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Monday Morning, in a Building That Did Not Yet Know
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🔍 how to go to school on the morning of a day you are going to break into a sealed room at three thirty in the afternoon


On Monday morning April 13, 2027, the school was, on every external measurement, exactly the same as it had been on Friday.

The eight a.m. bell rang at the usual time. Mrs. Halloway, in her grey suit, stood at the usual position at the front entrance. Mr. Halász, in his usual maintenance overalls, did a small slow circuit of the second courtyard fountain. The fountain — which had, by Tommie's earlier reporting, been frozen since the cold snap in January — had finally, on the warm Saturday two days before, started, slightly, to drip.

The four of us — Lola, Rae, Tommie, Bea — arrived, individually, in our usual time slots, at our usual gates, with our usual bags.

The key was, by Mrs. Halloway's careful Friday-afternoon delivery, no longer in my coat pocket. The key was, by Mrs. Halloway's careful Friday-afternoon delivery, in a small ziplock bag sewn — by Mrs. Halloway herself, in her back office, with a needle and thread — into the inside lining of my school blazer, three centimeters above the inside breast pocket, where, on the small chance that any teacher or any other adult might at any point reach into my pocket, the key would not, be encountered.

I had been wearing the blazer since Friday afternoon.

Including, to sleep on Saturday night, because I had, become afraid of taking it off.

My grandmother, on Sunday morning, had said: — Lola. Wear it normally. The blazer is the same blazer. Touch the key once, with your right hand, if you need to remember it is there. That is all.

I touched it, on Monday morning at seven fifty-eight a.m., as I walked through the front gate of the Ivybridge Academy, exactly once.

◆ ◆ ◆

Bea, in the second courtyard at the start of the morning break, came up to me at the planter with a small folded note in her hand.

She gave it to me by, in passing, brushing a small piece of imaginary lint off my shoulder, in the exact small gesture she had, in October, told me about — the thread-on-the-collar method.

She said, in passing: — Lola. You have, a thread.

And she was gone.

I unfolded the note in the bathroom, three minutes later. The note was, in Bea's neat handwriting, four lines long.


Mr. Kasztner has been at our house since six this morning.

My father is taking him to the school at noon.

He has a meeting with two foundation members in the main hall at one.

He is, by my father's words, "on a different errand at three."


I read the note three times.

Three was, by my grandmother's training, the maximum number of times a person should read a piece of paper she could not, on the day, afford to be seen carrying.

I tore the note into eight small pieces.

I flushed four pieces.

I walked out of the bathroom with the other four pieces in my coat pocket — the side pocket, not the blazer — and on my way to second-period maths I dropped them, two at a time, into two different trash cans in two different corridors, separated by twenty-one minutes.

This was, I want to record, a small ordinary procedural step my grandmother had taught me in the second week of the Wenckheim rehearsals.

This was the first time, in two and a half months, I had used it for real.

◆ ◆ ◆

At ten thirty-eight a.m., during the third-period break, Rae sat down beside me in the library — where I had gone, by our pre-arranged Monday schedule, to read for twenty minutes — and said, in her small calm voice without preamble: — Lola. Mr. Halász has, this morning, told me three things.

I said: — Yes.

She said: — One. The third-floor camera, by his own check this morning, is in the same state as Saturday. It does, take a photograph every time anyone touches the handle of any door in the back-stage corridor. The photographs go, currently, to Marcus Wenckheim's private security firm.

She said: — Two. He has, however, this morning, by Mrs. Halloway's authorization, swapped the third-floor camera's recording memory card for a card he prepared on Sunday evening, which contains thirty hours of pre-recorded empty-corridor footage. The new card will, between three p.m. and seven p.m. today, play through. The new card has, in its corner, a small almost-invisible visual fingerprint that Mr. Halász can, on retrieval, use to identify it. The original card is, currently, in a small lockbox in Mr. Halász's workshop.

She said: — Three. The third-floor corridor camera will, in other words, between three p.m. and seven p.m. today, show the camera's normal background of an empty corridor. We will not, on the camera, exist. We will, in the small minutes after Mrs. Halloway has locked Room 17 again, replace the prepared card with the original card. The original card will, from that moment, resume normal recording. Mr. Halász's plan is, in his own words, “robust to one round of forensic examination.”

I said: — Rae. Robust to one round.

Rae said: — Yes. If Marcus's people, on Monday evening, request the full week's footage, the substitution will, eventually, be detected by metadata mismatch. We are, in this operation, betting that they will, on Monday and Tuesday, not yet have a reason to.

I said: — Rae. That is the same kind of betting Bea was doing in November, with the wall.

Rae said: — Yes.

I said: — Rae. We are, this afternoon, betting again.

Rae said: — Lola. We are. The bet is, by my own analysis of the variables, a good bet. The bet is not, by any analysis, a certain bet. I want you to know this before three thirty.

I said: — Rae. Thank you for telling me.

And Rae did the smallest thing she could do. She did not, in the library, take my hand. She did, instead, with the gesture of a person who had, in eight months, learned to communicate physical reassurance in the way her own body was capable of — she leaned her shoulder, very briefly, against mine.

And we sat in the library, for the rest of the third-period break, in silence.
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Three Twenty-Eight in the Afternoon
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🔍 how does a one hundred and forty-six year old iron key feel in your hand when you are about to use it


At three twenty-eight on Monday afternoon, the four of us — Lola, Rae, Tommie, Bea — met in the costume closet of the third-floor auditorium, with the door closed.

Mrs. Halloway, by Mr. Halász's text message to all four of us at three twenty-four, was already in the back-stage corridor. Mrs. Halloway, had been in the back-stage corridor since three eighteen p.m., in her grey suit, with her usual clipboard, with a small leather briefcase that did not, by any external observation, contain anything more interesting than her usual end-of-day school documents.

Mrs. Halloway, in the corridor, was — and I want to record this exactly, because the role mattered — Mrs. Halloway was, for the next thirty to forty-five minutes, the lookout.

The headmistress of the Ivybridge Academy, age sixty-three, in her grey suit, with her clipboard, on a Monday afternoon in mid-April, was personally standing in a corridor for the purpose of giving four eleven-year-old girls a single warning if any other adult in the entire building came down the corridor while we were inside Room 17.

Bea, in the costume closet, took my hand.

Bea said: — Lola.

I said: — Bea.

She said: — One sentence. From me. Before we go. May I.

I said: — Yes.

She said: — Lola. Whatever happens in the room, in the next half hour, I want you to know that — by my own choice, in this costume closet, two and a half meters from the door we are about to open — I am, exactly where I want to be. Whatever consequence falls, after this Wednesday, on any of us, will fall on a girl who, on this Monday afternoon, was, by her own free decision, on Lola Vance's side.

Tommie said, very quietly: — Bea. That was a beautiful sentence.

Rae said, very quietly: — Bea. That was a precisely calibrated sentence.

Bea said: — Thank you, both. Now, please, the time.

Rae looked at her watch. — Three twenty-nine. Mr. Halász will, by his own message, lock the auditorium back door from the outside in ninety seconds.

I took, from the inside lining of my blazer, the small ziplock bag. I opened it. I took out the key. I held the key, for one second, between my thumb and forefinger.

And I — Lola Vance, eleven and three-quarters years old, in my school uniform, with three of my best friends in a costume closet of an auditorium in a Hungarian school — said: — Then, the four of us. Now.

And we opened the costume closet door.

And we walked, in single file — Rae first, then Bea, then me, then Tommie — out into the back-stage corridor.

And the door of Room 17, twelve meters down the corridor on the left, was, in the late-afternoon sunlight from the small high window above it — there.

◆ ◆ ◆

Mrs. Halloway, halfway down the corridor, with her clipboard, did not, in any way, acknowledge us as we
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