knew her birthday was only a day away, and knew that the only thing she had to look forward to was everybody forgetting. Again.


Her brown hair was in her face again, the hair she hated because it was always frizzy, always halfway between curly and straight, never able to make up its mind. She hated things that couldn’t amke up their minds. But she left her hair, because even those strands of hair, bushy as they were, were better than the cracked, dying aura of hte bus depot.


The whole plane reminded her of Aunt Hattie, cracked and yellow, slowly breathing in and out, just barely alive. But while Aunt Hattie had made her sad, this place just made her scared. She was scared of the cracked and peeling paint and the eerie glow supplied by fluorescent lights. A lone Pepsi machine stood in a corner, emitting a slow, steady buzz.


She squared her shoulders, readjusting the large, purple duffle. Well, no going back, may as well just dive in, boots and all.


A queue had formed near the ticket booth. Men and women, young and old, but all with a tired expression painted across the face. She knew that none of them wanted to be there, even less than she did. They didn’t like where they were, and most didn’t seem to like where they were going. She took a closer look, at their worn, faded jeans, the cheap, $10 hoodies, the scuffed shoes. She looked down, a bit ashamed. She felt out of place in her Gap and Limited. But why was she the black sheep, why was she the only one that didn’t fit in?


Because, the rational part of her brain said, you have money but no car, while these people don’t have the money to buy a car, even if they wanted. Because people like you don’t ride buses, you fly, or drive, or take a train. But a louder part of her brain said, almost definiantely, because you’ll never fit in.


It was her turn at the counter, and she was pleasantly surprised to see that he was middle-aged, gentle, kind-looking, and slightly balding. He raised his eeybrows slightly as though to say “Oh, and you?”


She became flustered, digging through her bag frantically, trying to find the slip of paper that confirmed her seat, but her trembling hands couldn’t find it. She grasped keys, pens, tampons, glasses, a cell phone. . .


“I bought my ticket online,” she explained, trying to ignore the angry grumble of the people behind her.


“All right,” said the man behind the counter. He sounded calm, she thought. Of course, he could afford to, safely ensconced behind his bullet proof glass shield. He was still talking, though, and she wasn’t sure what he’d said.


“Excuse me?” she asked, looking up for a moment from her perusal of the bag. Her parents had taught her a great many things in her life, not the least of which was good manners.


“I said that if you give me your credit card I can print out your ticket, even without the bill of sale.” He still wore that generic smile on his generic face.


“Oh.” That was more like it. She might not be able to find a stupid sheet of paper, but she always knew exactly where her plastic was. With a flourish, she whipped out her VISA and presented it to the man.


“Claire?” The man asked, reading her name off a computer. She nodded her head and he offered her the tickets, as well as the chance to run to a seat and hide. She opened up her journal ($13.95 at the bookstore, and she’d bet it cost more than all the clothing on the short kid sitting next to her) and held it up in front of her nose, pretending to read it, in reality turned to a blank page.


She turned her cell phone to the minute minder, and it began uttering a short little beep after every minute. Fifteen passed uneventfully: thirty to go. Her eyelids were beginning to grow heavy, staring at the same blank page for a quarter of an hour, when suddenly a large man bumped into her, his ragged, dirty clothing a direct counterpoint to his freshly scrubbed, boyish face.


“Sorry, ma’am,” he drawled, his voice thick and unpleasant. Claire tried to curl up tighter in her chair. The man peered down at her, squinting dull blue eyes, before he sat next to her. His gut squeezed out through the small, busstop chairs, and touched her thigh. She fought not to recoil.


“Don’t worry about it,” she finally managed, cool and breezy. Way to be, Claire, she thought to herself. You can take care of yourself. The man smiled.


“I invaded your personal space,” he said again, still that slow, thick, sluggish voice. “I’m sorry that I invaded your personal space.”


“Really, it’s okay,” she insisted. She turned a page in her journal, the first time, and was surprised to see spidery writing on the opposite page. She pretended to read.


“I hate when people invade my personal space,” he continued. 


“It’s okay,” she said. He opened his mouth again, and she quickly interjected. “Look, I have four brothers, I’m used to having my personal space invaded.”


The man’s face suddenly lit up, looking to Shannon like a five year old boy at Christmas, but in the body of a monster. She pulled her leg back from his fat. His gut seemed to expand to fill the new space.


“I have a brother, too.” The man said. Then, somewhat dismally. “He used to hit me when I invaded his personal space. That’s why I don’t like to invade people’s personal spaces.”


Great, Claire though, putting her book down. Now she was expected to be some retarded guy’s counselor?


“Is your brothers older or younger?” the man asked. 


“I have to go to the bathroom,” Claire said.


She slumped against the dirty sink, afraid to look down and see the grime that was probably sticking to her fingers. The mirror was pitted, giving her a horrific, tired look. She breathed in deeply, and began to run the water. It came out red at first, blood was her first thought, then no, that’s silly, it’s only rust. She splashed some on her face, wrinkling her nose at the acrid scent.


She had to go back into the station, she knew that much. She couldn’t afford to miss the bus. Or she could afford it, really, she had the plastic, and that would get her another ticket. But it would waste a few hours, days, and she had everything planned out so perfectly.


She grabbed several squares of toilet paper, stuck them in her back pocket, and then, on second thought, grabbed another two handfuls and stuck them in her bra. She paused for a moment, examined herself in the mirror, and then headed back downstairs.


Personal Space was sprawled out over two chairs, his mouth wide open, drool trailing down his sparse blond whiskers. Claire sighed in relief. The station was filling up now, dozens of people looking to catch the bus to Chicago. There weren’t any seats she could find where she could avoid being near anyone.


She spotted a boy, about her age, maybe a year or two older, smoking a joint and ignoring the tickettakers pointed stare. She hated smoke: it made her cough like nothing else (except, of course, strep) but even more she hated the idea of sitting next to one of hte straggly, large men with the despairing eyes, or the blonde-dyed women with the black roots.


She sat down without a word, and took out the journal again. This time she was careful to open it to a page with writing on it. The boy ignored her, though. He slowly took the joint out of his mouth, stomped it on the ground, and watched as the last tendrils of smoke wafted out from around his pink-laced black boot. Claire shuddered a little at the greasy look of his hair. Hadn’t anyone in the entire station ever heard of soap or shampoo?


He leaned down and rifled through a backpack. Claire tried to figure out a way to peer over his shoulder, to see what he was looking for. The best she could manage was to rest a hand on her forehead, as though she had a headache, and look down.


“We are now boarding to Jackson, Benton Harbor, Kalamazoo, and Grand Rapids, with a connection to Chicago,” the ticket tacker said.


Like a slow, dying herd, the people in the depot stood up, shuffling into their duffel bags and lurching to the bus. Claire nearly leapt up, her earlier energy returning to her with the prospect of really starting the trip. She hurried to the front of the line.


It was a beautiful sight, a long, empty bus, a hundred seats lying before her. She walked all the way to the back, hoping that nobody would follow her. She put her bag in the window seat, and sat herself on the aisle. She tried to look as uninviting as possible.


She’d heard stories, after all, about the ghetto gang members coming and beating up, raping, abusing the beautiful, rich white girls. Kidnapping stories and missing ads in the post office. 


The boy from the depot stopped beside her, and looked around the bus. Claire tried to continue staring straight ahead, but she couldn’t resist the temptation of following his gaze. The rest of the bus was full.


“Sit here?” he asked gruffly, motioning at the seat next to her. She nodded her head, lifted her bag onto her lap, and moved into the window seat.


The bus went quickly. She was surprised. Cars passed them, and they passed cars, and there was a certain degree of equanity to it. 


Suddenly there was a gentle poking in her shoulder. She tried not to jump, but to turn, coolly, calmly, a self-possessed Gwenyth Paltrow in jeans and a sweatshirt, and stared into a pair of green eyes. 


“Can you read these and tell me which one is better?” the boy asked. Claire felt herself melting. . .she’d always been a sucker for green eyes, and he was nice, and white, and not frightening.


You are the future. But the future is dying, and the Dog-Ai-Aran are coming. This is your destiny. To defeat the Dog-Ai-Aran and restore peace to all the galaxy of Catama-Ran.


She looked disbelievingly at the boy, but he was focused on the papers on her lap. She tread through the others quickly, scanned through them really, and picked one at random, having no idea what any of them were talking about.


“They’re for a video game I’m designing,” the boy told her. “Would you like to hear about it?”


“I’m tired,” Claire said.


She leaned her head against the window, and stared blankly out at the moving landscape. Why was it that she seemed to be a magnet for freaks? According to Everybody, it should be the opposite. She was a spoiled brat, wasn’t she? And a yuppie, a bitch, a selfish conceited whore, stupid. . .


She gritted her teeth, forced down the flood of tears as the images of Mom’s disappointed face, Gen’s accusing eyes, the prof’s disapproving stare, her friends rolling eyes. . .so what if she’d been raised by money? So what if she liked the good life? She’d bet to hell that none of them had ever been sitting on a Greyhound before.


There was a layover in Kalamazoo. The bus pulled into a small airport, with a small bus depot. Inside were small chairs, a small concession stand, and a series of very small people. A frazzled looking mother tried to calm down a pair of hyperactive toddlers while an eight-year old lectured her about child-raising.


Claire decided that this time, rather than simply staring at her journal, she would take out a pen and attempt to do something mildly productive. She chewed thoughtfully at the ballpoint, staring at the fresh page in front of her. It was so beautiful, really, so clear and simply. She almost didn’t want to ruin it.


“You’re traveling alone?” A woman asked.


“Well, Mom lost her job, so she can’t drive me to see Daddy,” the young girl said. She shrugged her shoulders, sending black braids flying. Claire continued to struggle with what she wanted to write.


“You’re a very brave girl,” the woman said.


“Aren’t you alone, too?” the girl asked.


“I’m a bit older than you.”


“Where are you going?”


“Home, to see my family. I’ve been going to school in Ypsilanti.”


“You’re too old to still be in school.”


“I’m in college.”


“Mom says I shouldn’t think about college, because we just don’t have the money. I think I’d like to go, though. I like school a lot.”


“Oh, don’t give up, hon. . .”


Claire glared at the two of them, grasped her journal more tightly, and stalked away. Damn it, why did everyone on teh world have to be so talkative?


She stepped outside, trying, for just a moment, to get away from everyone. “Get away, Claire,” “Fuck off, Claire,” “Nobody gives a damn, Claire,” “Just leave me alone, Claire.” Fine. She could leave them alone. But they’d have to leave her alone, first.


Her cell phone gave one last, dying buzz, one last attempted connection. She refused to answer it, and felt it suddenly stop vibrating halfway through, finally out of batteries. The sky overhead was dark alreayd, and it was only 6 o’clock. Stupid Daylight Savings Time.


It hadn’t been like this last year, she thought, staring up at the dismal sky. Twilight. She hated twilight. That ambiguous time between light and dark, only there really was no light. There was no sun, no moon, and the first stars hadn’t yet begun to appear. It was just a gradual descent into darkness. Last year, she’d had friends, and her family hadn’t bothered her. Last year she’d had a boyfriend, somebody who really loved her, who would hold her, kiss her, make her feel special.


Stupid Jared. Stupid army. Stupid war that took him away from her. 


So what, exactly, was she supposed to do now? She had nothing. Nothing. And her mom just kept calling and saying “oh, honey, don’t worry, you’ll make new friends” and her friends from high school were just bitches. 


“You didn’t like us last year, why do you all of a sudden like us again? Al had asked.


“We don’t have anything in common anymore,” Amy had said.


“I have to go to marching band rehearsal,” Katie had said.


And she had just hung up the phone. Which hadn’t rung for a week. Until tonight. Claire looked down at it curiously. Why had it suddenly started ringing again? Who had decided to start calling her?

