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Author’s Note
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Dear Reader,

The book you’re holding is the fifteenth in my published collection—and the very first to appear in English.

The story traces its roots back more than twenty years. It was the summer of 2004 when the initial idea came to me while watching the Foo Fighters’ DOA music video. Or maybe because of it. (I only mention this because readers always ask: “Where did the idea come from?”)

Back then, I imagined it as the story of a female rock musician stumbling through the dazzling world of music, fame, and the price of both. I actually set out to write a romantic novel. The first scene I ever wrote was part of the Sicily episode—only afterward did I think: what if I began with DES’s story instead?

So when did it all take a deeper, more psychological turn? Maybe in 2012, when I began writing my first real fantasy novel and started wondering what my characters were feeling during each scene. Or in 2016, when I shelved an idea for a novel about mental illness. Or perhaps it was when I started publishing shorter novels that mixed sci-fi and fantasy with an honest look into my characters’ inner lives. Or maybe it happened much earlier—before I even picked up a pen, back in elementary school. Who can say?

They say an author’s personality always shows up in their work. That every writer ends up basing a character on themselves, or writing scenes that reflect their own lives, or borrowing people from their real-world surroundings—sometimes subtly, sometimes wholesale. If I’m being honest with you, dear Reader, I have to admit: all of that is true in this book.

Krisztina/Sam is, in part, a version of me. Both of my daughters are affected by autism, along with other health conditions that prevent them from ever leading what most would consider a “normal” life.

In the story, Krisztina/Sam asks herself: Is Rockswood even a real place? And she has no clear answer. But she lives in her dreams, so to her, it is real—just as real as it is to the people she meets and the lives she shares in that world. That kind of relative reality gives the story its mystical tone. And for us, on the outside looking in, the question remains: do we believe in what we see—or not? Because many of the other characters and situations will feel all too familiar. Maybe they don’t speak quite like this, or look quite like that, but something in the background rings true.

A Lie Named Sam is an entertaining story, no doubt—but it’s meant to make you think, too. It whispers that our present might be more fragile than we care to admit. That our desires can lead us astray. And that what we call a victory might, in fact, be a loss.

You may walk away disappointed. Or you might nod and think: yes, that’s exactly how it could have happened.

As I said at the beginning, this book is my fifteenth publication and my first to appear in English. And there are at least as many more waiting to be published. And with each one, it’ll be up to you to find your own answers.
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Sam anxiously looked into the mirror. A woman in her thirties with an average appearance stared back at her—except for the two wide, deep scars running across her face. One cut horizontally across her nose, making the tip droop slightly. The other ran along the left side of her chin, stretching from the tip of her jaw almost to her ear.

She could have concealed the one on her chin with cream and powder—though not entirely—but there was nothing she could do about the one on her nose. In the end, she left them both uncovered.

Doesn’t matter. They’ll take me as I am, she thought.

She rushed down to the street, hopped on the bus, and no longer even noticed the horrified looks. Though there were plenty of those that day too.

Forty-five minutes later, walking under the sign that read Van der Walls Park, she pulled out Jamie’s note. He had written the address on it during their last class: Van der Walls Park 4051.

She found the way they structured addresses here strange. Back home, every street had its own name, with numbers increasing from one end to the other. But in Rockswood, city planners seemed to have lost their minds. Instead of street names, they assigned block numbers, adding the building number afterward. It had taken Sam a few days to figure out that the last two digits always represented the building number, while the two, three, or sometimes even four or five digits before them indicated the block.

Block 40 was in the heart of town. Unlike most of Rockswood—where cars were a rare sight—this area was surrounded by parking spaces on all sides.

The entire block looked like one big supermarket. In the side streets, children were playing soccer, their loud chatter bringing a small smile to Sam’s lips. A brand-new red Mercedes sports car was just pulling into a parking space as she stepped through the door marked Basement. She descended the stairs and arrived at the rehearsal space.

There were four people inside.

The moment Sam introduced herself, she felt as if she had known them forever.

Jamie, the one who had invited her a few days ago, occasionally flashed a warm smile at Zsuzsa, his wife. She was lounging on a battered couch beneath a wide, low basement window. Every time she sensed her husband’s gaze, she looked up, returned his smile, then went back to her magazine.

Phil, at the back of the room, was silently adjusting his drum set. He moved as softly as a cat, completely soundless. If Sam hadn’t been watching him specifically, she wouldn’t have even noticed he was there. He seemed insignificant, like someone who didn’t believe he was worth much. He was tall, but it was hard to tell just how tall because he kept himself hunched over, head bowed. He cast quick, furtive glances at Sam, as if even looking at her was forbidden, and as soon as she noticed, he averted his gaze.

The tall, blue-eyed, brown-haired Chris exuded an effortless calm. When he glanced toward the door, Sam immediately found herself drawn to him. This handsome man in his early thirties had an air about him—his expression, his movements, his lean frame—all of it drew her in like a magnet.

Chris stood in the middle of the room, flexing his fingers.

“My hands go completely stiff by the afternoon from all the writing,” he said, turning toward Jamie.

With an easy motion, he stepped up to the synthesizer and played a short motif.

Sam recognized it instantly. She had heard it the night before on Helga’s album.

“What do you do?” Chris asked.

Sam took a deep breath. She had grown unaccustomed to casual conversation—especially with attractive men.

“As of today, I’m a doctor again.”

“How come?” Jamie asked, intrigued. “Did they suspend you?”

Sam shook her head.

“I arrived from Hungary three months ago. I got my local medical license on Friday, and this morning, I was hired by Adele Park Hospital. Now all that’s left is to get rid of these scars, and I’ll be back at patients’ bedsides.”

Jamie grinned widely. In slightly accented but impressively correct Hungarian, he said:

“You’re Hungarian? What a coincidence! I lived there too—I even played in the Opera House orchestra for five years. That’s where I met my wife.”

At the word Hungarian, Zsuzsa’s head snapped up. She put down her magazine, walked over to Sam, hugged her, and sighed.

“Finally, someone who speaks a proper language. What’s your name?”

“Samantha Benett.”

Zsuzsa hesitated.

“Your Hungarian name...?”

“I left that behind—along with a lot of other things. Let’s stick with Sam.”

Zsuzsa made a disappointed face.

“Well, alright...”

(Many newcomers to Rockswood changed their names to something that sounded more local. A legally acquired new name truly meant a fresh start here—something the locals took very seriously.)

Chris glanced at the door again.

“So, Sam Benett... That’s the best you could come up with?” he said, turning to her.

“I actually considered Bentley for a while.”

Jamie laughed. “Why that?”

“Because the moment I stepped out of the North Airport, a Bentley nearly ran me over.”

Chris grinned. “So, revenge?”

“Lady Chapman in action,” Jamie said knowingly. “Was it her fault?”

(Lady Chapman is a local celebrity.)

Sam smiled and waved a hand dismissively.

“It was my own fault... and the statue in the middle of the park, which is”—she paused, searching for a less offensive word than ‘hideous’—“a very... unique composition.”

The men exchanged amused glances at the mention of their national landmark.

“Old Maud has a way of mesmerizing visitors with her beauty,” Chris smirked, exaggerating the word ‘beauty’ to make his opinion clear.

Jamie grinned. 

“Come on, for a homeless cook, she’s not bad-looking.”

“You don’t see a lot of homeless cooks, do you?”

While the guys kept mocking Maud’s tragic lack of charm, Sam took a look at the instruments in the corner. A mix of electric and acoustic guitars, a worn violin case with a larger wooden crate beneath it, a broken-necked steel-string guitar hanging on the exposed brick wall, two scratched trumpets, and a yellow, tattered silk scarf.

Then she turned her attention to the people.

Jamie was a little taller than she was. His brown hair was thinning, with a bald patch on the crown of his head. His brown eyes looked nearly black in the dim lighting.

Zsuzsa was almost Sam’s height. Her brown hair was tightly pulled into a small bun at the nape of her neck, like a ballerina. There was a sadness settled into the corners of her blue eyes. Under her sweater, she looked almost painfully thin, though not in the same way as Sam. Zsuzsa’s thinness hinted at firm, toned muscles.

The young man burst into the room like a firecracker.

He was shorter than Chris, with long, neatly combed brown hair cascading down his back. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-two. His unzipped black leather jacket revealed a tight white t-shirt stretched over well-defined muscles. A bright, carefree grin lit up his face as he spun a keyring around his finger, a car key dangling from it.

One moment, the room was calm. The next, chaos. He twirled like a top in the middle of the space.

“You won’t believe what I just saw!” he yelled.

“Keep it down,” Jamie said. “We’re not deaf yet.”

“Sorry. But you won’t believe it! I just saw this woman. But not just any woman—a hideous, scarred-up one.”

Jamie cleared his throat discreetly. One hand on his hip, the other rubbing his half-bald head, he jerked his chin toward Sam, who was standing quietly in the corner.

The young man whirled around, and when his eyes landed on her, his voice caught in his throat.

“Oh, shit,” he muttered. “I’m an idiot.”

Sam had expected this, but it still hit like a punch to the chest. As if she had any say in how her scars had come to be. But she refused to let this first meeting be soured by sulking. Instead, she gave a playful curtsy.

“Well, I’m still better looking than Old Maud.”

The young man burst into laughter.

“Okay, fair point. Pretty low bar, though.” He hesitated, then sighed. “Damn... I did it again.” Seeing Sam’s smirk, he relaxed and held out his hand. “Peter Jaret Abramson. Resident loudmouth of the band.”

Jamie clarified his status. “Our lead singer. Total rich kid, but at least he’s got pipes.”

Pete shook Sam’s hand, unable to stop glancing at the scar cutting across her nose.

She stayed calm.

“Take a good look while you can. It won’t be here much longer.”

Pete shifted awkwardly from foot to foot.

“Sorry, I just... I’ve never... I don’t know what got into me. I didn’t mean to be... rude...” He trailed off, stumbling over his words.

Sam rescued him.

“I’m more interested in finding out if you’re really as good as Jamie says.”

Pete seized the opportunity, straightening up.

“The best singer in Rockswood. Hell, probably the only decent one on the whole island. No wonder no Rockswood band has made it big—until now.”

Jamie shook his head with an amused smile. “He’s also unbeatable at dreaming big,” he said, as if Pete weren’t standing right there.

The singer refused to back down.

“My grandma always says, ‘You’re young as long as you believe in your dreams.’”

Jamie smirked. “Does she still believe?”

Pete grinned. “Oh yeah. She’s over seventy.”

Chris waved a hand dismissively.

“That’s nothing. My grandma’s in her eighties and swears life is just getting started.”

“Now that’s a solid attitude.”

Chris cast another glance at the door.

“So, Sam Benett... That’s the best you could come up with?” he asked the woman.

“I gave a lot of thought to Bentley.”

Jamie chuckled. “Why that one?”

“Because the moment I stepped out of North Airport, a Bentley nearly ran me over.”

Chris grinned approvingly. “So it’s revenge, then.”

“Lady Chapman strikes again,” Jamie said knowingly. “Was it her fault?”

Sam waved it off with a smile. “It was on me. That, and the statue in the middle of the park, which is... an incredibly unique composition.” She hesitated, trying to find a way to say it without outright calling it ugly.

The men exchanged amused glances at the mention of their national treasure.

“Aunt Maud enchants every visitor with her beauty,” Chris said with a smirk, heavily emphasizing the last word to make it clear how hideous he also found the statue.

Jamie grinned. “Come on, for a homeless cook, she’s pretty decent-looking.”

“You haven’t seen many homeless cooks, have you?”

While the men continued joking about Aunt Maud’s questionable charm, Sam turned her attention to the instruments in the corner. There was a mix of electric and acoustic guitars, a worn-out violin case, and a larger wooden crate beneath it. A broken-necked steel-string guitar hung against the exposed brick wall alongside two scratched trumpets and a faded, tattered yellow silk scarf.

After taking in the objects, she studied the people.

Jamie was a bit taller than she was. His brown hair was noticeably thinning, with a bald patch shining on top of his head. His brown eyes looked nearly black in the dim light.

Zsuzsa was almost the same height as Sam. Her brown hair was tightly pulled back into a small ballerina-like bun at the nape of her neck. There was a hint of perpetual sadness in the corners of her blue eyes. Beneath her sweater, she looked almost painfully thin, but unlike Sam’s slender frame, Zsuzsa’s was wiry, all lean muscle.

Then, like a bomb going off, the young man burst into the room.

He was shorter than Chris, with long, neatly combed brown hair cascading down his back. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-two. His half-unzipped black leather jacket revealed a white T-shirt stretched over well-defined muscles. A wide, joyful grin lit up his face as he twirled a key ring around his finger, a car key dangling from it.

One moment, the room was calm and quiet; the next, everything was in chaos as he spun around like a human whirlwind.

“You won’t believe this!” he shouted.

“Keep it down,” Jamie scolded. “We’re not deaf yet.”

“Sorry. Do you know what I just saw?”

“What?”

“A woman. But not just any woman—a really messed-up-looking one, with scars all over her face.”

Jamie cleared his throat discreetly. One hand rested on his hip while the other rubbed his half-bald head. He subtly nodded toward Sam, who stood quietly in the corner.

The young man spun around, and the moment he saw her, his words failed him.

“Oh... shit,” he muttered. “I’m burning up with embarrassment.”

Even though she had expected something like this, Sam still felt the sting. As if she had any control over her scars! But she didn’t want to ruin the moment with sulking, so instead, she gave an exaggerated curtsy.

“I’m still prettier than Aunt Maud.”

The young man burst out laughing.

“Being prettier than Aunt Maud isn’t much of an achievement. Oh, damn... I did it again!” Seeing Sam’s smile, he relaxed a little. “Peter Jaret Abramson. The band’s resident idiot.”

Jamie clarified his role. “Our lead singer. A real golden boy—but at least he’s got the voice to back it up.”

Pete extended a friendly hand to Sam, though he couldn’t stop glancing at the deep scar dividing her nose.

Sam kept her voice even. “Take a good look. It won’t be like this for much longer.”

Pete shifted awkwardly from foot to foot. “I... I’ve never— I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I didn’t mean to... be rude...” he stammered.

Sam quickly changed the subject. “I’m curious to see if you’re really as good as Jamie says.”

Pete seized the chance and straightened up. “Best singer in Rockswood. Hell, probably the only decent one on the whole island. No wonder no other Rockswood band has ever made it big. But we will.”

Jamie shook his head with a smile. “His talent for dreaming is unmatched.”

Pete refused to back down. “My grandma always says you stay young as long as you believe in your dreams.”

“And does she still believe?”

“Oh, absolutely. And she’s over seventy.”

Chris waved dismissively. “That’s nothing. My grandma’s past eighty and still says her whole life is ahead of her.”

“Now that’s the spirit.”

A loud clatter came from the staircase—like someone had just kicked a large object, sending it tumbling noisily down the steps.

“That’ll be Emmett,” Chris said in a particular tone.

Jamie didn’t keep Sam waiting for an explanation.

“Yeah, that’s definitely Emmett—the walking disaster. Except when he’s holding a guitar, because... well, words fail me.”

“What are you talking about? There’s a word for it—virtuoso,” Chris said. “Besides, he’s not that clumsy. He just doesn’t always watch where he’s going.”

“Were you talking about me?” a voice asked as the door opened.

Emmett looked about the same age as Pete. With his dark blond hair and striking features, he was nearly as handsome as Chris. His angelic face lit up with a smile, but Jamie shut him down before he got too smug.

“Oh, please. Do you think we talk about anyone but you?”

Emmett didn’t take offense. “Am I the last one here again?”

“Who else would be?”

“How many papers did you grade before showing up?”

“About seventy. These kids are hopeless. They can’t spell, can’t structure a sentence...”

“You’re one to talk,” Zsuzsa teased gently. “You’re barely out of school yourself.”

Jamie clarified for Sam. “Emmett teaches high school. He’s the students’ favorite—especially the girls’.”

Sam could easily believe that. She looked like he had stepped straight out of a fashion magazine. Tall, fit, with a boyish charm that made him the perfect teenage heartthrob.

Only then did Emmett notice the woman standing in the corner. He stepped up to her and, in the European way, kissed her on both cheeks.

“Glad you came. I was afraid you’d change your mind. Has Jamie introduced you yet?”

“Of course.”

“Did he mention how amazing your voice is?”

“I left that part for you,” Jamie said. “But wouldn’t it be better to hear it rather than talk about it?”

Emmett tossed his coat onto the rack, then waded through the jungle of cables in the middle of the room and set up a microphone stand. Pete did the same with the center one, muttering under his breath, as if someone else had knocked them over earlier—not him, flailing his arms around when he arrived.

Jamie slung a sleek black bass guitar over his shoulder and plucked a note. The deep sound filled the room.

“Let’s start with what we practiced on Wednesday,” he said cryptically.

Emmett grabbed a royal blue electric guitar, plugged it into the amp, and adjusted one of the strings. Chris had already placed his hands on the keyboard, ready to start.

Phil took his seat behind the drums. For once, he actually lifted his head and clicked his drumsticks together three times.

The first attempt was a mess.

Jamie stopped them and motioned for Phil to start again. The second attempt wasn’t much better. On the third failed start, Emmett took the lead and played a short, intricate riff. Finally, they all managed to come in at the right time.

Sam wasn’t even surprised to recognize the song. Jamie—the guest teacher—had taught it to them during her last language course before her professional exam, the one Emmett had been teaching.

Pete sang the familiar lyrics, then turned to Sam and gestured for her to join in.

She did.

After a moment, Pete stepped back and sat beside Zsuzsa.

“Now it’s your turn,” he said.

“Alone?”

“Relax! It just feels weird at first.”

“I know. I’ve done this before... just not in a long time.”

That wasn’t entirely true. The night before, nervous about the upcoming rehearsal, the girls had roped her into a jam session. She played the piano, guitar, and violin, and of course, sang at the top of her lungs. She loved the joy of making music together, so she was just as excited as she was nervous about the band’s invitation.

Expecting her stage fright, Emmett had written the lyrics down on a sheet of paper and handed it to her. Sam appreciated the gesture—it showed that these guys already considered her a friend—but she didn’t need the cheat sheet. Once she learned something, she rarely forgot it. And this song? She knew it by heart, thanks to the girls making her sing it over and over the previous night after their language class.

She sang effortlessly over the music. When the last chord faded, Zsuzsa and Pete nodded approvingly from the couch.

“That was amazing!” Jamie snapped his fingers in appreciation.

Emmett waved him off. “You knew that already. You were the one who discovered her.”

Pete joined the praise. “You’re unbelievable! It’s like they mixed the best jazz singer with the greatest opera star in you.”

Chris toned down the enthusiasm. “Bit of an exaggeration there. But yeah, you were good. Damn good. Compared to us, anyway.”

Just then, the door opened, and a woman stepped inside. She didn’t even look twenty. She was tall and willowy, with a cascade of ash-blonde hair framing a perfectly symmetrical face—she was the definition of flawless. For a split second, Sam thought an actual angel had walked in.

Chris pounced on her, wrapping her up in a tight embrace, kissing her everywhere he could reach. The woman smiled—the kind of smile that radiated pure love—and melted into his arms. They only pulled apart when Pete let out a theatrical groan.

“Guys... Maybe not here?”

“You know she’s my everything,” Chris said, reluctantly letting go. The woman kept smiling, now turning her attention to Sam.

“If I’m not mistaken, you’re the new singer. We’ve met before, haven’t we? Samantha Benett, right?”

Sam blinked in surprise. “I don’t remember...”

The woman laughed. “Oh, but you do! I had to talk you out of choosing Bentley as your last name.”

The rejected surname jogged Sam’s memory—the Adele Park office, known simply as the City Office, where you could take care of everything from submitting forms to picking up official documents. The first floor handled immigration matters.

While waiting, Sam had noticed two women. A grandmother gently rocking an oversized stroller with twin newborns inside while their mother stood at the counter, answering the clerk’s questions. The babies slept peacefully, their rosy cheeks glowing. Sam had wished, just for a moment, that she could have a child like that—just one, if not for... the other two. But no one and nothing could ever replace them. Maybe a new baby could help fill the void they left, but... unless she adopted, there would be no more children for her. Thomas had made sure of that.

Then they had called her name. She had pushed her completed forms through the counter window. The clerk—the same woman standing in front of her now—had skimmed through the papers and asked:

“Would you like to choose a new last name, or should I issue the documents with your original one?”

Sam hadn’t thought about that at the time. Wágner Krisztina—her birth name—was out of the question. Samantha Wagner didn’t sound right either. And she had no idea what else to pick.

The woman had genuinely wanted to help.

“Think of something pleasant. For example... What was your first impression when you arrived in this country?”

Sam immediately recalled Maud Kazurek’s weathered statue standing across from the airport—and the near accident.

“Bentley?” she said, her tone making it sound more like a question.

“As in the car brand? That’s a bit too eccentric for this country.”

The woman had asked a million questions before they finally settled on Benett.

By the time they were done, Sam’s brain was numb from all the forms and paperwork. She had wished, just for a moment, that the whole office would go up in flames—documents, clerks, and all.

Now, she felt ashamed for ever thinking that.

“I remember now. Benett really is better than Bentley.”

The woman playfully pointed a finger at her.

“But if I’d known we’d meet again like this, I would’ve just written it in without asking. A remarkable singer deserves a remarkable name. People upstairs literally stopped in their tracks to listen to you. Maybe you’re not an opera singer, but that only makes you better. You’re perfect just the way you are.”

Sam had never considered herself perfect at anything, least of all singing. Sure, she loved music, but that was different. The girls had only asked once, and she had already jumped at the chance. Music was her escape, her solace. It lifted her away from the hospital rooms and personal tragedies that had filled her life in recent years—far more than anyone should have to endure.

She waved off the woman’s praise.

“Let’s not get carried away,” she said. “And you are...?”

Chris straightened up proudly.

“Allow me to introduce India McNamara—the most wonderful wife in the world. My wife.”

India was still smiling.

“My parents thought they were hippies, so they named me after a country. They even painted a bindi on my forehead in my childhood pictures. You know, that red dot between the eyebrows.”

Sam swallowed hard. India was Chris’s wife?

The moment she had laid eyes on him, she had practically fallen for him. She had already decided that after her surgery, she’d make a move. But his earlier display had made it crystal clear who he belonged to—and that realization hit her like a punch to the gut.

Still, she forced a smile. It wasn’t India’s fault. In fact, she seemed so genuinely kind that Sam found it easy to let go of her little fantasy.

“Your name is unique. I like it.”

For the rest of the afternoon, the guys walked her through the best parts of their repertoire—or at least what they considered the best. Every song had been on the album Helga had given her, the one she had practically worn out over the past few weeks.

But while the songs on the record were polished and cohesive, the live versions felt raw and unfinished. The album wasn’t just professionally recorded—it was meticulously arranged. Every vocal layer and harmony blended seamlessly. The guitar solos were refined and nuanced, the piano interludes smooth and full of life, the rhythm tight and pulsating. The synergy was flawless.

The album’s songs weren’t meant to be listened to one after another. Each track demanded to be played on repeat, over and over, revealing new layers with every listen. They never got old. They never felt skippable.

The live versions, on the other hand, were a mess—dull, chaotic, uninspired. The only standout element was Emmett’s guitar playing, which was undeniably virtuosic. But because it was so far ahead of everything else, even that brilliance got swallowed up in the noise.

By the end, Jamie let out a big breath. It seemed he had taken it upon himself to be the band’s spokesperson for the afternoon.

“So... what do you think?” he asked, hopeful, looking toward the people on the couch.

“It was good,” Zsuzsa assured him.

India agreed. Only Sam furrowed her brows, but she eventually said, “I liked it.”

The men didn’t notice her hesitation. Laughing contentedly, they patted each other on the back, until Pete called out:

“Drinks are on me at the club! Sam, you’re coming too! I have to make up for being such an ass this afternoon. Say you forgive me.”

“Oh, come on,” Sam waved it off generously. “I’ve already forgotten it, and honestly, you’re right. These scars are ugly—that’s why I agreed to the surgery.”

Emmett led the way, Jamie following with his arm around his wife. They were probably plotting something, whispering to each other. Pete cornered Chris to discuss a new melody as they climbed the stairs. Phil, who hadn’t said a word until now, shook his head at the invitation and slipped away.

India held Sam back, waiting until they were alone in the rehearsal room before she asked directly, “Okay, spill it—what didn’t you like?”

Sam stared at her, surprised. “What makes you think...?”

“I can tell these things. So?”

Sam wasn’t sure if she should share her feelings. But India’s pleading look made her relent.

“I don’t know...” she hedged. “Overall, I liked it...”

“But?”

“I don’t want to criticize on my first day.”

India waited until the guys had disappeared up the stairs, then closed the door and started talking.

“I have no musical ear, but you do. I could see you weren’t impressed by what you heard. I love my husband, and I want all his dreams to come true. When he first came here a few weeks ago, I thought he’d found his place. And at first, he did. But lately, he’s been more and more discouraged after every rehearsal. He feels these songs are good, but he knows something’s off. When I looked at you, you had the same expression he does. I know you feel that something’s wrong, too.”

The intensity of India’s plea made it seem like Sam’s answer was a matter of life and death.

“Yeah,” Sam admitted with a nod. “The basic concept is okay, but the sound isn’t quite right. I’m not sure what they’re doing wrong yet. I need some time... and it would help if I had a recording of today’s rehearsal.”

India opened the door leading to the stairs.

“That can be arranged. We do have a recording.”

At the bottom of the stairs was a tiny door leading to a small booth that Sam hadn’t noticed before.

“I brought a recorder a few days ago,” India gestured toward it. “Don’t ask where I got the money. The guys spent an entire day setting it up. Ever since then, I always turn it on before coming in to see them.”

The recorder was bigger than a steamer trunk. It wasn’t really a tape recorder—more like a small mixing board connected to a computer-based recording system, though not the latest model. It took up the entire space in front of the tiny window overlooking the rehearsal room, leaving just enough room for someone to stand behind it. No space for a chair between the wall and the board.

India quickly transferred the past two hours’ worth of recordings onto a CD. Sam stashed it in her bag and followed India to the club.
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The six-person booth was a tight squeeze for seven. The room buzzed pleasantly with the chatter of the crowd, and the dim lighting softened the faces around them. The air was thick with the scent of alcohol, and a ventilation fan hummed above the smoking section.

Pete ordered a round of beers for everyone, except for Sam, who got fruit juice. She had mentioned she couldn't drink alcohol or anything carbonated. While waiting for their drinks, they chatted about everyday things.

“So, why did you move to Rockswood?” Emmett asked Sam.

“I was looking for a place with a culture somewhat similar to mine but not too popular among immigrants. My main goal was not to know a single soul. That plan didn’t last long—I ran into an old acquaintance at the university on my first day.”

“A boyfriend?” Emmett’s eyes gleamed with curiosity.

Sam smiled and shook her head. „Professor Gilchrist could be my father. I'm not into men thirty years older than me.”

“How old are you?” India asked.

“Thirty-five.”

Pete froze mid-sip of his drink.

“You're a year older than me?” Jamie asked, surprised.

Sam shrugged. “Well, I don't see marriage on the horizon for us, so I doubt it matters much otherwise.”

Emmett smirked, lowering his head. 

“If you were expecting single men...”

Jamie grinned, but before he could finish, Sam cut him off.

“I'm not thinking about men at all right now. I've had enough of them for a while.”

Emmett had a feeling he knew why.

“Because of your face?” he asked carefully. “Pete freaked out when he saw you, and to be honest, I did too—for a second. I imagine most people are taken aback when they see your nose.”

Sam hesitated. She was afraid she might snap at him if she responded.

India was the one who broke the silence. 

“It's decent of you that you could look past appearances.”

Emmett sighed, trying to recover. 

“I took the time to see the person behind the face. And you know what I saw? A smart, talented woman who deserves more from life than what she’s gotten so far. And I'll never forget the moment I first heard her sing. Okay, I might’ve exaggerated a little with what I said earlier, but come on, let’s be honest—she's got serious talent.”

Then he hesitated before asking, 

“Can I ask what happened to you?” He gestured toward her nose.

Sam wanted to say, You can ask, but that doesn’t mean I’ll answer.

Instead, she finally muttered, „A... car accident. I don’t want to talk about it.”

India nodded sympathetically. 

“I understand. It’s still too fresh, isn’t it?”

When Sam nodded, India tactfully turned to Zsuzsa. 

“So, tell us—when’s the big day?”

Deep down, Sam wished India had pressed her further. She might have told her the truth. Not now, but someday. And if Chris had asked... she probably wouldn’t have been able to lie to him.

Zsuzsa cast a nervous glance at her husband.

“The implantation is on Monday.”

Emmett’s face lit up. He reached across the table and squeezed her hand.

“That soon? That’s fantastic! I hope we’ll be congratulating you in three weeks.”

“I hope so too,” Zsuzsa sighed. “I’m getting really tired of all the treatments and doctor visits. No offense, Sam. For the past six months, our entire lives have revolved around tests, injections, schedules, and thermometers. I never imagined we'd have to go through all this just to have a baby.”

With that, she downed the rest of her beer.

Later, Sam stepped out to the restroom. By the time she returned, India and Chris were dancing close together in the middle of the floor. His eyes were closed as he buried his nose in his wife's hair, breathing in her scent with visible pleasure. In the booth, Zsuzsa and Jamie were deep in hushed conversation. At the bar, Emmett was chatting with a tipsy woman who was clearly trying to latch onto him. He nodded along with an awkward smile, but it was obvious he was waiting for an opportunity to slip away. Pete, meanwhile, was talking to an insanely pretty young woman near a larger group, and Sam would’ve bet money that he was trying to pick her up.

She didn’t want to interrupt any of them. Instead, she ordered another fruit juice at the bar and, as she sipped it, studied her own distorted reflection in the mirror behind the shelves lined with liquor bottles.

A man tapped her shoulder unexpectedly. The lighting at the bar was brighter than in the rest of the room, but even so, she could barely make him out. He was half a head taller than her, dressed in a suit with a white shirt, no tie.

“Paul Karubian,” the stranger introduced himself, offering his hand.

At first, Sam thought he was hitting on her—until she noticed where his gaze kept drifting. Of course. What would he possibly want with her? Who would ever want a woman who looked like this?

“I saw you came with that guy,” Paul said, nodding toward Emmett through the crowd. “I know this is an unusual question, but... do you know if he has a boyfriend?”

Sam thought she must have misheard. It took a moment to sink in—he was asking if Emmett was involved with another man.

It had never once crossed her mind that Emmett might be into men, but Paul’s confidence and demeanor made her believe he knew what he was talking about. She’d read somewhere that gay people could recognize each other, or maybe they were just better at picking up on the signs.

“Not that I know of,” she said, shaking her head.

Paul couldn’t take his eyes off Emmett.

“Would it be too much to ask you to introduce us?”

“Me?”

Paul gave a small shrug. 

“Where I come from, we don’t just walk up to someone we want to court.”

Sam let out a disbelieving smile but still led him over to her friend.

“I’d like to introduce you to someone,” she said, tapping Emmett’s arm.

Emmett looked up, and his gaze immediately found Paul waiting behind her.

“Nice to meet you,” they said, shaking hands. A minute later, they headed toward an empty booth.

Sam returned to Jamie, keeping an eye on the new pair. She did notice a spark—Emmett’s shy smile, Paul’s gentle attentiveness.

“Sorry, guys, it’s late, and I have to be up early tomorrow, so I should get going,” she told the married couple.

By now, Chris and India had started gathering their things too.

“I’m glad you came,” Pete said, giving Sam’s shoulder a friendly pat. “So... I’ll see you Wednesday afternoon. Don’t forget!”

On the bus ride to Adele Park, Sam kept replaying Emmett’s words in her head.

Back when she was attending his class, he had never shown any sign of being unsettled by her appearance. But now, she knew the truth—he had been. As a teacher, he couldn’t let it show. He had to treat all his students the same, whether they were beauty queens or ugly ducklings.

She just hadn’t realized he’d hidden it so well. Staring at the darkened bus window, she recoiled at her own reflection.

Of course, she’d seen the split cartilage in the middle of her nose and the deep, wide scar on her chin before. But she’d never fully registered how much they had disfigured her features.

Every time she looked in a mirror, she still saw her old face. Not this monstrosity. At least, not until tonight.

Stepping off the bus, Sam shivered. It was late—past eleven. The wind coming off the ocean never carried much warmth, even in summer, let alone in mid-February. And tonight, it was freezing. The news had called it the coldest spell in the last forty years.

The dark windows of the four-story buildings stared back at her like empty eyes. As she walked past the ground-floor units, she caught glimpses of her reflection in the glass.

She wondered—what would her face look like after the surgery?
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Dr. Kaminsky, the handsome plastic surgeon with a winning smile, had been introduced to her by Dr. Peterson, her new boss.

His brow furrowed at the sight of the deep scars.

“I'm ashamed on behalf of my colleagues,” he said, troubled.

Sam let out a deep sigh. So this was it? Kaminsky shook his head, almost fatherly.

“Quite the opposite. We've got a lot of work ahead of us.”

He outlined the series of surgeries, explaining that in the end, the severe scarring would likely be reduced to nothing more than faint lines. The first step was repairing the severed cartilage in her nose. At the same time, they would tighten the wide scar on her chin, removing the poorly healed skin. The second stage would involve the same procedure on her nose. With two, maybe three procedures, they could achieve a decent result—perhaps even after just one. And finally, there would be some minor adjustments, a bit of filling here and there, ensuring smooth, balanced features for years to come.

“We’ll have to remove quite a bit of skin,” Kaminsky explained. “That'll make your face slightly asymmetrical at first. But don’t worry—we’ll make a few tiny incisions on the other side, under your eye and behind your hairline, then tighten the skin here and here”—he pointed behind her ear—”and the difference will disappear. In the end, you'll thank me. How old are you?”

“Thirty-five.”

“I'll make you look twenty-five.”

His confidence was contagious. The idea that she might pass for twenty-five sounded almost too good to be true. What more could a woman ask for?

Well, she had her own wishes, and none of them had anything to do with her appearance.

By the time she left the hospital, her enthusiasm had faded. The surgeries would be performed on her skin, and she dreaded that the pain would feel worse than the wounds themselves. Just great.

She thought about the scars on her stomach. When she woke from her nine-week coma, three of them had already healed perfectly. The fourth, however, was still fresh—barely two weeks old. A month later, they had to reopen it. Five weeks after that, they cut into it again. The pain she had endured during those weeks had been almost unbearable.

The worst part was that, no matter how agonizing it felt—no matter how much it should have been her breaking point—she had to endure it with a smile. Because of Erwin. She couldn’t ask for strong painkillers, not when he had never needed her more than he did back then.

This time, she hoped it would be different. There would be no internal injuries. No son nearby forcing her to keep up appearances.
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Two weeks later, Sam removed the bandages from her nose. Careful to avoid any sudden movements, she stepped up to the mirror and looked at her reflection.

The deep horizontal dent at the bridge of her nose was gone, replaced by a thin red line. A similar, much narrower scar stretched from her chin to her ear. The cuts under her eyes had already faded to barely noticeable marks, and she could hardly feel them anymore. The one along her hairline was the most painful, though even that was beginning to subside.

As Dr. Kaminsky had promised, the surgery had altered her features. She looked more or less the same as before the scars, but undeniably younger. She had never thought it was possible to reattach separated cartilage, yet somehow, they had done it. She was normal again—just like before.

She didn’t dare touch the wound, still wary of the pain, so she just stood there, staring at herself in the mirror, tears welling in her eyes.

You didn’t ruin me forever, Thomas.

Later, she sat in the window nook overlooking the street, cradling a mug of hot tea in her hands.

Across the street, under the stone archway adorned with a devil’s head, two men were moving in and out of an apartment building. Even without the logo of a moving company on their coveralls, it would have been obvious who they were. They were carrying out furniture, loading it into a moving truck. Sam spent the whole afternoon watching them work, her mind drifting to the thought that soon, it would be her turn.

She still didn’t know where she was going next. Apartment hunting felt premature—her contract was valid for another three months. But one thing was certain: she didn’t want to stay in Adele Park.

This desire to leave was different from the one that had first brought her from her home country to Rockswood, this almost fairytale-like land. Back then, she had wanted to escape from familiar faces. And in that regard, she had gotten exactly what she wished for—here, she knew no one. When she had moved in, only an elderly couple lived in the building, along with someone on the second floor, directly above her. Probably a ghost, since she had never actually seen them, only heard the occasional shuffle of footsteps.

Over the past few weeks, she had grown closer to the guys, as well as to India and Zsuzsa. Their company had been enough for a while, but now she found herself craving new acquaintances—people who weren’t her patients or the healthcare workers constantly buzzing around her. She wanted friends. A lively, bustling life.

For the first time in over a year.

As night fell, she picked up the CD India had given her and slid it into the player. She had listened to it countless times, knew every note by heart. Slowly, an idea formed in her mind—what the guys’ music needed to make it as perfect in arrangement and melody as Helga’s album.

Suddenly, Elli appeared in front of her, holding out the battered Roland G-303.

“Try it,” she said, pushing the instrument into Sam’s hands.

Sam let out a faint smile, took the guitar, and played the first melody line. She tried to incorporate her earlier ideas, though without an amp or distortion, she had to rely mostly on her imagination.

“It doesn’t sound quite right,” Elli said, scrunching her nose, as if she could hear it even better than Sam.

Sam began experimenting, tweaking the rhythm ever so slightly. She practiced for nearly an hour—adding a note here, shifting a phrase there, inserting a passage, cutting another—all while keeping the structure in harmony with the album’s sound.

Elli watched from the couch, listening intently. After an hour, she couldn’t hold back any longer.

“Well...” she began.

Sam snapped.

“Have you ever tried composing a song?”

Elli frowned, got up, and marched toward the door. As she left, she tossed back, „You’ll figure it out.”

Frustrated, Sam shoved the guitar into the closet.

“You’ll figure it out?”

Since when had this kid gotten so cheeky?

„That’s definitely not my doing,” she sulked. Then, as the irritation faded, a sharp pang of longing hit her.

She wished Elli would come back, just for a second, so she could hug her one more time.

Outside, the moving truck's electric engine buzzed to life, the workers ready to leave. Sam let out a long sigh. Another evening gone. A knock at the door startled her. She didn’t move. If she stayed quiet, maybe the visitor would leave. But they were persistent. A third knock—then pounding.

“Open up, Sam. I know you’re home,” India called.

With a reluctant sigh, Sam got up and opened the door.

India's eyes lit up the moment she saw the thin red scars on her friend’s face.

“Wow! I didn’t know they took off the bandages. I’m speechless. That’s some transformation!”

“Come in,” Sam said.

“Well, since I’ve already made it all the way here...” India teased. Sam gave her a faint smile. „I won’t stay long—I need to catch the seven o’clock bus. Think you can put up with me for an hour?”

“Of course. Sorry. I think I’ve been wallowing in self-pity a little more than necessary.”

Sam took her coat, opened the closet, and hung it on the first free hanger. The guitar was nowhere in sight.

“I love how doctors have such a way with words,” India laughed.

“You mean, self-pity?” Sam asked.

India giggled. “I mean, a little more than necessary. I can just imagine my surgeon saying, ‘Oops, I cut a little deeper than necessary. My apologies, I accidentally removed one of your ribs along with your gallbladder.’”

Sam burst out laughing. The movement pulled uncomfortably at the healing wound on her nose.

“That would be more than just a little too deep,” she said.

India made her way into the kitchen, commenting over her shoulder, „At least you’re laughing. Got any tea?”

Sam poured her a mug from the thermos. “Sugar?”

“Two.”

She scooped in the requested amount.

“Let’s sit in the living room,” she suggested.

Soon, they were lounging on the chocolate-colored couch, sipping the warm, rosy-colored drink. The room filled with the sweet scent of strawberries.

“I just couldn’t wait any longer to see you,” India admitted, her honey-blonde curls bouncing around her face. “You went completely silent all week. I get it, surgery and all, but I just wanted to hear that you were okay. Just a simple I’m fine would’ve done.”

“I’m fine.”

“Do the wounds still hurt?”

“Not so much anymore.”

“When did they take the bandages off?”

“This morning. Technically, I still have one on my nose, but I just had to take it off. I couldn’t resist looking over and over again. What do you think? Does it look better?”

India’s eyes sparkled.

“Not just better—amazing. I thought it would take forever to fix, if they even could, but this... this is unbelievable. It’s like your nose was never cut in half. That must’ve been one hell of an accident to do that much damage.”

Sam averted her gaze.

“It was,” she muttered.

“The important thing is, you survived. And now the mirror won’t remind you of it every day.” India hesitated. “Will you tell me about it someday?”

“Maybe. I’m not ready yet.”

Sensing Sam’s mood shift, India changed the subject.

“Have you thought about the recording? Figured out what’s bothering you?”

Sam shook her head with a sigh.

“No ideas yet,” she lied.

India let it go easily.

“So, where did you meet the guys?”

Sam got up, walked over to the window, and perched on the edge of the windowsill, warming her hands with the mug. She answered from the comforting half-light.

“I’ve known Emmett the longest. I took a language course with him back when I thought my grasp of the local language wasn’t good enough.”

“He thinks you speak it perfectly. Have you been learning it for a long time?”

“Since I was a kid. Not just English, though—German and Italian too, but I haven’t used the last one in ages.”

“What about German?”

“I was lucky. My parents worked at a hotel in Austria. They figured it would be good for me to ‘see the world’ with them, so they enrolled me and my brother in an Austrian school. Later, I traveled a lot. My native language was useless at conferences. If I wanted to get by—and believe me, I really wanted to—I had no choice but to speak English or German.”

“And Italian?”

“That was just for fun. I barely remember a few words now.”

India stared ahead, lost in thought.

“I was never much of a language person. Not that I’d have anywhere to practice, anyway. My clients have to speak the national language, and I rarely travel abroad. The last time was on my honeymoon in Wales with my husband. Not much use for foreign languages there. Do you have anyone? A husband or boyfriend?”

Sam’s head snapped up. It was a sensitive question—one India couldn’t have known was that sensitive.

“I’m in the middle of a divorce,” she said after a long pause.

It was true in a way—she had already decided she wouldn’t spend another minute with Thomas. The divorce hadn’t been brought up yet, but then again, neither had anything else. They hadn’t spoken a single word since that night, and she planned to keep it that way.

India picked up on the tremor in her voice.

“I’m sorry! I didn’t realize it was such a painful topic.”

Sam spotted two women on the street, pushing a twin stroller and arguing about something. They looked familiar. Suddenly, she remembered seeing them at the office. She followed them with her eyes until they disappeared around the corner before speaking again.

“And how did you end up working at the office?”

India shrugged.

“I couldn’t afford college. I figured I’d work for a year or two after high school and then enroll in a program. In the meantime, I took a bunch of certification exams—you know, bureaucratic nonsense. At some point, I realized I actually enjoy my job. I don’t even want to go to university anymore.”

“You found your place in the world.”

“I did. And why did you become a doctor?”

“At first, out of defiance. My mother insisted that coming from an Austrian school, I’d never get into a Hungarian university. But I’ve always been stubborn, so I took a deep breath and applied. The Hungarian education system felt strange after the Austrian one, but I got through it thanks to my good head for studying. Before I knew it, I started loving the work—kind of like you. Then...” She hesitated, not wanting to dig up old wounds. „I had a son. He’s sixteen now. My father had two heart attacks—that’s why I became a cardiologist. I thought I could help him because his doctors seemed helpless. It took me too long to realize that what he needed wasn’t a doctor. It was a miracle. I lost him a few months ago.”

India set down her empty mug and climbed into the darkening windowsill beside Sam.

“I’m so sorry. Was the licensing exam here difficult?”
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Sam thought back to that Thursday morning when she stood at the gates of Hill Preston University. Scattered among the dormitories and common rooms were the imposing, old buildings of the various faculties. As she walked through the vast park, beneath towering trees that had stood for centuries, she felt as if she had stepped into an entirely new world.

I just have to make sure I stay in it, she thought wistfully. For once, the uncertainty that had loomed over her for the past year didn’t haunt her.

She was expected at building 41, about half a kilometer from the entrance, according to the map attached to the letter. All she had to do was follow the straight path ahead. By 8:45, she had arrived at the medical faculty’s reception desk.

“What time is your appointment?” asked the older, heavyset secretary behind the counter.

“Ten o’clock.”

“You’re far too early. The professors don’t see candidates before their scheduled time.”

“That’s fine,” Sam replied, holding up a magazine. “I’ll just read while I wait.”

“Suit yourself. Go wait outside room four. They’ll call you in from there.”

Sam walked down the long hallway, lined with intricately carved wooden paneling. The ancient walls made her feel more like she was in a monastery than at the sixth-best university in the world. The dim light sent a chill down her spine.

Room four was next to a window overlooking a small enclosed courtyard. She set her things down on the bench beneath it, hoping the sunlight would warm her. Through the glass, she noticed a neatly trimmed laurel bush and two tall, slender birch trees. Across the courtyard, three towering silver firs stretched toward the sky. The crisp air seeping through the window crack helped calm her nerves.

I’m already here—what’s the worst that could happen? Thanks to the language school, her accent had improved significantly, she had learned countless new words, and she had refreshed her professional knowledge. It won’t be because of me if this doesn’t work out. Worst case, Elli will be right—I’ll try again. And again... Eventually, I’ll make it.

She hung her coat on a hook and sat down on the hard wooden bench. Looking around at the dark, bare hallway, she flipped through her magazine. The first few pages didn’t catch her interest, even though she was usually drawn to articles about newly built racetracks. But in this tense situation, reading felt impossible.

I just want to get this over with.

She got up and looked out the window again.

Two serious-looking female students hurried across the courtyard. Behind them, a gruff-looking man with a thick beard followed, a hefty stack of papers tucked under his arm.

Professors always looked like that in her mind—bearded, stern men whose sole purpose was to find out exactly what their students didn’t know.

She hoped the committee evaluating her would take into account her eight successful years in the medical field. Sure, it had been in Hungary, in a small, obscure rural hospital, but she was still a doctor—and if her credentials were to be believed, a pretty good one at that. The thought steadied her nerves.

She turned back to her magazine. This time, she managed to read the first half of an article about the construction of a new racetrack. She was just about to start the second half when someone touched her shoulder.

“Krisztina? Wágner Krisztina? Is it really you?”

The voice was warm, masculine, and full of disbelief.

Looking up, she found herself face-to-face with an old acquaintance, someone she had always held in high regard—Professor Per Gilchrist. His graying circle beard framed a deeply lined but kind face.

They had crossed paths four times at various conferences. The first time, they had ended up sitting next to each other by chance in a vast auditorium. Within five minutes, they were arguing over a discussion point on the agenda. An hour later, they were having lunch together, smoothing over their disagreement. They had reached some kind of compromise—one that, in this moment, had completely lost its significance. That afternoon, they talked about their families, then about work again, until it was time to part ways.

A year later, they ran into each other briefly at another medical event, exchanging only a quick greeting before life took them in different directions. For the next two years, there was nothing.

During that time, Sam—under the name Dr. Wagner Krisztina—published an article in a medical journal. One day, Gilchrist wrote her a lengthy letter of praise about it. Their correspondence went on for weeks until they met again in Vienna.

At a two-day conference, they spent every moment together, along with four other promising doctors like herself. After listening to lectures alongside the other attendees, the five of them retreated to a hotel room, where, under Gilchrist’s guidance, they analyzed rare cardiology cases late into the night. Sam had held her own, successfully tackling every challenge thrown her way—even though, in hindsight, she hadn’t been entirely sure of some of her statements. Luckily, that hadn’t seemed to diminish her performance.

At the time, Gilchrist had promised to help her if she ever needed it. She had never thought she would actually have to take him up on the offer.

Did he just call me Krisztina? He doesn’t know I’ve changed my name—Sam thought.

“Professor Gilchrist! What are you doing here?”

The old man practically melted with delight at seeing her again.

“How many times have I asked you to call me Per?”

“Good morning, Per.”

“Now, that’s better. You’ve grown awfully formal these past two years. It has been two years, hasn’t it?”

Sam nodded. „That’s how I remember it.”

“So, tell me—what brings you to our university? You’re not here to take an exam, are you?”

“Actually, I am.”

Gilchrist gave her a fatherly pat on the shoulder. 

“You should have called me. I would’ve taken care of that exam for you in a heartbeat. I did promise you’d receive a royal welcome if you ever came here. You’re one of the medical field’s brightest stars.” His gaze flicked to her face, and his smile faded. “I see scars... What happened?”

“Car accident.”

“And yet you still love cars?” He gestured toward the magazine in her lap.

“It wasn’t my car’s fault.”

“Well then, come on. I can’t just leave you to fend for yourself.”

Before she could protest, the professor took her by the elbow and guided her into Lecture Hall Four.

“My coat,” Sam whispered.

She hurried back, grabbed it off the rack, and followed him inside.

“If you’re wearing a coat in this heat, what on earth will you do when winter comes?” he teased.

Sam smiled. According to the calendar, it was February. If this were summer, they’d be in real trouble.

Despite the secretary’s warning that the committee wouldn’t see her before ten, the presence of Gilchrist had them assembling in record time. Distinguished men and women stood at attention, forming an impromptu panel. As she answered their questions—just as she would have under normal circumstances—a scribe in the corner busily documented her credentials, though under ordinary conditions, that part would have come after the interview.

By the time the questioning was over, Gilchrist had disappeared. Sam hoped that meant she was done for the morning. But as she stepped out of the lecture hall, her signed and sealed approval letter in hand, the old man reappeared.

“Come to my office, dear. It’s just down the hall. Tell me—how did it go?”

Sam followed him down the dimly lit corridor.

“You must know, Per. You arranged everything in advance.”

Gilchrist shook his head, his silver hair floating around him like a halo.

“Don’t be fooled by appearances. Those people in there are sharks. Sure, they snapped to attention when I walked in, but they’re neither spineless nor stupid. If you hadn’t proven yourself, you’d be walking out of here empty-handed. Now, shut the door behind you.”

Gilchrist’s office was nothing short of extravagant. A massive mahogany desk dominated the space, with a chair behind it large enough to double as a bed. The windows were draped in chocolate-brown silk brocade, with the finest Parisian lace curtains underneath. His filing cabinets were impeccably organized—not that she expected anything less from him.

“While my colleagues were grilling you, I made a few phone calls,” he said. “If I remember correctly, you live in Adele Park?”

Sam nodded.

“Excellent. The Adele Park Clinic has the best cardiology department in the country. How would you feel about me recommending you for a position there? It’s a fantastic workplace, plus they have a special health program for their staff. I’d bet anything that if Dr. Peterson sees those scars, he’ll make sure they’re gone by tomorrow at the latest. Now, where the devil did I put my glasses...?”

He patted down his pockets, lifted a stack of papers from his desk, then rummaged through the middle drawer.

“Never get old, dear Krisztina. Never!”

He eventually fished out his glasses, then typed up a recommendation letter on his computer, printed it, and signed it with a flourish.

“There we go! Off you go to Adele Park. If you’re up for it, you can start tomorrow.”

“I don’t even know how to thank you... Per. This is truly—”

He waved her off.

“Save the gratitude for the fresh graduates. You’ve already proven yourself to me. I’d stake my reputation on you.”

Sam left the university feeling lighter. It was obvious that Gilchrist held her in higher regard than most of his colleagues. If he were just a little younger, I’d think he had a crush on me—she mused with a smile. But what’s wrong with that?

Thanks to him, everything had fallen into place. No job hunting, no interviews—just walk into the hospital with his recommendation in hand. And knowing Per, by the time she arrived, everything would already be arranged. A smooth transition. A warm welcome. Dr. Peterson waiting with open arms.

It finally dawned on Sam what India had asked: Was the exam difficult?

“It wasn’t an exam, really... They just wanted to know where I’d worked since getting my doctorate and what specialties I’d trained in. I mentioned my publication and described the work we did in my department, particularly my role in it. Of course, they didn’t just take my word for it—they had already gathered references from my previous workplace and reviewed my professional development records. They asked a few personal questions, then sent me on my way.”

And the job?”

“An old acquaintance took care of everything behind my back.”

“You’re really lucky.”

Sam wanted to argue, but India had no way of knowing about the things that contradicted her statement.

“Not that lucky. My new boss wouldn’t even let me onto the floor until I promised to get my face fixed.”

“And rightly so. A beautiful, kind woman like you shouldn’t have to live with ugly scars.”

Sam studied her new friend. She had expected a teasing remark, but India looked at her with genuine encouragement.

“You’ve had those scars for too long,” India said seriously. 

“They’ve made you guarded. Doubtful. They’ve chipped away at your confidence. Your boss did the right thing insisting on the surgery. And I think once the pain is gone, you’ll thank him for it.”

Sam gave a faint smile.

“I already do. I thought I’d have to live like this forever. Disfigured.”
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Sam fought hard to conceal her fear. Over the past year, she had come up with excuse after excuse, constantly postponing her return to the medical field. When she could no longer delay it, she completed a bus driver training course—just to avoid going back to a hospital. She started out as a bus driver here and only considered returning to medicine when she realized the job wasn’t intellectually fulfilling.

But as time passed in her new hospital position, her fear and uncertainty faded. A month in, she had already mastered the maze-like hallways. Patients called her by name, junior colleagues frequently sought her advice, and even Dr. Peterson, the department head, gave her a respectful nod whenever they crossed paths.

Yet, as much as she loved the hospital and the practice of medicine, she loved the band and their music even more. After long mornings filled with appointments and surgeries, she could hardly wait to get home, where the girls would shove a guitar into her hands.

Her evenings followed the same routine. The girls would start up the player, and Sam would listen to a track from India’s album. She never failed to compliment the lyrics and the melody. The arrangement wasn’t bad either... except that it lacked harmony. Helga eagerly joined her, either sitting at the piano or picking up a guitar, and together they worked through new accompaniments, piecing them together from what Sam had deciphered on the album. Elli played a
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