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A shouted curse was cut abruptly off by the resounding slam of a door. The muffled tirade was still audible out in the dismal street, but the dark-haired girl responsible for stifling the angry outburst was deaf to it. After years of drowning out the hurtful things her father said, she had built up a resistance, an impenetrable wall to the cutting words. 


Head down, she walked quickly, on the verge of breaking into a jog; eager to be out of sight of the shabby facade of her father's house in case he got riled up enough to climb out of his beloved armchair. She was still susceptible to his fists. 


Rounding the corner, her salvation came into view. The big yellow chariot was just accepting the last of the children at the bust stop. She was late. Again. Still some hundred yards away, she lengthened her stride, taking advantage of her long legs and natural athleticism. People used to tell her that she should go out for track and, "run off some of that energy." But that was before... 


The bus jolted forward, spluttering, before the driver caught a glimpse of Megan in the mirror. It came to a jarring halt and waited until she was even with the doors to open them. Climbing the sticky steps, she glanced at the driver. A middle-aged woman was slumped in the seat, one hand on the gear stick, one out the window, loosely clutching a cigarette. Her sunken eyes stared blankly ahead and Megan idly wondered, as she had most every school day for the past twelve years, how she managed to breathe, let alone drive a bus. 


She walked as quickly as was safe, dodging paper airplanes and brawling children on her way to the sparsely populated middle of the unruly bus and settled into her usual seat. Being the only senior without a car on her bus route, she always sat alone, keeping her distance from the crude jokes and immature language of the freshmen and sophomores that made the back of the bus their own personal landfill. 


As Megan leaned against the window, hiding behind her hair, she quickly wiped away a disobedient tear. Maybe not quite an impenetrable wall after all. She forced her thoughts to wander, not complaining when they turned to the comfortable topic of school. With a start, she realized that she had left her backpack lying on the bed in her rush. And today was the due date. Over the past two weeks, she had been working on a research paper for her English class; this was the equivalent of a final, making up thirty percent of her grade. No. Her scholarship… The rest of the ride passed in a despondent blur. 

○   ○   ○


"No paper, miss... Johnson?" asked the senile old woman, straightening the stack of reports in her hand. 


"I'm so sorry Mrs. Chandler, I swear I have it done. I'll get it to you tomorrow."

"I'm sure. And if you will think back with me, I'm sure you'll remember when I said that I will accept no late work for this project." A wave of discomfort washed through the class, but no one was brave enough to stick up for her. They all knew that the teacher had never said that.


"Please, I was late this morning and completely forgot my -" 


"Sorry darling, no late work," she said with a nasty grin. "It's a zero, don't let this happen again. And raise your hand next time or I will be forced to send you to the office. Everyone get out your books. Page three-twelve. Paige, why don't you go ahead and start?"

"Ugh. What page again?” asked the unlucky student, pulling out her book as she realized she would actually have to participate.


“Page three hundred and twelve. I better see books on every single one of your desks. Now.”


“Analyzing and reviewing a research paper. To properly self-evaluate, you must first ask yourself whether or not you..." Megan zoned out, counting on her low social status to keep her safe from being called on to read aloud. Her scholarship... 

○   ○   ○


“Oh Cam thank you so much! I know its short notice, but I honestly didn‘t know what else to do,” Megan took a deep breath, reinforcing the quickly deteriorating dam holding back her tears. “And really I don‘t know if you can even do anything, but I figured since you were the one who helped me land the scholarship you maybe could…”


“Whoa, hold on, what happened?”  The intense eyes of the young girl caught the not-much older, first-year counselor off guard. Oddly, he couldn’t remember if she’d already told him what had happened.


“I… forgot my final project for Chandler at home. I looked it up after class, and this zero will bring my final grade to a B. Do you have any idea if this will affect the scholarship?” she asked hesitantly. She knew the answer. Cameron sat back in his chair, looking around the small room that was converted from a supply closet to his office before the school year began, prolonging the inevitable. He knew that she knew the answer.


“Well. Granger University was very clear that their scholarship hinges on you maintaining a 4.0 GPA. They said that there were just too many entries to give the scholarship to someone with an inferior grade point average, and while your essay was the best, they said they would revoke the scholarship if your grades slipped. I’m so sorry. Is there any way that you could turn it in for half credit? I’m guessing that would put you at a low A, right?”


“Yeah, it would give me a ninety one, I looked it up, but she isn’t taking any late work for this assignment. Cam I don’t know what to do, I was counting on this scholarship to get me out of here.” The realization that she was stuck here with her father finally succeeded in escaping its dusty prison in a carefully neglected corner of her consciousness. As the terrible beast emerged, it absentmindedly ravaged the already slipping dam, loosing a flood of tears.


“Hey, I’ll see what I can do. I happen to be on very good terms with the ominous Chandler. Probably has something to do with my great looks and natural charm,” he said, posing with a cheesy smile. His attempt to summon a grin having succeeded, he looked at the time. “Better get to lunch, Megan. Your friends will wonder where you’re at. I’ll get a hold of you sometime before the end of school. Don’t worry, we’ll figure this out.”


Wiping her tears, she was silently grateful that at least she didn’t have time to put on makeup today. “Oh my gosh Cam,” she began with a sniffle, “thank you thank you thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me. And you know perfectly well that my ‘friends’ could care less where I am. The only reason they tolerate me is because of the interest Mikael showed in me… What a great thing to be known for. Being picked up and dumped by ‘The Mike.’ And me stupid enough to fall for him in the first place. Guess I deserve it.”


As much as he wished to speak out on this subject, Cameron kept diplomatically quiet. It was not professional.


Realizing that she wasn’t going to get the conversation she had hoped for, she turned and walked out of the closet with a quiet “See you later.”


Stepping back into the real world, she stepped back also into the mask she had forged for herself five years ago with the hammer of her mother’s suicide and the anvil of guilt. The same mask that distanced her from all of her old friends. The mask that, even when paired with her stunning beauty, pushed any romantic interest away with unyielding arms. The mask that, for the first time in five years, had faltered.


Confused as to what had caused this break in her façade and worried about how her future was slowly slipping out of her control, Megan uncharacteristically, for the second time today, forgot something vitally important. Looking up, she found herself in an all-too familiar part of the school. This particular hall housed Mike’s locker.


Finding a sudden interest in her faded blue tennis shoes, she allowed her long hair to fall in front of her face, hoping not to be noticed. Strangely, she didn’t hear any loud, harsh laughter or cat-calls. Almost to the end of the hall and still nothing, she was completely bewildered. This was unusual in the extreme. Risking a look up, she realized that the hallway was completely deserted. Assembly. Turning on heel, she hurried toward gymnasium. She was slipping.

○   ○   ○


Five minutes after the releasing bell, Megan made her way with the throng out of the gym. Usually she dreaded that bell, but today it was almost relief, even if it did mean going home to her father busy collecting unemployment. After an hour and a half watching as the too-happy cheerleaders show off their bodies to the hormone-saturated male side of the student-body and the student body president crack stupid racist jokes, just about anything would be an improvement.


Late seemed to be the word of the day. Grabbing her Government homework out of her locker, she planned her route to the bus loading area. Turning around and already starting into a brisk walk, she almost ran into Cameron, who was waiting with a giant grin on his face.


“Oh, sorry…” she began. Looking into his face, she saw the answer to her unspoken question. “Oh thank you. Thank you,” she whispered, leaning back against her locker. Unbidden, tears flowed once more down her cheeks, and she exasperatedly wiped them away. “You know, you may not believe it, but I usually don’t cry this much. It’s been a terrible day. I can’t thank you enough.”


“Oh I believe you,” he said with a smile, and pulled her into his arms.


“I’m sorry, I have to go, I am going to miss my bus.”  She looked around to make sure no one had seen. She couldn’t deal with this too right now, today was full to capacity.


“Just make sure you bring it tomorrow morning,” he called to after her. Turning around, she shot him a quick smile and ran to her big yellow chariot.

