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🔍 how do four fourteen year old girls prepare four parallel ten minute readings from three years of their own diaries


Between October 18 and November 29 of 2029, the four of us met every Saturday afternoon at the Café Egér.

Seven Saturdays. Two hours each. Strong tea and small pastries on a small wooden table in the corner.

Mrs. Halloway had given us simple rules. Each girl would write her own ten-minute reading from her own diary. No collaboration on content. No reading each other's drafts. We could discuss approach but not text.

We did, however, agree at the first Saturday on three small joint principles.

First — we would not name Marcus Wenckheim or any other adult who had been on the wrong side. The readings were about us, not them.

Second — we would honor Louisa's last sentence. "I am only ever the first." None of us would close her reading with anything bigger than that line deserved.

Third — we would each, at our own private discretion, end our reading with the same final word. Mrs. Halloway suggested it on the first Saturday. The word was a small Hungarian word that meant, depending on how you used it, either "thank you" or "please, take this." The word was: tessék.

Tommie, at the first Saturday, said: — Children. If we are all four of us going to end with the same word, then by the audience's natural pattern recognition, the fourth time we say it — Bea, at the end — it will, become the most important sentence of the evening.

Bea said quietly: — Tommie. Yes. I am, willing.

And the four of us — Lola, Tommie, Rae, Bea — clinked our tea cups together, very softly, in the small corner of the small old café on Castle Hill.

◆ ◆ ◆

By the seventh Saturday, on November 29, each of us had a finished ten-minute reading, in pencil, on lined paper, in her own notebook.

We did not, on that seventh Saturday, share them with each other. Bea, who had at the start of the seventh Saturday brought a small thick envelope, sealed it in front of us at the table at four fifteen p.m. and handed it to Mr. Halász, who was waiting in his small grey winter coat outside the café for exactly this purpose. Inside the envelope were the four readings.

Mr. Halász, by Mrs. Halloway's careful prior arrangement, would keep the envelope sealed until Saturday December 5 at seven thirty p.m., when he would, on stage, in front of seventy guests, hand the envelope to Mrs. Halloway, who would, in turn, hand it to each girl as she came up to the lectern.

None of us would see another's reading until that girl read it out loud.

Tommie, on the small bench outside the café in the cold afternoon air, said: — Lola. I am, terrified.

I said: — Tommie. So am I.

Bea said: — All four of us, are.

Rae said, in her own quiet voice: — Children. By my own analysis, the appropriate level of fear for what we are about to do is, exactly this much. We are calibrated correctly.

And the four of us, on the small bench outside the Café Egér on a Saturday afternoon in late November of 2029, in our winter coats, with the small light snow just starting to fall on the small slate roofs of the Castle District around us, sat for ten minutes without saying anything else.
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🔍 how does the ivybridge auditorium look on a saturday evening one year after the gala


The Ivybridge auditorium, on Saturday December 5, 2029, at seven thirty p.m., was, by Mrs. Halloway's careful design, intimate.

Only seventy chairs, in seven small rows of ten, on the floor in the centre of the auditorium. The rest of the auditorium was, by Mr. Halász's careful curtain arrangement, hidden behind small dark velvet drapes.

The seventy guests were, by the Foundation's careful invitation list, exclusively members and senior friends of the Reading Circle. Margit, ninety-one years old, in her dark blue dress, in the second row on a wooden chair Mr. Halász had borrowed from the village two days earlier because the lodge chairs were, by Mr. Halász's careful observation, slightly too low for Margit's hip. Erzsébet, ninety-three, beside her. Klára, eighty-six, beside Erzsébet.

Dr. Lindsay in the third row. Anna Tóth and Matthew in the fourth. Mrs. Halász in the fifth. The current Foundation board — twelve adults, all women, all members of the third or fourth generation of the Circle — in the first row.

My grandmother, this year, was not on the panel. She had, by her own quiet October decision, asked to sit in the audience for the readings. She sat, by Mrs. Halloway's careful arrangement, in the small first row, in the seat closest to the steps up to the stage — so she could, if any of us faltered, by the smallest careful sign, be there.

My mother and Gabriel sat in the second row. My father and Claire, with Eliza now almost a year old and asleep against Claire's shoulder, sat in the third. Bencus, almost nine, in his small grey suit, beside my father.

The lectern, on the stage, was the same one Mrs. Halloway had used a year ago. Mr. Halász had restored it, this autumn, with a small dark walnut polish that, in the spotlight, made the wood look slightly warm.

Behind the lectern, on a small wooden stool, sat the small sealed envelope from Mr. Halász's safe.

At seven thirty-three p.m., the spotlight came on.

Mrs. Halloway walked to the lectern in her grey suit and gave a small two-minute introduction.

She said: — Friends. Tonight, on the first anniversary of last year's gala, we will, by the careful work of four small girls, hear something the Foundation has not yet, heard: the story of the previous three years, in the voices of, the four young people who, by their own free will, lived it.

She said: — The four of them have prepared, in seven Saturdays over the previous seven weeks, four ten-minute readings. They will read in sequence: Lola first, Tommie second, Rae third, Bea fourth. They have not read each other's readings. They will, on this stage, in the next forty-five minutes, hear each other's readings for the first time, with you.

She said: — Lola Vance. Please.

And I — Lola Vance, fourteen years old, in a small dark green dress that my grandmother had, by her own quiet October decision, asked me to wear because it was, the dress that, when my grandmother had been ten years younger than my grandmother was now, had been my grandmother's own — walked from my front-row seat to the small wooden stool by the lectern, picked up the small sealed envelope, opened it, took out the single folded sheet of paper on the top of the small stack of four, set the other three back on the stool, walked up to the lectern, set my own page on the small flat surface, took a small careful breath. And began.
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🔍 what does a ten minute reading from a fourteen year old girl's three years of diaries sound like


This is what Lola read.


I came to the Ivybridge Academy on the second of September, 2026, with a brown school satchel my grandmother had given me and a lie ready in my mouth.


The lie was about a husky named Bandi. I had no husky. I did not, have any dog at all. But Tommie Stone, at the front gate at seven fifty-three a.m. on day one, asked me if I had a husky. And I, in the small careful panic of an eleven-year-old new student on day one, said yes.


That small lie was the first thing I ever told Tommie. The husky, was the first thing the two of us ever talked about. Over the next three years, Tommie and I have, talked about, by my own slow private count, approximately twenty-three thousand things. The husky lie was, in some way, the first careful thread of the small friendship that, by my own honest measurement, has, in three years, become the most important small careful thing in my life.


On the first afternoon of school, in the second courtyard, a girl named Réka Kun — who, in three years, I have come to call Rae — sat down beside me at the planter and said only: "You are new. You are also lying. The husky is, by your own facial signals, fictional." And I, on the planter, started to cry.
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