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Luca was drowning in spreadsheets when his phone buzzed.

The name on the screen made him pause. Zio Matteo. His uncle never called. Birthdays, maybe Christmas — but never out of nowhere on a Tuesday afternoon.

He picked up. "Pronto?"

Silence. Then his uncle's voice, thick with something Luca couldn't name. "Luca. You're well?"

"I'm fine, Zio. Everything okay?"

Another pause. Luca could hear birds in the background — the ones that nested in the lemon grove. He hadn't thought about that sound in years.

"Your father," Matteo said slowly. "He's... we need to talk. About the farm."

Luca's office suddenly felt smaller. The Milan skyline outside his window, the one he'd been so proud of ten years ago, looked grey and distant.

"What about the farm?"

"We're selling it."

The words hung in the air. Luca opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

"Luca? You there?"

"Selling?" He finally found his voice. "But the farm has been in the family for —"

"Four generations." Matteo's voice cracked. "I know. You think I don't know?"

Luca leaned back in his chair. His computer screen had gone dark. Somewhere in the building, a coffee machine hissed. Normal sounds for a normal day. Except nothing felt normal anymore.

"Tell me what happened."

"Your father's heart. The doctor said no more heavy work. And I can't do it alone anymore, Luca. I'm seventy-two."

"I didn't know about his heart."

"Of course you didn't. You never call."

The words stung because they were true. Luca ran a hand through his hair. "When did this happen?"

"Three months ago."

"Three months? And nobody told me?"

"You were busy." Matteo's voice wasn't angry. Just tired. So tired. "Making money in Milan. We didn't want to worry you."

Luca stared at his reflection in the dark computer screen. A man in an expensive suit. A man who hadn't been home in ten years. A man who'd told himself he was too busy, too important, too far away.

"When?" he asked.

"The sale? There's a company interested. They want to turn it into a resort. We're meeting them next week."

"Next week?"

"Unless..." Matteo stopped.

"Unless what?"

"Unless you come. One last summer. Say goodbye to the trees."

The trees. Luca closed his eyes and saw them. Rows and rows of lemon trees, their branches heavy with yellow fruit. His grandfather walking between them, touching each one like an old friend. The smell of lemon blossoms in spring.

"I'll come," he heard himself say.

"Luca —"

"I'll be there. Send me the details."

He hung up before his uncle could argue. The office hummed around him. Somewhere a phone rang. A door opened and closed. Life going on as if nothing had changed.

But everything had changed.

Luca turned back to his spreadsheets. The numbers blurred. He couldn't focus. His mind was already south, already on that train he hadn't taken in ten years, already walking through the lemon grove.

One last summer.

After the call ended, Luca couldn't move for a long time.

The clock showed seven in the evening. The office was empty. Outside, the city lights had begun to flicker on, but he still sat in his chair, phone in hand, staring at nothing.

The farm was being sold.

Land that had been in their family for four generations. Trees his grandfather Giuseppe had planted with his own hands. The house where his father grew up. The garden where he'd run and played as a child. All of it would be gone.

Luca opened his phone's gallery. Found old photos. A picture from ten years ago: Nonna Rosa in the kitchen making lemon cake, Uncle Matteo smiling in the background. Another one showed his father Alessandro holding a lemon, looking at the camera with a rare smile.

How distant he'd become.

Something tightened in his chest. Guilt? Sadness? Something else? He couldn't name it.

He called his assistant.

"Elena? Luca. Cancel tomorrow's meetings. Clear my entire schedule for next week."

"Everything? Including the Milan client meeting?"

"Including that."

A moment of silence. "Is everything okay, Luca?"

"Personal matter. I need to go south."

"South? To your family?"

Luca hesitated. "Yes. To my family."

Elena's voice softened. "I understand. I'll handle it. Safe travels."

He hung up. Leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling.

Ten years.

For ten years, he'd always said "next year." Next year when work slows down. Next year when this project ends. Next year when I'm less busy. But next year never came.

Now it was coming. But for a goodbye.

He stood, walked to the window. Milan stretched beneath him. He'd worked hard to conquer this city. University, internships, sleepless nights, sacrifices. He'd succeeded. Good job, nice apartment, respectable career.

But at what cost?

He picked up his phone again. Wrote a message to his uncle: "I'm coming on Friday. No need to book anything, right? Is my old room still there?"

The reply came minutes later: "Your room is ready. The trees are waiting for you."

Luca smiled. Then realized: it was the first time in ten years he'd smiled after receiving a message from his uncle.

He turned, shut down his computer. Spreadsheets, numbers, graphs... all disappeared with the screen. Tomorrow he'd need to pack for a new kind of journey.

But that night, he couldn't sleep. Lemon trees kept appearing before his eyes. His grandfather Giuseppe walking among them. His father as a young man. And himself, a small boy, running laps through the grove.

By morning, his bag was ready. He booked his train ticket. Friday morning, he'd leave.

One last summer.

The landscape changed as the train moved south.

Milan's grey concrete faded behind, replaced first by green hills, then olive groves, and finally the coastline. Luca stared out the window, imagining scents that grew more familiar with each kilometer. Lemon. Sea. Pine trees.

Eight hours.

He reached for the coffee on the seat beside him, took a sip. Cold. Not that he was paying attention anyway. His eyes kept returning to his watch, willing the train to arrive faster, even as fear stirred in his chest. Ten years. Ten years was a long time.

When he stepped off at the station, the sun was high overhead.

The air was hot, humid—the kind that clung to your skin. His lungs, accustomed to Milan's dry climate, resisted at first. But his nose recognized it immediately. This scent existed nowhere else. The smell of the Mediterranean. The smell of home.

At the end of the platform, he spotted someone.

His uncle Matteo. Standing still, hands in his pockets, watching him. He wore a faded shirt and jeans. His hair had turned completely white. New lines marked his face. But his posture remained the same. Solid, like a tree rooted in the earth.

Luca started walking. Each step shortened the distance, each step tightened the pressure in his chest. He didn't know what to say. Hello? How are you? I'm sorry?

His uncle spoke first. "So you came."

His voice carried the same tiredness from the phone. But something flickered in his eyes. He was glad Luca had come.

"I came, Zio."

They stood there for a moment. Then Matteo stepped forward and embraced him. Tight. As if pouring years of longing into a single gesture.

Luca closed his eyes. His uncle's scent... tobacco, earth, lemons. His childhood.

"The car's over there," Matteo said as they pulled apart. "Come on. Nonna's waiting."

Walking toward the car, Luca looked around. The station was the same. The café across the street was the same. The pine trees lining the road were the same. It was as if time had stopped here.

But how much he himself had changed.

They got in the car. Matteo turned the key, the engine sputtered to life. An old Fiat. Luca had ridden in this car as a child.

"Your father," Matteo said as they pulled away. "He's waiting for you at home."

Luca said nothing.

"He might be... how should I say... a bit distant. You know him. Doesn't talk much."

"I know."

"He's not angry. Just... doesn't know how to approach you. Ten years is a long time."

Luca looked out the window. Lemon groves passed by. Trees heavy with fruit. Branches glowing yellow.

"I don't know either, Zio."

Matteo glanced at him. "Just be yourself. He's your father. You're his son."

Simple words, but heavy. Luca nodded.

The road curved. First a stone wall appeared, then an iron gate. The same sign still hung above it: "Family Lemon Groves — 1923"

Matteo opened the gate, and they drove through slowly. A dusty path. Rows of trees on both sides. And at the end of the path, whitewashed walls, the house of his childhood.

Luca forgot how to breathe.

When the car stopped, Luca couldn't move for a while.

The house stood before him. Two stories, whitewashed walls, windows painted blue. Exactly as he remembered. Stone steps in front, a large fig tree beside it. The fig tree he'd climbed as a child.

Matteo turned off the engine. Silence settled over them. Only the sound of cicadas, that familiar summer music.

"A person," Matteo said quietly, "is surprised to see everything unchanged. Even though they themselves have changed so much."

Luca nodded. He couldn't find words.

They got out of the car. The earth beneath their feet was warm. Dust rose, hung in the air. Luca took a deep breath. Lemon, thyme, rosemary. The scent of Mediterranean herbs.

Someone stepped out of the house.

His father, Alessandro.

He stood in the doorway, hands at his sides, watching them. An old shirt hung on him, his back slightly hunched, hair completely grey. No expression on his face. Neither a smile nor anger. Just an empty look.

Luca froze in place. Matteo stepped in. "Alessandro, look who's here."

Alessandro moved past the threshold. Fixed his eyes on his son. A long look. One that carried years within it.

"Welcome," he said finally.

His voice was tired. Like Matteo's on the phone. But deeper, rougher. Rusted, like a tool unused for years.

Luca cleared his throat. "Thank you, Father."

They stood there for a moment. No movement toward an embrace or a handshake. Neither of them stirred.

Matteo broke the silence. "I'll park the car. You two... talk."

He disappeared. Luca was left alone with his father.

Alessandro gestured toward the door. "Come inside. The afternoon heat will pass, then you can walk the grove."

Luca nodded. He followed his father into the house.

Inside was dim and cool. Thick walls kept the summer heat out. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he tried to recognize his surroundings. The old cabinet in the hallway. His grandfather's photo on the wall. The curtain with lemon patterns.

Everything was the same.

They moved into the kitchen. A large wooden table, chairs around it. Through the window, the lemon grove was visible. Nonna Rosa stood at the stove, her back to them.

When she turned, she was smiling.

"My Luca."

Her voice was warm. She opened her arms. Luca reached her in a few steps, hugged her tightly. Nonna's scent hadn't changed. Flour, lemon peel, soap.

"You've grown," she said, stroking his hair. "So much."

Luca smiled. His eyes filled.

Nonna turned to her son. "Alessandro, don't stand there. Sit down. A guest has arrived."

"Not a guest, Mother. My son."

"Is that so?" Nonna's voice carried a thin reproach. "Your son, whom you haven't seen in ten years, has come. Sit and talk a little."

Alessandro said nothing. He sat at the table. Luca sat across from him.

Nonna poured lemonade for both. Iced, fresh. Luca took the glass, breathed in its scent. His childhood came back to him. Summer evenings, this kitchen, lemonade, his grandfather's laughter.

"How are you?" his father asked.

"I'm fine. You?"

"We manage."

Silence.

Luca looked out the window. The lemon trees stretched in rows. Leaves glistened under the sun. His father's voice came again
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