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The Bus, at Six Forty-Five in the Morning
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🔍  how cold does a bus seat feel on the first day of a school ski trip in january at six forty five in the morning


The bus was already there when we arrived.

It was, by my own honest first impression, a very old bus. It was white. It had, on the side, the words IVYBRIDGE ACADEMY in faded green letters. It had, in the back window, a small handwritten sign that said, in Mr. Halász's handwriting, “Please do not lean against the back window. It is, in fact, slightly loose.”

Mr. Halász was, on the curb, in his usual maintenance overalls under a thick winter coat. He had, in one hand, a clipboard. He had, in the other hand, a small thermos of coffee. He was, by every external sign, in charge of the loading.

Tommie arrived at the bus three minutes after me. She was, on her own report at the bus door, “seven percent awake.” She had on, by my own immediate count, four layers of clothing. The top layer was a bright pink ski jacket I had never seen her in before.

She said: — Lola. I have, in fact, never been on a ski trip.

I said: — Tommie. I know.

She said: — Lola. I have, in fact, never even been in serious snow.

I said: — Tommie. I know.

She said: — Lola. My grandmother lives in Brighton. Brighton has, in fact, no snow.

I said: — Tommie. We are not, in fact, going to Brighton.

She said: — Lola. Thank goodness. I am, on a personal level, completely unprepared for whatever is about to happen.

Rae, who had been at the bus since six thirty-eight, said from the third row of seats: — Tommie. Get on the bus.

Tommie said: — Rae. I am, in fact, doing that.

Bea, on the small bus steps in front of me, in a perfect dark navy ski coat she had clearly worn many times before, said in her quiet voice: — Tommie. Move.

Tommie moved.

◆  ◆  ◆

The bus, by Mr. Halász's count at six fifty-three, contained:


1.  Twenty-eight seventh-grade students.

2.  Twenty-four eighth-grade students.

3.  Five supervising adults: Mr. Bartlett, Mrs. Halász (Mr. Halász's wife, the French teacher), Mr. Kovács (gym), Mrs. Halloway, and Mr. Halász himself, who was, in fact, driving.

4.  Two hundred and fourteen kilos of luggage.

5.  One small folding stool, in case anyone, by Mr. Halász's careful prediction, got bus-sick.


Tommie, beside me in row five, said: — Lola. Did Mr. Halász just say two hundred and fourteen kilos.

I said: — Tommie. Yes.

Tommie said: — Lola. That is, on a structural level, an interesting number.

I said: — Tommie. Why.

Tommie said: — Lola. Because that is, in fact, approximately the weight of three full-grown male polar bears.

Rae, from the seat behind us, said: — Tommie. The average adult male polar bear weighs four hundred to seven hundred kilograms. Your fact is wrong.

Tommie said: — Rae. Fine. The luggage is, in fact, the weight of one polar bear. Half a polar bear.

Rae said: — Tommie. Why are you thinking about polar bears at six fifty-three on a Friday morning.

Tommie said: — Rae. I am about to see real snow. My brain is, in fact, preparing. Polar bears are, by my own analysis, the kind of animal that lives in real snow. It is, on a structural level, appropriate that I am, this morning, considering them.

Bea, in the seat next to Rae, said in her quiet voice: — Tommie.

Tommie said: — Bea.

Bea said: — There are no polar bears in the Mátra.

Tommie said: — Bea. I, on a personal level, am, in fact, slightly disappointed.

◆  ◆  ◆

Mr. Halász, from the driver's seat, started the engine at six fifty-eight.

The bus, on the small careful turn out of the school car park, pulled onto the Castle Hill road and began the long slow descent into the city.

Tommie, by my window, fell asleep with her head against my shoulder within four minutes.

Rae, from the seat behind, leaned forward and said, very quietly: — Lola.

I said: — Yes.

Rae said: — Tommie is, by my own count this week, only the third person who has, in eight months, fallen asleep on you on a bus.

I said: — Rae. Who were the other two.

Rae said: — Bencus, in November, on the tram. And me, in October, in fact also on the tram, although I have, until this morning, never mentioned it.

I said: — Rae. You fell asleep on me on the tram in October.

Rae said: — Yes. I had, that day, been awake since four a.m. for a science fair preparation. I, on a personal level, did not, at the time, mention it because I did not, on a personal level, wish to make it a thing.

I said, after a moment: — Rae. It is, possibly, a small thing.

Rae said: — Lola. Possibly. Yes.

And she sat back in her seat. And the bus continued, in the dark of a Friday morning in mid-January, through the empty streets of Budapest, toward the M3 motorway, toward the Mátra.
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Mátraháza, and a Snowbank That, in Fact, Was Waiting

[image: ]



🔍  how much snow does a twelve year old who has never seen snow expect to find on the ground in the matra in mid january


We arrived at the Mátraháza lodge at nine forty-eight a.m.

The lodge was, by my first impression as we pulled in, exactly what a Hungarian mountain lodge should be. It was wooden. It was two stories. It had a steep tiled roof and a large stone chimney from which, even at this hour, a steady curl of smoke was rising.

Around the lodge, in every direction, was snow.

A great deal of snow.

By Mr. Halász's quiet assessment at the bus door: — Children. Yesterday's overnight snow added eight centimeters. Total depth, in the lodge yard, is approximately forty centimeters. Be careful where you step.

Tommie, who had been awake again since the M3 toll station, was now, on the bus steps, looking at the snow with the small wide-eyed expression of a person who had, in fact, never imagined that this much white could exist in one place at one time.

She said: — Lola.

I said: — Yes.

She said: — Lola. The ground is, in fact, gone.

I said: — Tommie. The ground is under the snow.

Tommie said: — Lola. I know. I am, on a structural level, aware. But it is, in fact, gone.

She stepped off the bus.

She stepped, by her own choice, into the deepest visible snowbank, which was just to the right of the bus steps.

And the snowbank — which was, by Mr. Halász's later forensic assessment, approximately sixty centimeters deep at that exact point — accepted Tommie up to her hip.

Tommie said, from inside the snowbank: — Oh.

She said: — Oh, oh.

She said: — Lola. The snow is, in fact, hungry.

Rae, behind her on the bus steps, said in her small dry voice: — Tommie. The snow is not hungry. The snow is, structurally, simply soft.

Tommie said: — Rae. I am, in fact, partially inside a hungry snow.

Bea, who had stepped down with the small careful posture of a person who had been on multiple ski trips, said: — Tommie. Lift one leg.

Tommie lifted one leg.

Tommie's other leg, at this point, decided — by gravity — to follow.

Tommie went, with her arms still raised in the air, fully sideways into the snowbank.

And Tommie, in her pink ski jacket, with her hat now over one eye, lay on her back in approximately sixty centimeters of fresh Mátra snow, looking up at the gray January sky, and said in a small careful voice:

— Lola. I am, on a personal level, in awe.

I said: — Tommie. Get up.

Tommie said: — Lola. I do not, in fact, know how.

Mr. Halász, at the bus door, said in his patient voice: — Bea. Tommie. May I assist.

Bea said: — Mr. Halász. Please. I have, in fact, retrieved sixty-centimeter Tommies from snowbanks zero times in my life so far.

Mr. Halász stepped down. He, in his usual unhurried way, took Tommie by both gloved hands and pulled her, in one smooth motion, out of the snow. He set her gently back on the cleared path.

Tommie, on the path, in her snow-covered pink ski jacket, looked at Mr. Halász with the small reverent expression of a twelve-year-old who had just been rescued from her first natural disaster.

She said: — Mr. Halász. You are, in fact, my favorite adult.

Mr. Halász said: — Tommie. Thank you. Please, in the next four days, do not, in fact, do that again.

Tommie said: — Mr. Halász. I will, in fact, do that again. But I will, in fact, this time know what is about to happen.

And she walked, very carefully, with her hands slightly out for balance, the eight meters across the cleared path to the lodge front door, with the small triumphant posture of a person who had, in the first forty-five seconds at her destination, already accomplished a personal first.

◆  ◆  ◆

The lodge, on the inside, smelled of wood smoke and something else — something warm and slightly sweet — that turned out, on closer investigation by Rae and Tommie ten minutes later, to be a large pot of mulled apple juice that Mrs. Halász had, by her own arrangement with the lodge kitchen, started warming at eight a.m. for our arrival.

Mrs. Halloway, in her travel jacket, with her small leather notebook in her hand, was already in the lobby. She had, by Mr. Halász's
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