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Once upon a time—in 1970, to be exact—there was an early snow.

The town of Masterson was unprepared. Snow was not supposed to happen in Central Texas, not more than occasional flurries, which didn’t add up over the course of an entire winter to an inch, but on this particular Friday in this particular December, there was enough snow to stick to the ground.

For the children of Masterson, it was a miracle.

The principal of the elementary school backed out of his driveway in the early morning darkness. His car slid a few extra inches when he applied his brakes. He marched—carefully—back into his house, called the principals of the middle school and high school, plus all three members of the local school board, and informed them that the roads in Masterson were unsafe for the school busses.

In addition, he noted that the children of Masterson didn’t own the necessary outerwear for snowstorms, because light jackets were usually sufficient for Central Texas winters. Only some children had knit caps, fewer had mittens, and almost none had scarves. The school board didn’t want the children who walked or biked to school to freeze to death, according to the hyperbolic announcement they agreed to send to parents through the telephone tree.

The principals called their secretaries, who then called the teachers, who each called three mothers of their students, who each called another three mothers. School is closed. We don’t want our children to freeze to death!

Evie Richards’ mother wasn’t home when the avocado-green phone in the kitchen rang, because Evie’s mother started her workday at four in the morning, when she unlocked her bakery’s doors and started heating the ovens. Evie was ten and three-quarters years old, plenty old enough to make herself a bowl of cereal, brush her own teeth, put on her own clothes, and lock the front door as she left their house and walked less than a mile east to Masterson Elementary School. Evie prided herself on being just like the adults who left their houses on time to go to work.

But Evie was in fifth grade, not an adult, so she was stuck spending her days in the same school building as little kindergarteners. She could hardly wait until next fall, when she’d move up to Masterson Middle School, where they held school dances twice a year. The students there were practically teenagers at eleven and twelve, and teenagers were practically adults.

By the time Evie Richards’s mother’s name came up on the telephone tree list, Evie had already walked almost all the way to the school. She liked to get there early. She would wave at the principal as he arrived. Sometimes, he would invite her inside if he needed help stuffing envelopes and putting postage stamps on them. He had a ceramic ball that spun in a little dish of water, so Evie didn’t have to lick the stamps. She pretended she was a real secretary until the bell for first period rang.

Those were the best mornings, but if the principal didn’t need her help, that was okay, too. She’d sit on the long bench outside the school and read a book as the busses arrived. She’d read about Nancy Drew, who had a boyfriend. Evie couldn’t wait to wear a glamorous gown and be driven somewhere one evening by a boy who had a convertible car. But whenever Evie looked up from her book, the fifth-grade boys were unfailingly doing something stupid, like pelting each other with rubber balls instead of playing handball properly against the wall. None of those boys looked very dashing to her. She would have to wait until somebody like Nancy’s Ned moved to Masterson.

This morning, she’d rushed out of the house so that she wouldn’t miss the snow. Flurries only happened once a year, twice if she was lucky, and they never lasted more than a few minutes. But as Evie walked along, her metal lunchbox banging against her knee, the flurries kept going. No wind whipped through Evie’s cable-knit tights, so the flurries were able to settle on the ground, covering the sidewalk like snow on a Christmas card. Evie pretended her lunchbox was a briefcase, and she was on her way to work in a big, fancy city up north, where the snow was pretty and white like this all the time.

The telephone tree continued branching across the college town. On the campus of Masterson University, in one of the junior faculty apartments, Daniel Shephard’s mother wasn’t home when the phone rang, either. She had returned to England weeks and weeks ago for the longest visit, ever. Daniel wished he could have gone, too, but he had to stay with Dad, because he had to finish the American fifth grade.

He and Mum and Dad had left England in August to come to Texas, the land of cowboys, because his father was a college professor who had thought it would be exciting to teach in America, far away from every single one of Daniel’s school chums, his aunts and uncles, his grandparents...and his ducks.

Daniel missed his ducks. They weren’t really his pets, but when they were little hatchlings, he’d sat among the willows beside the pond and placed little piles of birdseed where the ducks could eat them. He’d held very still, day after day, watching them eat. They’d waddle right past his knees and bump into his shoes on their way to go swimming with their mother, who had never once flown away to a different pond and left her ducklings behind to paddle around all by themselves.

When the phone rang in the faculty apartment, Daniel was eating a big bowl of Cheerios—Cheerios, as if Americans ever parted from one another by saying “cheerio” the way his uncle did at home. The harvest-gold phone rang and rang, but children were not to answer the telephone, not in his family. Daniel stared hard at the door to his parents’ bedroom, but his dad did not come out, even though the phone rang ten times before it stopped. Daniel tidied up the kitchen as he was supposed to, then walked to school in the white flurries, which made him homesick.

The parking lot of Masterson Elementary School was a smooth, snowy white by the time he arrived. There were no tire tracks to mess it up, because there were no busses and no cars. One solitary set of footprints led to the front doors, where a girl sat on the long, concrete bench, reading a book.

Daniel walked alongside the footprints, not wanting to mess hers up. He knew her name was Evie. There were two fifth-grade classrooms, and this girl was in the other one, but he heard her name in the cafeteria and on the playground during recess. “Hullo. Where is everyone?”

She looked up from her book. “I don’t know. The principal isn’t even here.”

Daniel looked around. “Nor the busses. What time is it?”

Neither child knew, so they ended up with their noses pressed against the glass double-doors of their school as they strained to see the black and white clock on the wall. The big hand was on the twelve. The little hand was on the seven.

“The bell should be ringing right now,” Evie said, wishing that she was Nancy Drew, and this was The Mystery of the Silent School Bell or some such thing. Alas, there was probably no crime involved here at all, and she was too young to drive, and this boy was not a dashing Ned.

At least Daniel was polite. And there was that one time, when one of the little kids had started crying on the playground, that she’d seen him walk the child over to the nearest teacher, keeping a hand on his shoulder and talking to him the whole way.

She turned back to the bench and picked up her lunchbox. “I guess we better go tell our moms the school is closed.”

“I can’t.” He spoke softly, his nose still against the glass, his gaze still on the clock. “My mum’s in England.”

“Wow. You have to take a plane to get there, Miss Reinhardt said, and go across the whole ocean. She said that’s where you’re from, and that’s why you talk like you’re in the Mary Poppins movie.”

Daniel said nothing. Evie waited, but Daniel was as motionless as if he’d turned into a statue in a game of freeze-tag.

Maybe she’d been too loud. Her teacher said her boisterous nature could be intimidating to other children unintentionally. She’d said that to Evie’s mother, not to Evie, but Evie had heard it.

She tried to speak softly, like the falling snowflakes. “Why are you here, if your mom is in England?”

Daniel thawed, sagging away from the window. “My dad’s a professor at university. I have to stay here with him because I have to finish the school year. He teaches afternoons. He won’t be awake for hours yet. I have no one to tell.”

Evie thought he looked sad. She’d be sad if her mother was a plane trip away. “You can come with me to the bakery. I’ll tell my mom, and you can tell my grandma. She’ll give you a free cookie. I know she will. We own the bakery.”

She’d already forgotten to speak softly, but she couldn’t help it when she had a good idea. Besides, Daniel didn’t seem to mind. He followed her like he thought it was a good idea, too.

On their way to Athos Avenue, the main street through Masterson where the bakery and the barber shop and the bookstore stood all in a row, Evie had the good idea to take a shortcut through a field, past a pond that was edged in white and surrounded by a split-rail fence. Evie told Daniel it was Cooper’s pond, and they weren’t allowed past the fence.

“But look at all this snow,” she said. “Let’s make snow angels, like they do in the movies.”

“There isn’t enough snow for that,” Daniel said, in his Mary Poppins accent.

Evie scowled a little. “How do you know? You haven’t tried it.”

Since Daniel was a boy, he ought to talk like Burt, the chimney sweep, but he didn’t. He sounded calm and gracious when he spoke, like Mary Poppins, which made him sound like he knew everything about everything.

Evie wasn’t sure she liked that. When she and her friends played Mary Poppins, Evie was always Mary Poppins.

“We have snow in England, you must know. Much more than this.”

Evie laid down on her back, determined to prove him wrong. She waved her arms and legs, then jumped up to look at her angel. It had worked, sort of, but the snow wasn’t even as thick as a sheet of paper, so she’d mostly moved her arms and legs through the dirt and scrub grass.

Daniel swiped some of the mud off the back of her coat. He didn’t say I told you so. He could have, but he didn’t. Evie decided he was okay, for a boy who spoke with a know-it-all accent.

She and Daniel stood on the bottom rail of the fence, so they could rest their chins on the top rail and stare at the frosty lake beyond. Daniel pointed out the ducks to her as if they were unique and special creatures. After he explained every clever thing they were doing to stay warm, Evie thought they were special, too.

Eventually, they made it to the toasty bakery, where they chose dog-shaped gingerbread cookies. Evie told Daniel she would have chosen a duck if they’d made duck cookies. She asked her mother if they could make duck gingerbread cookies. Her mother said no nicely, but Evie whispered to Daniel that she’d ask her grandmother later. Grandma would say yes.

Daniel made his cookie-dog talk. “Good day to you. I say, do you have a name? Mine is Sir Gingerbread.”

Evie made her cookie-dog scamper over to his. “I’m Jingle Bell. I love snow.”

From that day on, Evie Richards did love snow, although she only saw a stray flurry here and there.

Daniel moved back to England at the end of fifth grade. One year later, he returned to Masterson for two weeks to see his father during the desert-like heat of the Texas summer. He returned the summer after that, too.

On the last day of his second summer visit, since Evie had turned thirteen before the end of seventh grade and was now a genuine teenager, and since Daniel was still nicer than the other boys at her school, Evie decided they were boyfriend and girlfriend, even if Daniel was years away from being able to drive her anywhere in a convertible, and even though she’d grown a bit taller than he was. They should, therefore, kiss.

She announced this, then kissed him on the lips. As Daniel was carrying a chicken they’d found wandering and were returning to Cooper’s farm, Daniel did not enthusiastically participate. The chicken definitely thought it was a terrible idea.

Daniel returned to England the next day, and his dad returned to England that fall to teach at a British university because he didn’t want a divorce, after all, according to customers at the bakery. Daniel Shephard never returned to Masterson.
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