Two Thousand and Sixteen by by Lara McCormack

Like most mornings, | was on the bus before her, my school bag tucked down
beneath my feet, my earphones plugged in, my little round fourteen-year-old
face staring broodingly out the window to the tune of Troye Sivan’s Blue
Neighbourhood.

The air was icy, and the sky was a shade of blue entirely unique to
June. | could count the number of clouds on one hand.

Houses and cars slipped by against the suburban backdrop. | leaned
my head on the glass and felt the soft hum of the bus spread through my
skin.

The tires screeched when we reached her stop. | looked up, and one of
my earbuds fell out of my ear. | resisted the urge to stand up, to get a glimpse
of her as she boarded the bus. She’d be sitting beside me in a moment; | just
needed to wait.

The song was drowned out by my heartbeat pulsating in my ears. |
yanked my other earphone out and shoved them into my pocket. | tried to
catch a glimpse of myself in the reflection of the window. | could feel the
pimples on my face that I'd picked earlier this morning. | knew they must look
glaringly red and ugly.

She shuffled along down the aisle amongst the other students boarding
the bus. | reached my hand up and waved. Her eyes caught mine and she
smiled. | could feel that smile from the base of my spine to the top of my
forehead.

‘Hi!’ | said when she reached me. My voice sounded squeaky. ‘How’d
you sleep?’

Her blue eyes danced over my face like she was searching for
something.

‘Better than you, | think,” she replied. She sunk down into the seat
beside me. Our knees touched. | felt dizzy.

‘'m always tired.’ | sighed.

Her red hair caught the sunlight that crept through a crack in the
roadside trees. She turned her face and her soft brown freckles lit up like tiny
fireworks. | could have connected them into constellations with my fingertips.
Instead, | tucked my hands beneath my dress.

The bus jerked forward. She pulled her phone from her pocket and
opened Instagram. | turned my face back towards the window and stared out
into the street without really seeing anything.

| understood what it meant to be queer. | even understood that it wasn’t
wrong or sinful or something I'd have to hide forever - Troye had taught me
that - but the idea of being an outcast made me sweat. | felt sick in my
stomach looking at her for more reasons that just liking her. A piece of me



was frightened of what it meant for the rest of high school, for the rest of my
life. It still wasn’t legal to marry someone of the same sex. We weren’t there
yet.

‘| have to show you something.’

| swung my head back around to look at her, trying to ignore the
pressure in my chest. It felt like something was pushing into me, making it
difficult for me to breathe. | nodded for her to continue.

‘See here, he thinks I’'m pretty.’

| lowered my gaze to look at her phone. | tried to focus on the screen,
but it had become blurry. My eyes were glazed over with a film of tears. |
blinked them away.

‘You are,’ | agreed softly.

‘Hey,’ she replied. She touched my chin with her hand and turned my
head, so our eyes were level. | felt like | needed to run away but | was
trapped between her and the bus window. Her eyebrows were crinkled, and
her pink lips were faintly bent. ‘I'm sorry,” she whispered.

| didn’t want her to be sorry for me. | wanted her to hold my hand, to
kiss me, to lend me her jumper to wear in the June wind when | was
shivering. | pictured myself holding her hand as we walked into school,
everyone’s eyes locked on us — full of confusion, judgement, amusement,
even anger.

She didn’t want me, and she didn’t want that.

| dropped my head from her hand and tried to pull air into my lungs. If |
got a boyfriend, this could all go away. | focused on our school shoes. We
both had black mary janes with scuffs on the toes from playing handball at
lunchtime.

The bus ground to a halt. ‘Are we there yet?’ | asked, not looking up.
‘Almost,’ she replied.



