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  “We don't need to stand in line! I can't wait – can't you see that?!” I snap.


  What an idiot this girl is. Well, not really a girl anymore, but this entire group looks utterly useless. Just standing there like lost sheep, as if they’re not about to embark on the most memorable adventure of their lives.


  “What do you think this is?” I gesture with my cane – accidentally swiping the shin of a bald, pot-bellied old man in the next line. He’s about the size of a seated Labrador and has his hand on the waist of a tall blonde in her thirties.


  I catch Eni apologizing to the pudgy seated dog-man on my behalf.


  Pathetic.


  A little while later, I'm gliding toward the gate in a wheelchair (yes, I still call it that – old-fashioned and less politically correct, I know, but allow me that much). That’s it. Nothing dramatic. They can thank me for the privilege.


  Lara refuses to eat. It’s barely dawn, breakfast time, and she’s as skinny as my little finger.


  She’s miserably mopey and clearly well on her way to anorexia – or the other one, the vomiting disease.


  She keeps twirling strands of her long, light-brown wavy hair around her fingers – the same hair Eni still thinks is sun-kissed. She has no idea Lara Baby got that hair color – called ombré – at a fancy downtown salon for fifteen thousand forints.


  Plus the waves – some new method, apparently. If you ask me, it’s just a perm. Nothing new under the sun – only the names change. Another fifteen grand.


  Eni thinks her daughter’s hair is natural. That tells you everything.


  She knows nothing – not just about hair trends or styles, but life in general.


  The fact she actually believes Lara when she says the sun turned her hair stripy, I repeat, stripy, and that it somehow also curled and developed long dark roots – well, that says it all about Eni.


  “Eat,” I tell Lara.


  No, not tell – order.


  I jab my finger at the croissant behind the counter. My finger is so pointed, the sleepy waitress flinches in alarm.


  Lara glances over my head at Heni.


  Heni, of course, isn’t the dieting type. I don’t need to offer her the pastry. She has more of a weight problem – and even if she hasn’t realized it yet, she will soon enough.


  She has no willpower.


  I turn back to Lara, giving her a hard, pointed look. She’s probably remembering that I pay for her overpriced hairdresser. She’d better eat if I say so.


  To be honest, that boy is my hairdresser too – but neither Lara nor Eni knows that.


  Eni knows nothing.


  Not even that her husband – who’s grinning at her like a love-struck puppy – is cheating on her.


  Eni lives on another planet.


  Paris. Henrik keeps repeating it – Paris.


  If he weren’t my son, I’d have smacked him already.


  Ricsi chimes in with “Saint Martin,” said all fancy and fake-French.


  I’d smack him too sometimes. He looks a lot like Henrik.


  We’re quite a crowd here.


  The whole family only gets together like this maybe three times a year.


  They each see me individually – except Ricsi, but he’s still just a snot-nosed kid, so I don’t hold it against him.


  Eni, Henrik, Léda.


  All here, with their own families.


  This Christmas and New Year won’t be easy for them.


  Three weeks together.


  A beautiful gift, isn’t it?


  Especially here – on the paradise island of St. Martin.


  None of them have been here before, even though they had plenty of reasons to come.


  Truth is, they haven’t really been anywhere.


  They’re always saving, always broke.


  I get it. I still support them financially.


  They’re all hopeless, really.


  Maybe their kids will do better.


  But sadly, none of them inherited the kind of fire and drive it takes to chase your dreams if you want to succeed in life.


  They simply have no dreams.


  “Boarding for Paris now at gate fifteen,” says a robotic female voice.


  But I’m only halfway through my champagne.


  This is going to be my holiday.


  Just wait and see.


  And more importantly – wait for me before you start boarding.


  Business class isn’t much roomier than economy, to be honest.


  I’m not complaining – after all, the others are packed into the rear of the plane like sardines.


  At least up here, I can sip another glass of champagne without Eni or Léda stabbing me with one of their disapproving glances.


  Yes, yes, I know. Alcohol, at my age...


  Spare me the lecture, kids.


  The champagne is French, which gives me hope for the rest of the trip.


  It’s a bit sad I have to drink in secret, and that I had to buy this business ticket for myself – but these people act like a little alcohol equals instant ruin.


  I always know my limits – unlike Léda’s husband, who clearly forgets his from time to time.


  I’ll keep to myself until Paris.


  They’re not allowed up from economy until then – at least I hope not.


  I want to enjoy this part of the journey.


  As for the rest… we’ll see.


  From Paris to St. Martin, I bought two business class seats.


  Yes, it was expensive. But absolutely worth it.


  Léda will sit with me first, then Henrik, then Eni. Or maybe I’ll switch the order.


  I’ve got things to discuss with each of them.


  One by one.


  Long live champagne!


  It’s French – not the finest brand, but I don’t mind.


  Things will get better from here.


  In every way.


  I’ve taken this trip a few times before.


  How many, exactly? Let’s not get into that. I’m no math genius.


  Then again, I’m still the best with numbers in this family.


  God knows why that is.


  I’ve got my grandfather’s blood in me – he kept his inn running smoothly even during chaotic historical times.


  He called it an inn; I’d call it a pub. Back then, it stood outside the town. These days, the town has grown around it.


  He knew how to build something from nothing.


  How to turn a profit, where to invest his spare money.


  My kids didn’t inherit any of that instinct.


  Not a single drop of the survival skills my grandfather and I shared.


  How to dream something new – and then make it happen.


  It’s not so hard.


  You start, then gradually get better, and new dreams keep coming.


  At fifteen, I was already following mine – I started a secret little tailoring business.


  I didn’t really know how to sew, just the basics I picked up from my grandmother.


  But during those hard, stormy years, it was a way to make some money.


  That was my first business. Illegal, yes – but I did it simply because I wanted to wear clothes I actually liked.


  I swear I had the first pencil skirt in all of Hungary.


  I’d bet real money on it.


  Of course, I’ve forgotten how to sew by now.


  Too much time has passed, and there’s no need anymore.


  “Are you all right?”


  Unbelievable.


  Where do they find these flight attendants nowadays – letting economy passengers just waltz into business?


  Léda is standing in the aisle between the seats, looking pale and worried – at me, or maybe at my champagne glass.


  “Of course,” I say, forcing myself to sound calm.


  She looks awfully pale.


  Something’s not right – with her, not me.


  I take her hand – it’s ice cold.


  “You should have a little alcohol,” I suggest. I’m starting to get concerned.


  Then I motion to the half-wit stewardess who let my tourist-class daughter sneak up front.


  “Bring her some champagne! But don’t give any to her husband.”


  Léda blushes, which at least brings some color to her face.


  Anyway, I’m right.


  But if anyone else from my family dares to come forward again, I swear I’ll strangle that stewardess with my bare hands.


  Charles de Gaulle Airport. Café.


  Everyone gets a strong coffee, a delicious pastry, and – ideally – calms down.


  At least, that’s how I imagine it.


  Lara is exchanging glances with a handsome Frenchman – thank heavens.


  I was starting to think it was the end of the world just because her little Martin couldn’t come with her.


  Heni is already on her second croissant since dawn.


  She’s sweet, always smiling, full of heart.


  But if she keeps this up, she’ll be a walking blob in no time.


  I’ll have a word with her about it.


  Ricsi is fidgeting with his phone, whining about the lack of Wi-Fi.


  The parents are trying to make polite conversation, but they clearly don’t understand what’s really going on.


  They suspect – rightly – that this trip is more than just a Christmas gift.


  They know me too well.


  And they’re deeply suspicious.


  They don’t know whether to be happy or worried.


  Because they sense – correctly – that there’s a twist coming.


  And, well... they’re not wrong.


  Léda looks like a frump.


  She’s wearing wide-leg trousers, a T-shirt that barely reaches her stomach, and a trench coat.


  I’ve spent a fair bit of time – and money – over the years trying to get her to dress decently, but nothing ever sticks.


  Even an idiot knows that wide-leg jeans are only acceptable on the hippie cast of Hair these days.


  Good thing there’s no floral embroidery on her pants.


  Her one saving grace is her hair – wavy, dark brown curls that frame her face.


  She hasn’t started going gray yet – at least not that I can see.


  And I highly doubt she’d spend money on dye.


  She probably inherited my good genes.


  I only have one gray streak – right above my left ear.
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