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The First Saturday at the Café Egér
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🔍 how do you start a conversation with an eighth grade boy you do not, know but who is, going to know more about you by the end of it


My first scheduled conversation with Matthew Tóth took place at four p.m. on Saturday January 31, 2028, at the Café Egér.

It was, by my own honest later accounting, the least exciting hour of conversation I have had in the previous fifteen months.

Anna Tóth dropped Matthew off at the front of the café at three fifty-six. She did not come in. She, by her own Sunday-afternoon agreement, was, allowed to wait in her car around the corner. She had, by Mrs. Halloway's quiet earlier suggestion, brought a book.

Matthew came in. He had, in his hand, a small notebook. The notebook was, on the cover, in his own handwriting, labeled “Saturday Talks.”

He sat down across from me. He said: — Lola. Hi.

I said: — Matthew. Hi.

He said: — I would, like to start by ordering, two hot chocolates. With my own money. My mother gave me, this morning, four hundred forints.

I said: — Matthew. Yes. Please.

He went to the counter. He ordered. He came back.

He said: — Lola. I have, in this week since Mrs. Halloway called my mother, written down, in my own notebook, the small careful list of three questions I would, like to ask in this first conversation. May I, read them to you.

I said: — Matthew. Yes.

He opened his notebook. He read.


1. Who, was Louisa Ivybridge.

2. What is the book on the corner of my mother's desk, about.

3. What, is the Tóth family thing my mother is, in this winter, finally, telling me about.


He closed the notebook.

He said: — Lola. Those are, the three questions. I am, willing to spend the entire hour on any of them. I am, also fine, with you only answering one of them today. The pace, by my mother's framing, is, slow on purpose.

I said: — Matthew. Thank you for the small careful list.

I said: — Matthew. I, in the next hour, will, answer all three. But I will, answer them in the order three, two, one.

Matthew said: — Lola. Why.

I said: — Matthew. Because, the third question is, the smallest. The second question is, the medium. The first question is, the biggest. We will, in this first conversation, do the smallest, then the medium, then the biggest. By the end of the hour, you will, know enough about all three that, in the next several Saturdays, we will, be able to talk about whichever of the three you, want to talk about more.

Matthew, with the expression of an eighth-grade boy who had, just been given a small careful piece of conversational strategy he, in advance, had not, on his own, planned — said only: — Lola. Yes.

◆ ◆ ◆

Question three. The Tóth family thing. I told Matthew, in fifteen minutes, what Anna and my grandmother had, by the contract on January 18 in our kitchen, agreed I could tell him: the Tóth family is, since 1881, one of seventeen original Hungarian families that have, by their own decision in each generation, been, the keepers of a small set of nineteenth-century institutional records. The records are, in his own time, by the spring of 2028, expected to be, in detail, explained to him by his mother. I would not, in this conversation, give him the names of the other sixteen families. I would not, give him the dates. I would not, name the room those records lived in for one hundred and thirty-three years, and the building. And the city, and the country.

Matthew said, only one question on question three: — Lola. Has my mother been, scared of telling me this for fifteen years.

I said: — Matthew. Yes.

He said: — Lola. Thank you. That is, the thing I needed to know.

He wrote, in his small Saturday Talks notebook, exactly one short sentence.

Then he said: — Lola. Question two.

◆ ◆ ◆

Question two. The book on the corner of his mother's desk. I told Matthew, in twenty minutes, what the book was: a small 1891 publication by an English-Hungarian schoolteacher named Louisa Ivybridge, in which Louisa, had written down — in her own words, by her own careful design — what she had learned, in thirty years of teaching young people, about how to be present in a small room with another person who was, struggling. I told him the book was, by my own preliminary count, in the small careful tradition of women teachers who have, since the nineteenth century, in fact, been almost forgotten by every official Hungarian educational history.

I told Matthew that I, myself, had a copy of the same book — two copies — and that I, had brought the second copy with me to the Café Egér.

I took, from my bag, the small leather-bound copy.

I gave it to Matthew.

I said: — Matthew. This is, yours. By my own decision. You may, read it. You may, also not read it. The book is, the answer to your question two.

Matthew, with the small leather-bound book in his own hands, said only: — Lola. Thank you.

He wrote, in his Saturday Talks notebook, one short sentence.

Then he said: — Lola. Question one. Who was Louisa Ivybridge.

◆ ◆ ◆

Question one. The biggest. The hardest.

I, in the answer I had, on Friday evening, with my own grandmother in our kitchen, in advance, drafted in pencil in my purple notebook — said the following: — Matthew. Louisa Ivybridge was a teacher. She was, born in England in 1841. She married a Hungarian noble in 1862. She lived in Budapest from 1862 to late 1893. She founded a school for girls in Budapest in 1881. She wrote books. She had friends. She, in 1893, for reasons that I am, in this conversation, not, telling you, had to leave Hungary very quickly. She, by my own information, then lived in England under a different name from 1894 until her death in 1924. Almost nobody in Hungary, today, knows her name.

I said: — Matthew. That is, the small careful biographical sketch. The hard part of question one is, the second half — which is, why she had to leave.

I said: — Matthew. The second half of question one I will, not, in this conversation, tell you. The second half is, the slowest part of the conversations we will, in the next several months, have. You will, by the spring of 2028, possibly, know the second half. Or, not — depending on the small careful pace your mother and I, take. Are you, willing to be patient on the second half.

Matthew, with the expression of a fourteen-year-old who had, just been given the most patient possible piece of slow disclosure — said only: — Lola. Yes. I am, willing.

He wrote, in his Saturday Talks notebook, exactly two more short sentences.

And, at five oh-three p.m., we finished our hot chocolates.

And, at five oh-four p.m., we walked out of the café and across the street, where Anna Tóth, in her small car, was, waiting.

And Matthew, on the curb, said only: — Lola. Same time, next Saturday.

I said: — Matthew. Yes.
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What Bea Said in February, About a Camera

[image: ]



🔍 how does a twelve and a half year old girl announce, that she has decided to make a documentary film for her own school project


In late February, on a Saturday afternoon at our usual table at the Café Egér, in our usual small four-person configuration — Lola, Tommie, Rae, Bea — Bea, very quietly, set on the table a small folded piece of paper.

She said: — Children. I have, a piece of news.

Tommie said: — Bea. Is the news, good or bad.

Bea said: — Tommie. By my own analysis at three a.m. this morning, the news is, slightly more good than bad. By a factor of, approximately three to two.

Rae said, in her small calm voice: — Bea. That is, a sixty-percent good. Please, just tell us.

Bea unfolded the piece of paper. The piece of paper was, on inspection, a small printed assignment sheet from the Pongrátz Academy. It said, in Hungarian, at the top: SEVENTH GRADE FINAL PROJECT — SPRING 2028.

Bea said: — Children. The Pongrátz Academy seventh grade has, this year, a final project. The final project is, what they call an “independent inquiry.” The inquiry can be, in any of three forms — a written research paper, a small public presentation, or, a documentary film.

Tommie said: — Bea. You are, going to do the documentary.

Bea said: — Tommie. Yes.

Rae said: — Bea. May I ask what the topic is.

Bea said: — Rae. The topic is, this. I want to make a small documentary about Hungarian women in education — specifically, women who were, working as teachers, headmistresses, school founders, or school administrators in Hungary between 1880 and 1920. And who are, today, mostly forgotten. I want the documentary to be, by my own design, exactly twenty-five minutes long. I want the documentary to have, by my own design, ten interviews with — and Lola, I want you, to look at me when I say this — ten current Hungarian women of various ages who are, in some way, the direct or indirect inheritors of those original women.

She said: — One of the ten interviews, by my own design, would, be your grandmother.

She said: — Another one of the ten interviews would, be Mrs. Halloway.

She said: — Another one, by my own design, would be Mrs. Halász.

She said: — Another one, by my own design, would be — and I want, in advance, to say that I have, already, on Wednesday evening, by phone, asked her. And she has, in fact, said yes — Mrs. Margit Halmos, in her cottage, on a small Saturday afternoon in early April, in front of the small wall of photographs.

Rae went, completely still.

Tommie said, in a very small voice: — Bea.

Bea said: — Tommie. Wait. I am not, finished.

She said: — Children. The film is not, going to mention the Reading Circle. The film is not, going to mention 1881 or the seventeen families or Room 17 or Marcus or eighty million euros or any of the things, the four of us know. The film is going to
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