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🔍  things you can do on a 90 minute school bus ride that will not embarrass you


There are, it turns out, eight things you do not know about a school bus until you spend ninety minutes on one with twenty-six other sixth-graders, two backpacks of snacks, a teacher who is trying very hard to read a book about Ottoman fortifications, and a girl named Tommie Stone, who has decided that today is the day she invents karaoke without electricity.

I am going to list them, because making lists has now officially become a thing I do.


1.  The seats are not designed for people. The seats are designed for shapes. You sit in them, your spine waits politely, the bus turns one corner, and your spine goes, oh, I see, this is going to be a long day.

2.  Whichever boy sits behind you will kick the back of your seat. He will not mean to. He will be very surprised, even hurt, when you turn around. He will say, “What.” You will say, “Stop.” He will say, “I am not doing anything.” He will continue.

3.  The window will not open. The window has not opened since 2014. The window will be marked, with a small handwritten sticker, OUT OF ORDER, in three different languages, none of which is mine.

4.  Someone will, twenty minutes in, ask “Are we there yet?” It is not a movie. It actually happens. It will be Andrew.

5.  Mr. Bartlett will read the same page of his book about Ottoman fortifications for forty minutes, because every time he turns a page, somebody yells something, and he loses his place.

6.  Rae will have brought, in a small zip pouch, three sharpened pencils, a hand sanitizer, a small map of the lake, a backup phone charger, a print-out of the weekend schedule, and one (1) extra hair tie. Tommie will have brought a glitter pen and a sandwich she does not actually want.

7.  Tommie will offer the sandwich, with great solemnity, to anyone who will accept the sandwich. Nobody will accept the sandwich. The sandwich will, by the end of the bus ride, develop a name. The name will be Geoffrey.

8.  And somewhere around the seventieth minute, when you have officially run out of things to look at out of the OUT-OF-ORDER window and you have officially run out of things to whisper to your two best friends and Mr. Bartlett has officially given up on his book and is now just staring out at the gray autumn fields with the face of a man who has been a teacher for too long, you will discover that a school bus, in the right light, in the right slant of late-October sun, becomes a place where time slows down, and you find yourself thinking — for no reason, with no warning — about all the things that have happened to you in the eight weeks since you started at Ivybridge.


◆  ◆  ◆

That last one is important. So I am going to write about it separately.

Because eight weeks is not, by any measurement, a long time. Eight weeks is the time it takes for a single tube of toothpaste to run out, more or less. Eight weeks is how long my mom said it would take me to get used to my braces (she was wrong; it took five). Eight weeks is the time between the day I walked into the Ivybridge courtyard for the first time, in my badly-ironed shirt, and today, where I am, technically, on a bus, going to a lake, with two of my best friends in the world, one of whom is currently arguing with Andrew about whether the sandwich Geoffrey can hear us.

Eight weeks ago I did not know Rae's name.

Eight weeks ago I did not know Tommie's name.

Eight weeks ago I did not know that there was a small room in our building called 17, which had been locked since 1893, and that my grandmother knew about it, and that the headmistress knew about it, and that none of them had told me.

Eight weeks ago I had not yet told a class of strangers that I had a husky.

(I did not have a husky. I am allergic to dogs. This event has, since my first day at Ivybridge, been referenced in the school Discord on average twice a week. I will be the husky girl when I am ninety-three.)

Eight weeks ago, my diary was just a diary.

Now it is, somehow, also a research project.

◆  ◆  ◆

Tommie has been holding the sandwich Geoffrey aloft for, by my count, six minutes.

She is holding it with both hands, in the aisle of the bus, like a priestess presenting an offering. She has been narrating, in a low theatrical voice, the entire life story of Geoffrey the Sandwich. Geoffrey was born this morning at six twelve a.m. in Tommie's kitchen. Geoffrey is made of cheese and butter and a single sad leaf of lettuce. Geoffrey wanted, more than anything, to go to a lake. Geoffrey is, in this moment, being denied his life's dream by twenty-six children who refuse to eat him.

Rae, next to me, is silently writing something in a small notebook. I can see, from the corner of my eye, that it is a list. The list, as far as I can tell, has the title PROBABILITY OF FALL FROM BUS AT CURRENT VEHICLE SPEED on it.

Rae believes that lists make uncertainty smaller.

Rae is, statistically, very often correct.

I lean over.

— What's the probability — I whisper.

— Of what — she says, without looking up.

— Of Tommie falling out of the bus during Geoffrey's life story.

— I am calculating that — she says — but my answer depends on whether you count the fall as accidental or self-inflicted, given that she is standing in the aisle of a moving vehicle.

— Both. Both numbers.

Rae makes two small marks on the page.

— Accidental: nineteen percent. Self-inflicted: fifty-three percent. Combined risk: sixty-two percent. Conclusion: she will fall over but it will be on purpose.

— Tommie — I call, without much conviction — Rae says you're going to fall on purpose.

Tommie pauses Geoffrey's life story. She looks down at us. She says, very serious now: — Rae is correct. The fall is part of the performance. Geoffrey demands a fall. Geoffrey is an artist.”

Mr. Bartlett, three rows ahead, closes his book on his finger and says, without turning around: — Tommie. Sit down. Or I will sit you down. Please.

Tommie sits down. Geoffrey sits with her.

And for the next twenty minutes, until we crest a small hill and see, between the trees, the gray flat shine of Lake Velence in the autumn light, the bus goes very, very quiet — the kind of quiet that happens when twenty-six children realize, all at once, that they are not at school anymore.
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The Hotel That Smelled, Faintly, of Cabbage

[image: ]



🔍  how to share a hotel room with two friends and one girl who is not exactly your friend yet


The hotel was called the Aranykorona, which means The Golden Crown, which is the name every Hungarian guesthouse with more than four rooms eventually gives itself, regardless of whether the building, the staff, or the wallpaper has ever met an actual crown.

It had three stars, painted in faded gold above the entrance, of which I am pretty sure only two were real and one had been added during a renovation in 2003 by a hopeful manager who has since moved on.

It also smelled, faintly, of cabbage. Not in a bad way. In the way that old Hungarian guesthouses smell of cabbage as a sort of regional perfume, the way certain hotels in Switzerland always faintly smell of chocolate even when you cannot find any chocolate anywhere in the building.

Mr. Bartlett checked us in at the front desk. Mrs. Halloway had not come on the trip — she does not, apparently, do trips. She does, apparently, stand in the entrance of the school as the bus pulls away, with her grey suit and her tall, straight posture, and watch us leave with an expression that I now think of as “please make it back without burning the building down.”

This trust, I want to record, was placed in us by mistake.

◆  ◆  ◆

The room assignments were posted in the lobby, on a piece of paper taped to the wall next to a 1970s painting of the lake at sunset, in which the lake was the wrong shape and the sky was the wrong color and the artist had, for some reason, included three flying ducks that were perfectly identical and equidistant, as if drawn by a person who had never seen a duck but had read about them.

Tommie read the list. Rae read the list. I read the list.

Room 204: Lola Vance, Tommie Stone, Rae Kun, Bea Wenckheim.

All four of us stood very still.

Tommie said, very softly, — Oh.

Rae said, — Statistically, this was unlikely.

Bea, who had come up behind us with her perfectly packed roller bag and her perfectly pressed travel jacket, said, — I requested it.

All three of us turned to look at her.

Bea did not blink. — I requested it because I do not know any of the other girls in 6B well enough to share a room with them for three nights. You are the only ones I know. I am not apologizing. I am explaining.

She rolled her bag past us, toward the stairs.

Tommie watched her go. — I have, said Tommie, somewhere between admiration and panic, never been more flattered and more terrified in the same six seconds.

Rae said, — She does not consider us friends. She considers us known quantities. From a logistics standpoint, this is a compliment.

I said, — Rae. From an emotional standpoint, this is also a compliment.

Rae paused. — Possibly. I am still gathering data.

◆  ◆  ◆

Room 204 had two double
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