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  Chapter 0


  In the left seat of the cockpit sits Captain Jakab Kertész. The original destination is still far away. For now, they're preparing to land right back where they took off just over half an hour ago – London, at the crowded Heathrow Airport.


  They had waited thirty minutes on the tarmac to take off, but now they won’t have to wait at all. Now they have priority; their flight has been bumped to the front of the line – because this is an emergency.


  In seat 9C, next to the aisle, sits Zorka Dán, who one evening told everyone to go to hell – and oddly enough, it’s thanks to that moment that she’s now heading off on a grand journey to a world of palm trees, white sandy beaches, and dreams.


  Two rows behind her, in seat 11A by the window, sits Bambi, the wide-eyed girl who not long ago had sworn she’d never set foot in Hungary again. But now everything inside her is in turmoil. Maybe she should feel happy – yet instead, she feels sad.


  Even business class isn’t empty. The front rows are taken up by Márton Vida and his family. Márton is reading on his tablet, while overhead, in the baggage compartment, rests one of the most valuable suitcases in the world.


  All Márton wants is to save his own skin once they reach paradise. He has a plan – but he’s not sure it will work.


  In the second row of business sits another passenger: Kistóti, who has no idea what plans are being drawn up for him back home at the prosecutor’s office. He’s sipping whisky and wondering how he’ll carry out the task assigned to him – without drawing attention.


  Also on board are Nimród and Békési, seated in row 8, keeping a sharp eye on the passengers – especially those in the first rows.


  And apart from the captain, Jakab, none of them knows they’ve turned back because of a bomb threat.


  Nor can they know – no one can know right now – whether they’re all sitting on top of a ticking time bomb.


  The main landing gear touches down, then the nose gear.


  They roll down the runway.


  Some of their lives are about to change forever.


  Chapter 1


  kiralypetra@innstelmarkt…


  Dear Petra,


  I know you’re my most important client, but I have to say – I’ve rarely met anyone more unbearable than you.


  Her fingers hover for a moment above the phone screen, but then she continues typing.


  Also, because of your bossy tone and sickly-sweet perfume, everyone in the office hates you. Behind your back, we call you “Money Witch.”


  Good luck finding your future dream palace.


  Zorka Dán


  She savors the soft swoosh as the email sends.


  Next up is her colleague – same position, but Lilla earns more. Because she supports her sick grandparents, constantly fights with her mother, has a husband who doesn’t work (God knows why – Zorka suspects he’s just not looking), and she’s over ten years older than Zorka anyway. Plus, no kids. And she’s always crying about her debts.


  Fine. Time for her letter too.


  You think you can lecture everyone because your grandparents are sick, you’re fighting with your mom, and your life is always such a mess. You think that justifies your higher base salary, and you act like the whole world owes you.


  Well, here’s a thought: maybe you should’ve asked for a bigger commission instead – then you might actually get off your oversized butt and start working instead of whining.


  You do know your nickname behind your back is Lazy XL, right?


  Sure, she knows that comment about the “oversized butt” isn’t exactly politically correct in the 21st century, but she’s not in the mood to soften the truth. So, she sends it. She doesn’t exactly have a reason – unless you count every reason in the world.


  And the spree continues. No euphemisms. No filters. No brakes. She doesn’t slow down to choose her words. In fact, she doesn’t even try.


  manager@


  Maybe you’d be a decent leader if you understood anything about the human soul. But you don’t. So what’s the point? You could be the best financial mind, the best real estate expert, the luckiest son of a bitch – but you’ll always be a terrible boss.


  bbreka@


  Bring back my Chanel lipstick. I know you took it. (And yes, I’m being polite by not using the word stole.)


  Tibor.Gerodi@


  It’s not true that I didn’t know what you did. I kept quiet – out of some idiotic sense of decency. I felt it wasn’t my place to expose you. I played along. But the endgame? That was mine.


  I’m sorry – but not surprised – you didn’t see it coming.


  kozmetikus.agi@


  Canceling my appointment. Thanks. Want a reason? Fine: your waxing inflames my vagina, your cream is mediocre and overpriced, and honestly, I’m not interested in the details of your marriage.


  Facebook Messenger – Horváth Bea


  Dear Bea,


  I can’t rent your flat for the price you want. In fact, maybe half that – at best. There are no door handles, the place hasn’t been renovated, and it stinks (so does the stairwell), no matter how great the location is.


  Please. Just get off my back.


  Facebook Messenger – Kinga Takács


  Just because we were classmates doesn’t mean I want to see daily photos of your family. Your husband gives me the creeps. You’re stuck in that sad gold-chain world. Please stop sending me pictures.


  Facebook comment – Horváth Jani


  Honestly, what you posted isn’t cool – it’s cringeworthy. This is the 21st century. If I were you, I’d delete it.


  Travel group photo comment


  I'd love to just leave and not care what’s left behind.


  But how am I supposed to believe any of you? These are just retouched agency photos. I found them on a stock site myself.


  And no, I don’t believe that so many people are traveling – if that were true, this country would actually be doing great. Woo-hoo!


  rebekamaro@


  You call this friendship? You haven’t replied in three days. There’s always some excuse.


  Whenever something good happens in your life, you vanish.


  You’re worse than the worst boyfriends.


  Friendship doesn’t work if only one side ever gives.


  Phone contacts – Jutka


  You’re fired!


  Phone contacts – Aladár


  You’re fired!


  Phone contacts – Food delivery service


  You’re all fired! Your food is inedible.


  Phone contacts – Sis


  So, what am I supposed to do – congratulate you? That he cheated on you three times and now you want to marry him? You think he’ll stop at three? Get a grip!


  Facebook comment – plane ticket giveaway


  Me! I want to go – because I want to live honestly, for real.


  Phone contacts – Márk (life coach)


  I finally get what you meant. It hit me today. Honesty is everything. Not just with myself, but with others too.


  God, what a weight off my chest. I can feel it already.


  Phone contacts – Szasza


  I love you. Don’t ever contact me again. It would break my heart.


  Phone contacts – Mom


  Don’t worry about me. I love you. I’ll try not to argue, but it’s hard because I love you too much – and I hate showing it.


  Of course you can help.


  Phone contacts – Uncle Peti


  It’s not true I haven’t visited because I’m busy. I lied.


  I do want to see you.


  But I’m scared.


  Scared of what I’ll see.


  Scared that you’ll vanish.


  You can’t die.


  Pull yourself together.


  Get out of that goddamn hospital.


  Tomorrow I’ll try to gather my strength and come.


  But next time, let it be at home.


  Okay?


  Phone contacts – Gas repair guy


  You’re a greedy, incompetent asshole! The boiler’s broken again.


  What do you think – that I’ll pay you a fortune every two days?


  I’ll destroy your reviews.


  EVERYWHERE.


  Phone – Google search – New gas repair guy (they already had a chilly conversation today)


  Please, come fix the boiler. Some days there’s hot water, some days not.


  Your colleague left me high and dry.


  I’m begging you. Begging.


  Phone contacts – Balázs


  Holy shit. I think I went too far tonight.


  Besides you, I doubt anyone will ever speak to me again.


  You’re my best friend.


  Email from a new account – recipient’s address found online


  Attached is a copy of the document proving how he stole that property – one of them – using funds meant for others.


  She turns off her phone and slides under the covers.


  Sleep comes instantly.


  And not just any sleep.


  A peaceful, glowing, wonderful dream.


  Chapter 2


  In her dream, birds are chirping.


  What a pleasant sound!


  She wouldn’t mind waking up to this every day. Palm trees, birdsong, a soft breeze, and a bunch of smiling, kind people.


  Okay, maybe this only happens when you’re high – at least in her home country – but still.


  Then she realizes it’s just her phone.


  How is it that a phone can still wake you up even when it’s switched off? Does that make sense to anyone?


  She sits up in bed, and the bird-chirping feeling is still with her.


  No urgency to get to the office.


  She’d much rather sip some orange juice and stare at the wall, contemplating how she really should move out of this rental and into something brighter, newer.


  Who else could make that happen, if not her? Exactly.


  Waking up with sunlight pouring through the window – that’s the dream.


  She’s seen so many gorgeous, light-filled living rooms and east-facing bedrooms!


  Please, just a little light in the morning. Just a touch of sunshine!


  Whatever.


  She automatically turns on her phone – and stares, horrified, at the symphony of pings, chimes, and beeps erupting from it.


  It sounds like it’s about to explode.


  Maybe the latest update scrambled everything?


  She glances at the screen and can’t look away.


  Notifications are popping up nonstop: emails, calls, texts, Messenger alerts, comment replies…


  She stares at it like someone who can’t believe what she’s seeing.


  Then again, phones can go crazy too, not just people.


  That thought is oddly comforting.


  But then the whole madness of last night comes flooding back to her.


  Each reply fills in another piece of the picture.


  Yes, she really did tell off her boss.


  Her ex.


  Confessed her love to another ex – half past, half present.


  Called one colleague a fat lazy cow, accused another of stealing.


  She scrolls through the replies, the shocked reactions, the emojis.


  She fired her best friend, her Spanish teacher, her physiotherapist, her gas repairman.


  Dear God.


  She should be feeling something really weird right now. Panic, regret, fear.


  And yet… she feels none of it.


  Just a strange, euphoric sense of freedom.


  Like someone finally cracked a window open in a foul, stuffy room.


  Which is odd – because even though she’s pretty sure she’ll land another job as a real estate agent, despite her boss and colleagues probably trying to blackball her (not to mention her contract forbidding her from working for a competitor for a year), the truth is… she has nowhere to go from here.


  No next step.


  She scrolls through the responses and thinks about herself.


  She knows exactly what triggered her truth-spilling rampage.


  What she doesn’t know is what the hell to do next.


  She’s only twenty-seven.


  She probably just screwed up her whole future.


  And yet she can practically taste the sweet, dizzying scent of freedom.


  That, she thinks, is very weird.


  Then she taps on one of the notifications – and stops breathing.


  Dear Zorka,


  Thank you for participating in our giveaway. The drawing was held this morning, and you are the lucky winner of a plane ticket to Grand Cayman.


  As per your entry, your only task is to send us three short personal posts a day during your one-week trip.


  As stated in the contest description, accommodations, food, and transport are your responsibility, but we’d be happy to assist with finding a place to stay.


  Best wishes,


  The Blue Caribbean Dream Travel Agency Team


  Hold on a minute, she thinks.


  Just hold on.


  What contest? What posts? What giveaway?


  She remembers most of the messages she sent… but not this one.


  She searches the travel group page, and sure enough – there it is.


  Apparently, she managed to type it in just minutes before the deadline.


  Diagnosis: selective memory loss.


  Chapter 3


  "Excuse me, but you can help me, right? Where are the life vests on this aircraft?"


  The question comes from a passenger, directed at the lead flight attendant, who pokes her head into the cockpit.


  "Where they usually are, or… " – she begins mechanically, but visibly flushes.


  "I know where they usually are. I’m asking, specifically on this flight, where are they?"


  "I… I’ll check right away" – she replies, switching to English.


  She’s practically retirement age – of course she is. But Jakab doesn’t care about the whole age-of-stewardesses debate – at least not in practice. He handles his job just fine.


  Right now, though, there’s a different problem.


  Not only is this only his second flight as captain with this large and prestigious airline, but he also learned shortly after takeoff that the life vests aren’t where they should be.


  He learned it from Jasmin – the stunning flight attendant who, according to the crew grapevine, ranks dead last in terms of professional respect. She’s also the one he’d woken up next to that morning in a ridiculously beautiful hotel room in Jamaica.


  "This plane hasn’t had life vests for two weeks now" – she whispered into his ear.


  Jakab flinched. Two weeks – seriously?


  "Did anyone say anything to anyone?" – he whispered back.


  "Who am I to raise that kind of question?" – she shrugged – and left him with a chocolate bar.


  Jakab, still a bit green himself, chewed on it for a few minutes before calling in the lead stewardess.


  Sure, he worked two years as a captain for a Taiwanese airline and two more as a first officer before that – but here, he’s still considered a rookie. Especially because of his age. At thirty-four, he’s still one of the younger guys – and ironically, it wasn’t his Asian captain experience that helped him get hired – it was his four years at a European budget airline.


  Still, here he’s the newbie. He sees it in his colleagues’ eyes – especially the older stewardesses.


  His current first officer is a Polish pilot the same age as him, but when Jakab first started here as FO, he got paired with the old-school type – captains who expected reverence and made decisions alone.


  One of them even told him outright:


  "I served in the air force. I believe in single-command decisions. That’s how it works. That’s how it should work."


  Jakab had trained in a different philosophy.


  He believed in team-based decisions – especially in high-pressure situations.


  That was the moment he’d started to think about checking job listings again.


  Eventually, the stewardess knocks – weakly – and steps into the cockpit, pale as a sheet.


  "They’re not there" – she admits.


  "I see" – Jakab nods. "So, to be clear: this aircraft is currently flying over the ocean without life vests."


  "Yes, but… if we look at it closely, the life vests wouldn’t really help much in this part of the ocean, in case of a crash" – she says.


  Jakab nods.


  "Right. Still – we’re reporting it" – he replies.


  Yeah, this one’s a mess.


  Sure, he’s been through a few things over eight years in the air – but this is serious.


  The senior flight attendants have a say in the route assignments. They snag the three-day overnight Jamaica trips and other juicy exotic destinations – but when it comes to actual aviation, they’ve pretty much checked out.


  Whatever.


  He can’t let this slide.


  He had a decent setup back in Asia – nice apartment, girls basically came to him, zero effort needed.


  But the distance eventually got to him. Even he – a guy who can organize a trip home from anywhere on Earth at a moment’s notice – found it exhausting.


  He hopes this is just a false alarm.


  He really does.


  But still – damn it.


  How can anyone truly stay free?


  Freedom is an illusion.


  If you’re emotionally attached to anything – anyone – you’ll never be free.


  That’s the conclusion he reaches at cruising altitude – ten thousand meters above the sea – in the cockpit of one of the world’s newest and largest airbuses.


  When was the last time he was home? Three months ago?


  Still – it is his father, after all. Or whatever the hell he is.


  And things aren’t going well.


  Sure, the ward director said, “It’s better than a terminal diagnosis.”


  By “terminal,” he clearly meant cancer. But come on – what his father has may not be technically fatal, but it’s not exactly survivable either. He can’t eat. His digestion is slowing.


  A normal, healthy adult… slowly wasting away.


  “Not terminal” – Jakab thinks bitterly.


  He’s going to starve to death.


  Great.


  He tries not to think about their relationship.


  Or the past.


  Or what his uncle once predicted.


  At ten thousand meters above the ocean, some problems shrink into nothingness.


  Or at least – can’t be solved.


  But he knows – his problem isn’t like that.


  It stays with him.


  No matter the altitude.


  Chapter 4


  Bambi – as her closest friends call her – steps out of the office.


  She’s tired of these interviews. She promises herself this will be the last one she ever does.


  So many things excite her. So many pull her far from home. And only a few would make her stay.


  But the life she’s been living – the six- and nine-month contracts, the sleepless nights sailing over waves, the demanding American grandmas – she wants no more of that.


  Money isn’t everything.


  Sailing is an eternal love – but you can’t live the same life forever.


  Bambi is about to turn thirty-three.


  She’s been living the ship life for ten years now – with a one-year break when she completed her esthetician certification and did some hands-on training.


  She hadn’t wanted to return to bar work on the ships.


  Back then, she even dreamed of opening her own beauty salon in Budapest.


  But something – her heart, her dreams, the money, or just the urge to escape – pulled her back to the sea.


  She found herself on a cruise ship again.


  And even then, she knew it wasn’t unique – this happens to almost everyone.


  It’s about more than money, more than travel, more than new connections.


  Much more.


  And when she really looks inward, she knows exactly what it’s about – escape and addiction.


  You escape your real life – your normal life – so you don’t have to face your past, or the fact that you’re on your own. So you don’t have to watch your friends – or ex-friends – succeed.


  So you don’t have to recover from another disappointment, don’t have to see the world in grey again afterward.


  So you don’t have to imagine escape routes – even fictional ones.


  So you don’t have to feel your losses.


  Or at least not feel them deeply.


  It’s easier that way – even if it means you can’t feel the joys fully either.


  And addiction – yes.


  You need to leave again.


  You believe, once more, that you’ve formed true friendships that will last a lifetime.


  You believe that the best life in the world is yours – because you’re walking the most beautiful places on Earth.


  Your friends back home only see your Facebook profile and your perfectly curated Instagram feed.


  To them, it looks like you’re living the dream – frolicking on white-sand beaches, in a bikini, next to turquoise water.


  While they freeze back home, you peek out from under a palm tree with a cocktail in hand – and maybe even a wandering iguana in the frame.


  But the whole thing – she thinks – is bullshit.


  She knows she has to leave this ship life behind.


  She’s done massaging overly plastic, over-tightened, Botoxed and hyaluronic-pumped American old ladies while trying to remind herself not to care what her job is – because the next morning she’ll be swimming with stingrays in the sea.


  So the fact that she went to an interview today – that means a new life.


  Period.


  "And this new life is… what? Running away again? Doing the same thing you’ve been doing for ten years, just without waking up somewhere new every morning?" – asks her friend Adri.


  And Adri really is her friend – even though their roots are completely different.


  Maybe that’s why she doesn’t understand her.


  "Yes. But don’t you see? I’ll be responsible for others. I’ll run the wellness department. And no – I won’t wake up in a new port every day. I’ll have my own apartment. I’ll live there.


  You get it? Live.


  You can’t live on a ship – you can only reside while traveling."


  "So you’re not coming back at all?"


  She shrugs.


  How should she know what she wants?


  Besides, how the hell could Adri understand – living in the apartment below her parents, with her boyfriend, working in the family business, getting married next year?


  How could she possibly understand?


  Adri leaves town maybe once a year – and only because her boyfriend wants to.


  And now she’s supposed to explain herself?


  "You know I love you" – she says. – "But we see things differently."


  So – interview done, she boards a plane that takes her back to Budapest in an hour and a half.


  And now, she’s at Adri’s, reflecting on life with a glass of wine in her hand – and a secure job in her pocket.


  Soon, she’ll be managing the wellness department of a Caribbean hotel.


  She’s come a long way.


  Thank God – and her guardian angels.


  Because she’s needed them often.


  And she assumes there must be several of them – one wouldn’t be enough to keep up.


  Chapter 5


  "Where are you going?"


  He just blinks.


  If the child – this blue-eyed, golden-haired two-and-a-half-year-old he’s been madly in love with for exactly two and a half years – weren’t looking at him like that, this would be so much easier.


  But it’s because of her that it will be easier later – he decides.


  "I have to go back to work for a bit."


  "Daddy-stays-here" – Lotti says with an angelic smile, tumbling the whole sentence out in one breath.


  "Daddy sometimes has to go out in the evening too, you know that" – Sára explains to the little girl, but there’s a trace of uncertainty in her eyes.


  It’s been there for a long time.


  He’s wanted to tell her so many times.


  But he couldn’t.


  Still can’t.


  Not with Levente in the picture – who just turned seven and is at karate class.


  A taxi will bring him home soon.


  Márton won’t see him today – by the time he gets back from the office, the kids will already be asleep.


  And most likely, so will Sára.


  But at least he managed to sneak home for one stolen hour.


  Márton shakes his head, picks up the little girl, and hugs her with such intensity it’s as if he were seeing her for the last time.


  "Is everything okay?" – Sára asks at the door. There’s worry – and maybe a bit of suspicion – in her eyes. It’s been there a long time.


  "I need a break. We need one" – he finally says.


  "It’s been nonstop. I’m exhausted. And slowing down isn’t an option" – he shakes his head.


  "You should quit. Let’s talk about it. Less work, more time together. We have everything we need…"


  "We’ll talk. Soon" – he kisses her on the lips and thinks – God, yes, he really should quit.


  And also – what would become of him without them?


  He’d fall apart.


  But at least then this unbearable weight would be off his shoulders.


  He kisses her again – longer this time, gently, the way he used to, so often.


  If only that time could return.


  Of course, even that would be too late. But with what he knows now, he could have gotten out back then.


  If only that client hadn’t walked into the office nine years ago – back when Márton had just passed his bar exam and was in his first year as a full-fledged attorney.


  If only…


  But that’s how life goes – a chain of if onlys when you don’t make the right decisions at the right time – he thinks, for the hundredth time that day.


  "I’ll try to come home early. And we’ll figure something out. Maybe a vacation – what do you say?"


  "Thanks. Like when we went to China? You were running around working all week, and I walked the Forbidden City alone? Is that what you’re thinking of?"


  "Less work. A few cocktails. Lots of talking. Even more sex" – he says hoarsely, and suddenly runs his fingers through her glossy brown hair, just beneath the ponytail. Then kisses her again.


  "We’re still young, for fuck’s sake" – he whispers, not even sure why it popped into his head.


  "Just the two of us? A trip? Without the kids? We’ve never… Except for China…"


  "Of course not without them" – he reassures her. "We’ll figure it out. I’ll hurry back."


  "Should I wait for you with dinner?"


  "I’ll try."


  He’s used that line for a long time now – saying something that isn’t yes or no.


  They both know it means probably not.


  But hey – miracles can still happen.


  Their office is on the corner of a corner building on Falk Miksa Street – directly above the firm where he’d once worked as a trainee.


  Getting in wasn’t easy – they could afford to be picky.


  It’s an international law firm – patent law, intellectual property, copyright, real estate law – a place where you could learn a lot.


  The only thing they didn’t touch was family law.


  The partners back then – and still the same now – aimed for profitable sectors.


  That year, Márton was one of five fresh graduates chosen out of over fifty applicants.


  Even then, hardly anyone applied elsewhere – everyone wanted in at Szentkuthy & Partners.


  It was the firm of choice.


  Today, Szentkuthy is beneath him – in some ways.


  Physically, yes – in terms of the building’s layout.


  And perhaps in performance too – if you measure success by the number in your bank account.


  But not in everything.


  Not morally, for example.


  He hates that thought.


  But it always creeps in when he walks through that gate.


  The big dreams.


  The first interview.


  The long hours.


  And the fact that he can’t make himself forget what it’s all become.


  Old man Szentkuthy is proud of him – he mentored him – but Márton still avoids him.


  If he can help it, he never arrives at the same time.


  Doesn’t go out for lunch with him.


  Always stays later – which, let’s face it, is never a stretch, since he always has to stay later than he wants anyway.


  He doesn’t want to see the old man – because he suspects he’d see right through him.


  Maybe he already does.


  Márton can lie straight into anyone’s eyes – except Szentkuthy’s.


  And – surprisingly – Sára’s.


  Okay, he has lied to Sára…


  But those were more like omissions.


  Which, let’s be honest, are pretty common in his life.


  Still – none of them were life-or-death.


  He was protecting her by not telling her the whole truth.


  Lying – that’s different.


  At least, he hopes his definition of lying is the same as hers.


  The building was renovated jointly with Szentkuthy & Partners.


  Granite flooring, touch-panel elevator, granite steps, new stainless steel railings.


  Márton once thought of moving to the Kossuth Square area – but he came to his senses in time.


  Szentkuthy’s son is his partner now.


  The brilliant, ethically untouchable junior Szentkuthy.


  The firm’s other lawyers accept that Zétény – one year younger than Márton – became Márton’s partner, instead of joining his father’s firm.


  Zétény is still his father’s pride and joy.


  He’s successful in international investments, travels a lot, and sure – the old man might miss that he didn’t follow him into patent law – but still, Zétény became a lawyer, and his career is on the rise.


  Márton always takes the stairs – all five floors – unless it’s someone super important waiting and he can’t risk even a drop of sweat.


  He hates elevators.


  Has for some time now.


  Really hates them.


  The office – even though it’s nearing six – is still brightly lit.


  Besides him and Zétény, three other lawyers and three junior associates work there.


  Big firm.


  Lots of clients.


  Money flows pretty steadily.


  And then there are the big cases.


  Old man Szentkuthy always said – stay out of politics.


  Márton considers him a mentor – has received countless valuable pieces of advice from him.


  But there were a few he didn’t take.


  This was one of them.


  And lately, he keeps wondering – why not?


  Why did he brush off that advice with a shrug?


  Why was he so greedy, so eager, so curious?


  He said yes – at first – to just one case.


  Then another.


  Then…


  Ugh.


  Maybe there’s still a way out.


  That’s what he tells himself.


  Has been for months now.


  He walks into the office, greets the secretaries – both still there, even though they could’ve gone home by now.


  He asks one a quick question.


  She shakes her head and hands him an envelope.


  Márton enters his own office and opens it.


  Westend, Starbucks, upper level, 7 p.m.


  So the client didn’t show.


  He answers a couple of emails, then heads over to Westend.


  One of the emails contains only a few numbers.


  He shudders.


  He doesn’t want to do this anymore.


  He thinks of the little blonde beauty.


  The clever, sweet karate-kid boy.


  And Sára – beautiful, patient Sára.


  But patience eventually runs out.


  He knows that all too well.


  And he also knows – this is his last chance to act.


  Chapter 6


  "You know I love you more than anyone – you’re my daughter!" – her mother blurts out. "Believe me, I’ve never been so happy to get a message as I was with the one you sent last night."


  Zorka sighs.


  It hasn’t even been an hour since she woke up – she’s already showered – and yet it feels like she’s landed on another planet.


  Just like her boss used to say about certain clients – “They’re watching Channel Two.”


  Well, that’s exactly how she feels.


  Like she’s crossed into another world – one where she no longer needs to fake anything.


  If she hadn’t quit, her boss surely would’ve fired her after last night’s meltdown.


  But she got there first – told her to screw off.


  So, all good.


  "I know."


  "Did something happen? Are you okay?"


  "Why wouldn’t I be?"


  "You’re just… not usually this emotional, that’s all."


  "What happened is – I told everyone the truth."


  She’s standing in front of the mirror. She already got dressed once – then realized there’s no point.


  She has nowhere to go.


  Nowhere anyone’s waiting for her.


  No one who’d be happy to see her.


  Well – except her mother, maybe.


  She never even thought of just showing up there on a weekday.


  "Everyone?" – her mom asks, suspicious. "What does that mean?"


  "It means everyone who came to mind."


  "At… at work too?"


  "Yes."


  "The one who steals?" – her mother perks up.


  "Yep."


  "The slacker?"


  "Her too."


  "Oh, this is wonderful! I’m honestly proud of you."


  "…"


  "What? You know how long I’ve been telling you to do that…"


  "I told my boss, too."


  "What you really think of her?"


  "Exactly."


  "So… you’re unemployed now, right?"


  "Right. But that’s okay – because I have to leave anyway."


  Her mother goes quiet.


  Zorka has been living independently since college – or as independently as one can, with a little help from parents and part-time furniture assembly gigs.


  To this day, she could still put together a bed, wardrobe, or desk from flat-pack.


  Her body back then was all muscle – now she could really use a bit of movement, she notes in the mirror.


  Of course, she doesn’t usually travel.


  Not just like that.


  Then again – this isn’t "just like that," either.


  "Nóra called. Said you’re jealous of her."


  "My sister’s not normal. You do know that, right?"


  "Don’t say that about her. She’s happy – she’s getting married. And you… you just had to ruin it. Like you were raised by wolves."


  "Okay. But that wonderful man has already cheated on her a few times, Mom. What should I do – cheer him on? He’ll cheat again, whenever he feels like it."


  "That’s none of your business, Zorka."


  "Okay" – she shrugs.


  She knows she lost it last night.


  And now her mom’s walking her through the wreckage.


  Debris. Debris everywhere.


  "Should we meet up?" – her mom asks gently.


  Just like in her childhood, their relationship remains complicated.


  Zorka looks up to her mother – but there’s one thing she’s never been able to forgive: the divorce.


  "Yeah. We should. Just need to officially quit my job and all that."


  She scrolls back through the messages she sent.


  The worst was one she didn’t even send from her own email.


  It sounds like blackmail.


  What the hell came over her?


  Was she that wound up yesterday?


  Or was it the book?


  Yes.


  That’s what it was.


  The novel she finished reading last night.


  In it, the heroine changes her whole life – just like that.


  With a single decision.


  She hadn’t read a novel in ages.


  There was always something more "productive" to do.


  Her job, the constant 24/7 pressure from clients.


  The phone calls – weekday, weekend, all the time.


  The fear someone else would close the deal she needed.


  That she wouldn’t bring in commission – for the firm, or for herself.


  The fear the real estate market would crash again – and she’d have to start from scratch in a new career.


  No one imagined she’d end up in real estate, with a logistics degree.


  But life rewrites plans.


  And even in school, she’d realized she wasn’t thrilled by transport routes, freight regulations, insurance, inventory management.


  At least – she wasn’t.


  She arrives expecting to go over practical details.


  But the travel agency welcomes her with champagne and logo-covered gift bags.


  They start taking photos and videos the moment she walks through the door.


  Like a celebrity, she thinks – and instantly regrets not wearing her high-heeled boots with her jeans.


  Sure, she gets the plane ticket digitally, on her phone.


  But it still feels good to be welcomed like this.


  The past day has been a rollercoaster – emotional highs and lows, back to back.


  She doesn’t even know how she’ll face her coworkers when they see she’s flying off – and she still hasn’t opened the latest batch of messages that came in.


  "She’s not blind – just brave!" – that saying has been running through her head ever since she left home.


  She’s not sure this one wild thing in her life had to happen.


  Actually – she’s pretty sure it didn’t.


  She used to be the rule follower.


  Now she’s smashed the whole game.


  "Have you ever been to Grand Cayman?" – the agency director asks.


  "The Croatian coast was the farthest I’ve ever traveled" – she says with a shy smile, not quite sure why that should be embarrassing.


  But she’s always dreamed of traveling.


  Dreamed of freedom.


  Now she has both in her lap – and, strangely, it feels more like a burden than the fulfillment of any dream.


  "So I’m supposed to cover my own accommodation out there from… something?" – she frowns.


  She thinks maybe she just shouldn’t have woken up yesterday.


  Maybe she should’ve slept through the whole day.


  "If you can send us written reports as well, we can arrange a hotel for one week free of charge – and another week at half price" – replies the manager with a dazzling smile, smoothing her skirt and shooting a meaningful glance at the bored-looking marketing guy.


  "Hmm… that sounds pretty good" – Zorka admits, barely managing to contain herself.


  She wants to jump up and down like a kid.


  One or two weeks of her future – of the endless unknown – is now taken care of.


  She’ll worry about the rest when she gets back.


  "But why did you have to write that to her? To Rebeka, of all people – she looks up to you, she loves you…"


  This is her friend Panna, asking the question later, when they meet for coffee.


  "You know she only shows up when she wants to vent.


  When everything’s good in her life, she disappears.


  I don’t need a friend who only shares their crap with me, not the joy" – Zorka says, leaning on the table.


  She catches her reflection in the glass door.


  Young.


  Hair in a ponytail, light brown with blonde streaks.


  Pale skin.


  A touch of highlighter on her cheekbones.


  Beige sweater with I’m happy written on it, jeans, ankle boots.


  And a defiant smile under cyclamen lipstick.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  




















































OEBPS/Fonts/NotoSerif-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/ArchivoNarrow-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/NotoSerif-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
EVA FEJOS






OEBPS/Fonts/ArchivoNarrow-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/NotoSerif-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/Images/img1.jpg
erquuan





