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Chapter 1 – New Beginnings
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Arrival at Lake Balaton

The train window rattled softly as the train began to slow, and Anna pressed her palm against the glass, staring at the sunlight sparkling on the surface of the lake. Lake Balaton stretched out before her like a living, breathing giant — its blue at times shaded into deep green, other times dancing opalescently in the light. Children ran along the shore, adults sipped morning coffee in the shade, and the air was thick with the scent of freshly cut grass and sunscreen. Anna was twenty-one, a university student, and this would be the first summer she spent completely on her own — not at home, not in a dorm room, but at a lakeside resort where she would be working. She didn’t know yet what it would be like, only that something was beginning. Something new. And maybe something important.

Getting off the train, she slung her backpack over her shoulder and started down the dusty road toward the resort, which her boss had only ever referred to over the phone as "one of Lake Balaton’s hidden gems." The small resort nestled among reeds really was different from the typical tourist spots — quieter, more intimate, closer to nature. The reception desk was on the veranda of a renovated old villa, where the scent of potted geraniums and lavender welcomed her. The sun shone brightly beyond the lake’s surface, and the trees rustled softly in the breeze, as if whispering: “things happen a little differently here.” Anna’s heart beat faster as she stepped through the wooden-pillared entrance — not from the heat, but from anticipation. She had no idea yet how much this summer would change her.

Kata sat on the shaded terrace with a glass of lemon water, trying not to notice how much the new arrival resembled herself ten years ago: curious, enthusiastic, a bit overdressed for a place like this. The sun had already tanned Kata’s arms, but the tension beneath her skin couldn’t be burned away by any sunlight. She was thirty, freshly divorced, with too many unanswered questions and too little certainty about the future. The job at the resort wasn’t her dream — it was more of a refuge, something a person takes when they don’t know what else to do. As the new girl approached, Kata felt her old reflexes kick in: toughen up, put up the walls. But the girl’s smile was so genuine that for a moment she wavered — maybe not every connection has to end in retreat.

Anna stopped in the shade of the pergola in front of the reception, adjusting her backpack a little awkwardly. The woman on the terrace noticed her hesitation, stood up, and walked over.

“You must be Anna, right?” she asked softly but firmly. There was a tired gentleness in her voice.

Anna nodded quickly and extended her hand.
“Yes! Anna Kiss. For the guest services position. Are you Kata?”
The woman smiled and shook her hand.
“Yes. Kata. I run reception here... and about a thousand other things, when needed.”
Anna laughed, though her eyes remained fixed on the woman’s — there was something deep in them, as though she’d been seeing more for a long time than she chose to speak.

“I’m a bit nervous. This is my first summer alone... working, and all that.”

Kata nodded and glanced toward the lake.
“Balaton is a good place for beginnings. And for hiding too.”
Anna couldn’t tell what she meant — if she was hinting at her, or at herself. Still, she felt comforted by her presence.

“I hope I won’t be too much trouble. I learn fast.”

Kata nodded slightly and gestured toward the reception.
“Come on, I’ll show you your room. You’ll start work tomorrow, but for today, just get used to the place.”
As Anna followed Kata into the main building, she was struck by the calm: the cool shade between the thick stone walls, the mix of lavender and citrus scents — probably diffused with essential oils — and the soft, constant trickle of water from somewhere in the inner courtyard. The light inside played more gently than out by the lake — as if the sun, too, had learned to be quiet in this place.

Beyond the reception, a spacious lounge opened up: wicker chairs, colorful cushions, vintage posters on the walls — some from the 1960s, when Lake Balaton was still a holiday symbol of the socialist dream. Anna could easily imagine walking barefoot on the smooth stone tiles. Her gaze swept the room, and a strange calm began to wash over her — as if she hadn’t come here to work, but to find something she hadn’t yet named.

On the other side of the building, wide glass doors opened onto a sunny terrace where guests sat with drinks in hand, enjoying the tranquility. In the background, like a constant melody, came the sound of waves, children's laughter, and the rustling trees.

Kata handed her a key with a little wooden duck with a floaty carved on it.
“Second door on the left in the staff hallway. The view’s not great, but it’s quiet.”
Anna took it and smiled faintly. She already knew — something important was beginning here, even if she only grasped it through the little details.

Kata glanced sideways as the young girl stopped at the edge of the lounge, looking around. There was something familiar in that wonder-filled gaze — that innocent yet curious look with which Anna studied the colorful cushions, the wicker chairs, the glass doors opening to the lake. Kata remembered what it was like to step into this place years ago: when she was still new and had dreams that weren’t just about surviving.

Now, she only watched. There was no envy, just a quiet curiosity — How long will Anna’s fresh enthusiasm last? Will any of that light in her eyes remain by the end of the summer?

The girl moved lightly, though a little uncertainly: a thin backpack over one shoulder, hair tousled by the wind, and that careful posture so typical of strangers. Kata noticed how Anna gripped the key a little nervously. A duck. She had once glued those little figurines on the keychains herself — a childish idea, but the guests liked them. Now a young girl held one, and her whole summer lay ahead of her.

Kata stood at the start of the hallway, arms folded, and when Anna stepped up beside her, she tried not to be too strict, but not overly friendly either. She knew from experience: too much kindness breeds suspicion, too little becomes coldness.

“If you need anything, I’m in the office until four,” she said dryly. “The guests start arriving in bigger numbers after six, so you’ve got time to look around.”

Anna nodded, and for a moment, Kata caught her gaze. She looked back with a clarity, an honesty so rare these days that Kata suddenly didn’t know whether to feel unsettled or comforted by it.

Then, with a quiet sigh, she turned away.
Just another season. Another summer. Another girl who’ll ask questions — and maybe find answers.
But Kata had long since learned: people come, stay for a while, and then vanish — like ripples on the water left behind by a passing sailboat.

First Day at the Restaurant

The morning woke Anna early. A breeze coming from the lake gently stirred the curtain, and the first rays of the early summer sun painted the walls golden. For a moment, she just lay in bed, listening to the birds and the distant creaking of boats, trying to soak in the peace of the place. Then the excitement slowly swept through her — this was the real beginning. Her first day of work, her first real task.

The restaurant, which stretched beside the resort’s central terrace, was already half full by eight in the morning. Behind the counter, a blonde, smiling girl was polishing glasses while a retro Hungarian song played quietly on the radio. From the kitchen came the clatter of metal, the sizzle of cooking, and the occasional gruff voice — the chef had arrived. The guests, mostly older couples and cycling tourists, trickled onto the terrace, eyeing the daily offerings with sharp glances.

Kata was already there, her hair in a loose bun, her hands full of sticky notes and to-do lists. When she saw Anna lingering at the entrance, she gave her a half-smile and waved her over.
“You’re on time. That’s already half the battle,” she said. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to a few people.”
Anna followed her behind the counter, where the smiling girl approached her with a bounce.
“Hi! I’m Zsófi. Coffee, tea, cure for hangovers,” she winked, and Anna laughed.
The ice was broken — quickly and naturally, as if they had known each other for weeks.

From behind the kitchen door came a raspy, grumpy male voice:
“You’re standing there like you’ve taken root! If you don’t move, you’ll fall behind!”
Kata only sighed.
“That’s Laci, the chef. Sometimes he talks like it’s a warzone, but his fish soup is legendary. You’ll see.”
Anna stepped back a little nervously, but Zsófi gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder.
“Don’t mind him. Those who start the season grumpy are usually just grumbling by summer’s end.”
As the morning passed, Anna and Zsófi fell into an easy rhythm. One took orders while the other ran them to the counter. Kata watched from the background, but didn’t interfere — and that calmed Anna. She felt trusted. That she could be an important part of something bigger — at least for this summer.

By early afternoon, golden sunlight spilled across the restaurant’s terrace. The scent of freshly grilled fish and crispy fries mingled with the warm, reed-scented breeze from Lake Balaton. Anna adjusted her light blue apron as she watched the guests sip their lemonades in satisfaction. The closeness of the water filled the air with a cool mist, carrying the sweet scent of sunscreen and the promise of summer.

“Go ahead and take a break, everyone’s napping anyway,” Kata smiled, wiping down the edge of the counter. “A little peace will do you good before the afternoon rush.”

Anna nodded gratefully. She appreciated the thoughtfulness — it wasn’t intrusive, more like a calm attentiveness that made even the fatigue seem lighter. She quietly slipped out the terrace door, which closed softly behind her, as if not wanting to disturb the peace.

Walking along the gravel path, she headed toward the water. The afternoon sun still blazed, but under the trees, cool shadows reigned. Light filtered through the leaves, dancing in golden patches on the ground. She sat down on a bench near the lakeside promenade, in the shade of an old pine, and watched the scenery.

The water of Lake Balaton seemed to have changed color all day. Now it rippled in silvery-gray under the light, its gentle waves glinting. On the far shore, the misty outline of Badacsony loomed — distant, yet reassuring.

The shore was almost deserted. The morning bustle had faded; beach towels lay abandoned on the grass. People had retreated from the early afternoon heat — to their rooms, perhaps, or just to find shade at the end of the garden.

Anna closed her eyes and breathed in the fresh, clean air. The Balaton breeze combed gently through her hair, bringing with it the lake’s cool scent and the summer fragrance of the trees. In that moment, she felt as if she had arrived not just in body, but in soul — into a new chapter, a new summer.

The First Conversation

About half an hour later, Anna slowly made her way back to the restaurant. As she stepped out from the shade of the trees, the sultry heat of the summer afternoon wrapped around her
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