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The Dress, the Car, and the Eleven Minute Walk Up a Driveway
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🔍  what does an eleven year old wear to dinner at the house of the man who probably tried to kill another sixth grader


My mother spent forty-five minutes on Saturday afternoon helping me decide what to wear.

This was, in the eleven years of my life, the longest amount of time my mother had ever spent helping me decide what to wear, including the day of my first communion in second grade, the day of my grandfather's funeral, the day of Bencus's baptism, and the day, in October, of my father's engagement announcement at the small Italian restaurant where the waiter, with bad timing, had brought us prosecco for the toast and then realized, only after he had poured it, that my mother was not, technically, part of the toast.

My mother — Anna Vance, librarian, forty years old — laid three options on my bed at three p.m. She had been planning these three options, I now suspect, for at least two weeks.

Option one was a navy dress, with a small white collar, that I had worn twice — once to my cousin's confirmation last May and once, again, to my grandfather's memorial in 2024. The dress was, by my mother's words, “appropriate and slightly forgettable.” The word “forgettable” was, in this context, a compliment.

Option two was a grey wool skirt with a pale blue blouse. My mother said: — This option is, possibly, slightly too smart. Marcus Wenckheim will, on a navy dress, register a child. On a grey skirt and pale blue blouse, he will register a small adult. We do not, today, want him to register a small adult.

Option three was, simply, my school uniform.

I, in my own opinion, voted immediately for option three. My mother, in her own opinion, vetoed it on the grounds that wearing the school uniform to a private home in the evening for dinner would look — and I am writing the exact phrase she used — “like you were doing him a personal favor by showing up.”

We went with option one. The navy dress. Forgettable.

I wore tights. I wore the same plain black shoes I had worn to my grandfather's memorial. I wore — and this was my grandmother's particular addition, brought into my room at four p.m. in a small velvet pouch — a thin silver chain with a small ivy-leaf pendant that, my grandmother had told me, had belonged to my great-grandmother and which she, my grandmother, had been keeping for the right moment for forty-three years.

My grandmother said, fastening the chain at the back of my neck: — Lola. This is, on a personal level, my way of being in the room with you. Touch it once, with your right hand, if you, at any point, need to remember that you are not, in fact, in the room alone.

I said: — Yes, Nagyi.

She said: — Now. We have an hour. Practice the opening sentences with me one more time.

And we did.

◆  ◆  ◆

The car arrived at six-forty-five exactly.

It was, on my mother's first inspection through the kitchen window, a black sedan with tinted windows that I could not, from above, see into.

The driver — a thin man in his fifties, in a black suit, with a small dark cap — got out, walked around to the front entrance of our building, and pressed our buzzer. He did not, when my mother answered through the intercom, identify himself as anyone other than “the driver, on behalf of the Wenckheim family.” He did not, when the front door buzzed, come up to our apartment. He waited, instead, at the curb.

This was, I now realize, the first piece of theatrical staging of the evening. Marcus Wenckheim had decided, ahead of time, that the meeting between his driver and my family would happen on the public sidewalk, at the level of the street, in plain view of our neighbors and any cameras. The Wenckheim car would not, on any level, enter our apartment building.

My grandmother said, putting my coat on my shoulders at the door: — Lola. He has chosen to send a car. He has chosen, also, not to send the man who called you. He has chosen, in other words, to make this evening feel slightly more pleasant than it might have been. This is, by his own standards, a kindness. Do not, on a personal level, mistake the kindness for anything else.

I said: — Yes, Nagyi.

She said: — Touch the pendant with your right hand.

I touched the pendant.

She said: — I am, by my own private clock, in the car already. Go, child.

And I went.

◆  ◆  ◆

The driver, on the sidewalk, opened the back door of the car for me.

He said, in a polite formal voice: — Good evening, miss. The drive to the house is, with the early evening traffic, approximately eighteen minutes. There is, in the back seat, a small bottle of water if you would like one.

I said: — Thank you, sir.

And I got in.

The car was quiet. The car was warm. The car had, on the small console between the two back seats, a single sealed bottle of mineral water, which I did not, on principle, touch. The car drove down Castle Hill, across the Erzsébet Bridge, into the eleventh district, past the Gellért Hotel, past the Garden University, past several streets I did not, in my eleven years, know the names of, and into a quiet residential area where, on the right side of the street, were large houses set back from the road behind tall hedges and stone walls.

The car turned through a gate.

The gate, as we turned, slid open in front of us and slid closed behind us with the smoothness of a piece of machinery that had been recently serviced.

The driveway was, by my own count of seconds, three hundred meters long. It was lined with — and I want to record this exactly, because it is what struck me at the time — two perfect rows of small carved stone planters, each with a small piece of ivy in it, each evidently designed in the same century as the planter in the second courtyard at my school.

Marcus Wenckheim, I now understood, knew exactly what was in the planter at school.

Marcus Wenckheim had spent some part of his life surrounding himself with smaller copies of the exact object he had, this winter, set up surveillance to watch.

Marcus Wenckheim was, in some way I did not, until this moment, fully understand, more deeply tied to the Reading Circle than I had been led to believe.
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The Three Other Girls, and the Father at the Door
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🔍  how to walk into a hallway you have never walked into before with your back straight and your hands steady


Bea was waiting for me at the front door.

She was, when I came up the front steps, wearing a dress I had never seen — a long, deep red velvet dress, ankle-length, with a small bow at the waist and a thin gold chain around her throat. She had, on her head, no hair clip. Her hair was, instead, in a smooth straight ponytail down her back. She was wearing, on her feet, the kind of small heeled shoes that I had only ever seen on adults.

Bea, in this outfit, looked, on the front steps of her own house, exactly fourteen years old.

Bea said, as the driver helped me out of the car: — Lola. Hello. Thank you so much for coming.

Her voice, in saying this, was — and I want to record this, because it broke my heart a little — her voice was, in saying this, the voice of a Bea I had not, in eight months, ever heard. Slightly higher. Slightly more enthusiastic. Slightly more — and the word I am settling on, with reluctance, is — slightly more daughterly. This was Bea performing the daughter Marcus Wenckheim had, for eleven years, expected Bea to be. Bea, in the doorway of her own house, in front of her father, was on a stage.

And I — who had, in November, watched Bea actually act, on an actual stage, in a long red dress in a school auditorium — saw it immediately for what it was.

I said, in the small daughterly voice my grandmother had drilled me on for three and a half weeks: — Bea! Hello! Happy birthday! Thank you for inviting me.

Bea took my hand. She squeezed it. The squeeze was, in its pressure, very slightly harder than a thank-you squeeze would have been. The squeeze was, in its translation from one girl to another in the doorway of one of their houses, an entire sentence.

The sentence, I understood, was: I am acting. So are you. We can do this. Come in.

And we went in.

◆  ◆  ◆

The hallway of the Wenckheim family home was, on first inspection, the kind of hallway you walk into in a movie about other people's lives.

It was high-ceilinged. It had a chequered marble floor in black and white. It had, on the right side, a large mirror above a small marble console table on which a vase of white flowers — fresh, formally arranged — had been placed. It had, at the far end, a wide curved staircase that swept up to the second floor in a single graceful curve. It had, hanging on the left wall, a painting of a man in nineteenth-century clothing that I did not, on inspection, recognize but who had, beneath the frame, a small brass plaque that I could not read at the distance.

The three other girls were already in the hallway.

I recognized two of them
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