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For anyone who has ever opened a letter

that was, written for a person who is no longer alive.

"There is a kind of taking, in this world, 

that is, only ever a returning."

— Louisa Ivybridge, in her unopened letter of January 14, 1894
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The Morning of December 5, in Our Kitchen
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🔍 how do you wake up on the morning of the day you are going to open a letter that has been sealed for one hundred and thirty four years


I woke up at five fifty-three a.m. on Friday December 5, 2028.

Outside my bedroom window the Castle District was, in the small dim light of the early winter morning, very quiet. The first tram of the day was, by my own listening, somewhere on Lánchíd út. The sky, was pale grey, with thin clouds and no wind. The radio in my mother's bedroom, by her usual five fifty-five alarm, had not yet, come on.

I sat up. I put on my robe. I walked, in my socks, the seven meters to the kitchen.

My grandmother was already at the kitchen table.

She had, in her hands, a small cup of tea. On the table in front of her, in a small archival sleeve, was the letter.

The letter was in the same yellowed envelope it had arrived in from Munich three weeks earlier. The wax seal was still intact. The slightly tilted handwriting on the front read, very simply: Henriette Vance, Mátrafüred, Hungary.

My grandmother said: — Lola. Sit.

I sat.

She said: — Lola. I have, since four a.m., been sitting at this table. I have not, in those two hours, opened the letter. I have not, in those two hours, even touched the small archival sleeve. I have, instead, looked at it.

She said: — Lola. I want to say one thing, before today. May I.

I said: — Nagyi. Yes.

She said: — Lola. Henriette Vance died on December 24, 1893, of a small pneumonia, in a room in the small farmhouse in Mátrafüred. She was thirty-one years old. She had, at the time of her death, three small children — my own father's grandfather, who was, seven; a small daughter named Anna, who was four; and a small infant son named Pál, who was, six months old. Her husband — my own great-great-grandfather József — was, on the day she died, in Vienna on business. He did not, by the telegram delivery records, receive the news until December 27. He could not, return to Mátrafüred until December 29. He buried her, in the small village cemetery, on December 30.

She said: — Louisa Ivybridge, by my own slow research over forty-three years, did not, know that Henriette had died until — by my own best estimate from the small surviving correspondence — late February of 1894. By the time the small letter you and I are about to take to the school today reached Mrs. Hartley in Brighton, Louisa had not yet, received the news.

She said: — Lola. The letter you are about to open this evening, on stage, in front of three hundred people, was written by a woman who was, on the small January morning, still, writing to a friend who was, already gone.

She said: — Lola. Whatever is, in the letter — whatever Louisa, wrote on January 14, 1894 — will, this evening be the small last words of a 1881 conversation between two specific women. Those women have, since 1894, both been dead for over a hundred years. Their conversation is, this evening, finally, going to end.

And I, in my robe, at the kitchen table, in the small dim light of the December morning, said only: — Nagyi. Yes.

My grandmother said: — Lola. Drink some tea, please. We have a long day.
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Three P.M. — Final Rehearsal in the Auditorium
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🔍 how does the auditorium stage of a school you have known for two and a half years look in the middle of the afternoon on the day of a gala


Mrs. Halloway, by her careful December 4 planning, had scheduled the final rehearsal for three p.m. on the day of the gala.

The four of us — Lola, Tommie, Rae, Bea — arrived at the Ivybridge auditorium at two forty-six p.m. through the back-stage entrance. Mr. Halász, in his small careful gala suit (which I had, by Mr. Halász's own quiet earlier announcement, only learned this week that he, owned), met us at the door with a small clipboard.

He said: — Children. The auditorium is, this afternoon, exactly the way it will be at seven thirty p.m. The chairs are set. The screen is up. The lectern is lit. The small empty chair, by Mrs. Halloway's careful design, is in the centre of the front row. The small piece of cream-colored paper with the Louisa Ivybridge quotation is, on the chair.

Tommie said: — Mr. Halász. The auditorium is, beautiful.

Mr. Halász said: — Tommie. Thank you. I have, spent eight hours on it this morning.

And he stepped, with the smile of a man who had, in two and a half years of working with the four of us, become the person in our story who said the least but, mattered the most — back through the door behind the stage.

◆ ◆ ◆

Mrs. Halloway, at the small lectern at the front of the stage, ran us through the entire ninety-minute program in fact only once.

She said, at the end of the run-through, at four oh-eight p.m.: — Children. You are, ready.

She said: — Lola. One last small thing. The small archival sleeve with the letter is, in this auditorium currently. By Mr. Halász's careful pre-arrangement, it is, in the small wooden drawer of this lectern. It will, on the evening, at exactly eight twenty-two p.m. — by my own program timing — be sitting there waiting for you. You will, on the evening, walk from your front-row seat to this lectern. You will, on the evening, open the drawer. You will, on the evening, take out the sleeve. You will, on the evening, by your own free decision, by the small motion you have rehearsed three times in my back office, break the wax seal.

She said: — Lola. Then you will, on the evening, read what is, inside.

I said: — Mrs. Halloway. Yes.

She said: — Lola. Whatever the letter says, child, whatever is, inside — the audience, will, be exactly with you. You are, on the evening, not, alone on the stage. The empty chair is, in the front row for a reason. Louisa is, on the evening, in some way, in this room.

And Mrs. Halloway, with the small careful clipboard in her hands, did the motion I had not, in two and a half years, in fact, ever seen her do.

She, in front of all four of us, on the empty stage of the auditorium, in the middle of a Friday afternoon in early December, in her grey suit, with her glasses on the chain around her neck, very briefly — took my hand.

She held it for, by my own internal count, six seconds.

Then she released it.

And she said: — Children. Please go home. Eat a small early dinner. Be back here at six forty-five. Goodbye for now.

And she walked off the stage.

Chapter 3
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Seven Forty P.M. — Three Hundred Guests, and an Empty Chair

[image: ]



🔍 what does an auditorium look like at seven forty in the evening when three hundred people are filling it up for a one hundred and fortieth anniversary gala


By seven forty p.m., the Ivybridge auditorium was full.

Three hundred people, in their evening clothes, in twelve rows of small careful seats. The teachers along the wall on the left. The senior generation of the Reading Circle — Margit, Erzsébet, Klára — in the second row, on the left side, in their dark dresses, with their small careful folded hands. Dr. Lindsay, in her own dark blue suit, in the third row. Anna Tóth and Matthew, in the fourth row, with Mira Pongrátz, who had, by her own quiet careful eight-month friendship with Bea, been invited.

The front row, by Mrs. Halloway's careful design, held twelve seats.

My mother sat on the far left. Beside her: Gabriel. Beside him: Bencus, age eight, in his own small grey suit, which my mother had, with my grandmother's quiet careful help, bought on Tuesday afternoon. And which Bencus had, by his own honest admission at dinner that evening, described as "the most boring thing I, have ever worn but, I, do not, mind because, today is the small day of Lola's important thing."

Beside Bencus: my own father. Beside my father: Claire, eight months pregnant with what was, by my father's careful announcement to me at the end of September, going to be a half-sister to me by the spring of 2029.
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