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Elena Rinaldi arrived earlier than Matteo expected.

He had been at Da Carlo for less than an hour. The front door was propped open to let the morning air through, and he was wiping down the counter when a small hatchback stopped at the end of the street.

Matteo looked through the glass and lowered the cloth.

Elena got out wearing a dark navy blouse and black trousers, a large bag over one shoulder. She looked less exhausted than she had at the funeral, though not by much.

She locked the car, walked beneath the portico, read the sign taped to the restaurant door—

CLEARING OUT RESTAURANT
NOT OPEN FOR BUSINESS
—and came inside.

Jingle.

“You're early.”

“I left before traffic got bad.”

Her eyes moved immediately across the room.

Six tables.

The faded menu board.

The counter.

The kitchen beyond it.

And, against one wall, Matteo's three boxes.

DISCARD.

KEEP.

REVIEW.

Elena smiled.

“That is painfully like you.”

“What is?”

“Labeling boxes before you've even decided what you're doing.”

“You need categories if you're sorting things.”

She glanced at him.

“Dad would've done something like that.”

Matteo's hand stopped.

Elena noticed immediately.

“Sorry.”

“It's fine.”

He picked up the cloth again.

A few days earlier he might have reacted more sharply. Lately he'd heard the comparison too often.

You sound like Carlo.

You do that the way Carlo did.

You're more like your father than you think.

He still disliked it. He simply didn't have the energy to argue every time.

Elena crouched beside the REVIEW box.

The old blue child's chair stuck halfway out.

Her hand stopped.

“This is still here?”

Matteo looked over.

“You remember it?”

“Of course.”

She pulled it free.

The backrest was cracked on one side. Most of the blue paint had worn away from the seat.

“You used to eat sitting in this thing.”

“Not all the time.”

“A lot.”

“What about you?”

“I was already too big for it.”

Elena ran her fingers over the scratches beneath the seat.

“Mom tried to throw this away more than once.”

“Why didn't she?”

“Dad wouldn't let her.”

“Why?”

“He said it still worked.”

Matteo laughed.

“That sounds like him.”

Elena smiled.

“Exactly.”

He went into the kitchen.

“Coffee?”

“You have any?”

“Rosa keeps leaving it here.”

“Then yes.”

Matteo opened the thermos sitting near the old espresso machine. It wasn't the same coffee Rosa had brought two days earlier. She had stopped in that morning and refilled it without asking.

At this point, Matteo no longer found it surprising when food or drink appeared in the restaurant without explanation.

He poured two cups.

Elena sat at the counter.

“Did you find Mom's espresso spoons?”

“Not yet. I haven't really searched properly.”

“That isn't the only reason I came.”

Matteo looked at her.

“Then why?”

Elena took a sip.

“Just wanted to see the place.”

He didn't ask more.

That was reason enough.

Matteo had spent days in the restaurant since the funeral. Elena had barely been inside.

Her attention shifted to the notebooks spread across one table.

“These what you told me about?”

“Yeah.”

He handed her the one filled with names.

She opened it at the beginning.

Vittorio — late shift.

Rosa — afternoon.

Teresa — no peperoncino.

Students — 3 eggs.

Page after page, Elena's expression changed.

“He really wrote everything down.”

“You've never seen this?”

“No.”

“Not once?”

“No.”

Then she stopped.

“This.”

Matteo came around the counter.

Elena — 3 p.m.

He had seen it before.

Until now, it had meant nothing.

Elena stared at the handwriting.

“This might actually be me.”

“You know what it means?”

“Not exactly.”

“What do you think?”

She searched her memory.

“When I was in secondary school, I used to come here around three on Saturdays.”

“Why?”

“Lunch, I guess. Before going home.”

“Dad cooked for you?”

“Yeah.”

“What?”

Elena smiled.

“Whatever was left.”

“Like?”

“Leftover pasta. Eggs. Vegetables. Sometimes he'd reheat pasta in the pan with whatever was around.”

Matteo's eyes shifted.

A family meal.

Not a menu dish.

Something they had eaten without naming.

He filed the memory away rather than expanding it.

“So Dad was good to you.”

The words came out colder than he intended.

Elena looked up.

“That isn't what I said.”

“Sounds like it.”

“I said he fed me on Saturdays.”

“Every week.”

“Food isn't the whole relationship, Matteo.”

He gave a humorless laugh.

She was right.

A meal did not make someone a good father.

But Matteo had spent the last several days hearing too much.

Davide receiving extra frittata.

Rosa being given broth when she was sick.

Vittorio getting his seasoning reduced after a doctor's visit.

Teresa's name beside reminders about food and health.

Carlo recording people's arrival times, preferences, appetites.

And Matteo?

He did not say it.

Instead, he went to the refrigerator.

There were a few containers inside.

Roasted vegetables from Giulia.

Pickled peppers from Rosa.

Some cooked beans.

No leftover pastina.

He reached for the first thing available, then stopped.

“Have you eaten?”

Elena asked.

“Not yet.”

“Breakfast?”

“Coffee.”

“That isn't breakfast.”

Matteo closed the refrigerator.

“You?”

“Half a sandwich at a service station.”

“That isn't breakfast either.”

Elena laughed.

“You're repeating me now.”

Matteo checked what remained in the refrigerator.

There wasn't much rice or bread. Enough for something simple, perhaps.

“What do you want?”

Elena looked toward the menu board.

“I hear you've been cooking everything on there.”

“Who told you?”

“Rosa.”

Matteo turned.

“Why is Rosa calling you?”

“To tell me you aren't eating.”

“I'm thirty-eight.”

“To Rosa, you're still Carlo's boy.”

Matteo sighed.

Elena pointed toward the board.

“Minestrone?”

“Had enough of it.”

“Pasta e fagioli?”

“Also enough.”

“Sausage and onions?”

“Enough.”

“Frittata?”

Matteo looked at the blackened pan he'd only recently put away.

“Definitely enough.”

Elena began laughing.

“You did come here to close the restaurant, right?”

Matteo did not answer.

That question had become increasingly difficult.

She watched him.

“What are you actually doing?”

Matteo rested one hand on the edge of the sink.

“I don't know.”

“What do you mean?”

“At first, I wanted the recipes.”

“But there aren't any.”

“No.”

“Then?”

Matteo looked toward the notebooks.

“I started asking people.”

“About what?”

“Dad's food.”

Elena became quiet.

“Minestrone first. Everyone remembers it differently.”

“Of course.”

Matteo looked at her.

“Why do you say that so quickly?”

“Because I never thought Dad's food tasted exactly the same every time.”

His hand stopped.

“You knew?”

“Not exactly.”

Elena leaned back.

“But even at home it changed. One day something was saltier. Another day it was thinner. Depends what he had.”

“I don't remember that.”

“You stopped eating at home much once school got busy.”

“That was because I got home late.”

“Exactly.”

The remark was casual, but Matteo felt himself bristle.

“So you remember everything Dad cooked?”

“No.”

“Then don't sound like you do.”

Elena looked directly at him.

“When did I say I know everything?”

Matteo didn't answer.

He knew he was becoming defensive.

Elena let the silence sit for a moment.

“What did people tell you?”

Matteo took three eggs from the refrigerator.

Tap.

Tap.

The third cracked badly and left egg white across his fingers. He washed his hand.

“Dad changed food depending on the customer.”

“What do you mean?”

“Seasoning. Ingredients. If someone couldn't eat chile, he left it out. Vittorio ate stronger food after his night shifts.”

Elena listened without visible surprise.

That irritated him further.

“You aren't surprised?”

“A little.”

“You don't look surprised.”

“I can imagine Dad doing that.”

Matteo began beating the eggs.

“Students got extra frittata.”

Elena paused.

“Really?”

“Without paying.”

“Could've happened.”

“There it is again.”

“What?”

“Could've happened.”

“What am I supposed to say?”

“Doesn't any of this surprise you?”

“It does.”

“But?”

“Elena—”

“Matteo.”

Her voice dropped.

“I don't know Dad better than you did.”

He poured a little oil into the pan.

“Rosa got pastina when she was sick.”

“Okay.”

“Vittorio got his food changed after he saw a doctor.”

“Okay.”

“He wrote down hospital visits in the notebook.”

That finally changed Elena's expression.

Matteo brought the notebook over.

Vittorio — doctor.

no chile.

Rosa — stomach.

no peperoncino.

Elena read the lines slowly.

“He really wrote that down.”

“Exactly.”

Matteo still hadn't poured the eggs.

“He paid attention to everyone.”

Elena didn't answer immediately.

“Apparently.”

“Don't you think that's strange?”

“What part?”

Matteo placed the pan over the flame.

“Other people.”

Elena watched his back.

“He did all that for other people.”

She stayed silent.

“And I never knew.”

“Because you weren't here much.”

Matteo turned sharply.

“Because I wasn't interested?”

Elena's face changed.

“That isn't what I meant.”

“That's what it sounded like.”

“I meant you didn't come to the restaurant.”

“And why do you think that was?”

Elena stopped.

They both knew.

Matteo had hated the restaurant.

More precisely, he had hated what it represented.

Carlo stayed here longer than he stayed anywhere else.

Longer than home.

Longer than a school sports field.

Longer than any family trip.

Whenever Matteo thought about his father, the restaurant stood between them.

He exhaled.

“Remember the sports day?”

Elena's eyes grew heavier.

“Yes.”

“The one Dad said he'd come to.”

“Yes.”

“And the trip we were supposed to take to Ravenna.”

“I remember.”

“Why didn't we go?”

“A group booked lunch.”

Matteo gave a short, bitter laugh.

“I packed the night before.”

Elena said nothing.

“Mom kept saying, wait a little. Maybe he'll close after lunch.”

His voice grew lower rather than louder.

“I waited until afternoon.”

The pan was heating.

A faint shimmer appeared in the oil.

Elena said,

“The heat.”

Matteo looked down too late.

He reduced the flame and poured in the eggs.

Hiss.

Too hot.

The edges browned immediately.

He stirred roughly.

“You know what Dad said that night?”

Elena waited.

“He didn't say sorry.”

The eggs were already setting too quickly.

“He brought pizza.”

Elena's voice was quiet.

“Yes.”

“Was that supposed to be an apology?”

“No.”

Matteo stopped.

He looked at her.

Elena didn't hesitate.

“That wasn't enough.”

The eggs continued cooking.

Matteo turned off the flame.

Elena closed Carlo's notebook.

“The sports day too.”

“You remember that?”

“Of course.”

“Mom came alone.”

“Yes.”

“Dad didn't.”

“He was here.”

“He chose to be here.”

Elena considered the correction.

Then nodded.

“That's fair.”

Something in Matteo's shoulders loosened.

He transferred the ruined eggs to a plate.

One side had browned too much.

Elena looked at it.

“That's not frittata.”

“Eat.”

“Food cooked during an argument seems dangerous.”

“I didn't poison it.”

“Can you guarantee that?”

“Elena.”

She smiled and took a piece.

Matteo did too.

The eggs were bland.

Overcooked.

The texture rubbery.

“Terrible.”

Elena swallowed.

“I was going to be polite.”

“You already looked disgusted.”

“You really have been cooking lately?”

“Rosa told you that too?”

“Of course.”

Matteo shook his head.

“Rosa needs a radio show.”

That made Elena laugh.

For a few moments, the tension thinned.

Then she put down her fork.

“Matteo.”

“Yeah?”

“What Dad did for customers and what he failed to do for us are separate things.”

He stopped eating.

“The stories you've heard might all be true.”

“Yeah.”

“He might really have paid attention to people.”

“Yeah.”

“That doesn't erase why we were hurt.”

Matteo looked at his sister.

Maybe those were the words he'd wanted someone to say.

Not a defense of Carlo.

Not a denial of the good he had done.

Just permission for both things to remain true at once.

Elena exhaled.

“I had plenty of reasons to be angry with him too.”

“You?”

“Why wouldn't I?”

“You got along with him.”

“From your perspective.”

Matteo frowned.

Elena pushed the plate away slightly.

“You remember my graduation?”

He thought.

“Not really.”

“Dad arrived an hour late.”

“Why?”

“The restaurant.”

Matteo said nothing.

“Mom and I took pictures first. He showed up later with flowers.”

“And that made it okay?”

“No.”

The answer was immediate.

“I was furious.”

Matteo looked at her.

“You never told me.”

“Why would I?”

“I don't know.”

“I kept some things to myself too.”

Elena drank the last of her coffee, grimacing at how cold it had become.

“And when Mom's back got bad, I was the one going to the hospital with her most of the time.”

Matteo's expression changed.

“When was that?”

“You were already in university in Milan.”

He remembered his mother complaining about back pain. He hadn't realized how frequent the appointments had been.

“Dad?”

“At the restaurant.”

Elena said it simply.

Matteo's lips tightened.

Then she added,

“He paid the bills. Bought her medicine. Sometimes came home late and put ointment on her back.”

Matteo laughed bitterly.

“But didn't go to the hospital.”

“No.”

“Same thing again.”

“Yes.”

Elena did not defend him.

Carlo paid.

Bought medication.

Helped in the ways that fit around the restaurant.

But he did not close the restaurant and go with his wife.

Matteo could suddenly see the pattern.

Carlo's care often existed inside a boundary.

He would act.

He would spend money.

He would remember.

But only up to the point where the restaurant itself had to be sacrificed.

Beyond that line, the family often waited.

“I understand why you hated him sometimes.”

Matteo looked up.

“You do?”

“Yes.”

“You always seemed like you were taking his side.”

“Breaking up an argument doesn't mean I was taking his side.”

“You always told me to stop.”

“I told both of you to stop.”

“Felt like it was just me.”

“You were louder.”

Matteo laughed properly this time.

“So that was it.”

“Yes.”

Elena smiled.

Then Matteo reopened the notebook and turned to:

Elena — 3 p.m.

“At least he remembered when you came.”

Elena looked at the words.

“Apparently.”

“There is one for me too.”

Her eyes lifted.

Matteo found the page.

Matteo — exam.

Nothing else.

Elena stared at the handwriting.

“Do you know what exam?”

“No.”

“University entrance?”

“Maybe.”

“Could've been a school exam.”

“Exactly.”

Matteo gave a frustrated laugh.

“I don't even know why he wrote it.”

Elena didn't touch the page.

“But he did write it.”

“Yeah.”

“You care about that?”

“A little.”

“Why?”

Matteo didn't answer immediately.

Carlo remembered an exam.

That did not suddenly make him a good father.

But it made it harder to say he remembered nothing about his son.

And Matteo hated the ambiguity.

It would have been easier if every memory pointed in one direction.

“I keep finding things that don't fit.”

Elena waited.

“People tell me Dad remembered what they liked, when they worked, when they were sick.”

“Yeah.”

“And part of me gets angry every time.”

“I know.”

“They're good things.”

“Yes.”

“Feeding kids. Helping someone sick. That's good.”

“Yes.”

Matteo pressed his fingertips against the edge of the table.

“But if he knew how to do that...”

His throat tightened.

He drank water.

Then he stopped avoiding it.

“Why couldn't he do that for us?”

The refrigerator hummed in the silence.

Matteo looked down at the table.

“I wasn't asking for much.”

His voice shook slightly, and he did not try to hide it.

“Come to one sports day.”

His finger tapped the wood.

“If you promise a trip, close the place for one day.”

Again.

“When I moved away, say something other than ‘Call your mother.’”

Another tap.

“When I got the job in Milan, maybe say, ‘You worked hard.’”

Matteo gave a short laugh.

“That was about it.”

Elena breathed out slowly.

When Matteo finally looked up, her eyes were wet too.

“He could've done that.”

He went still.

Elena said it again.

“He could have.”

She did not say he loved you anyway.

She did not say he was from a different generation.

She did not say you know how he was.

“He didn't.”

Matteo pressed his lips together.

“You can't explain everything by saying he was bad at expressing himself.”

Her voice remained calm.

“Being bad at it still leaves damage.”

The words went deeper than Matteo expected.

He had heard the explanations for years.

Carlo wasn't expressive.

Carlo's generation was like that.

He worked too much.

He showed love through actions.

Maybe all of that contained pieces of truth.

None of it erased the child who had waited.

Elena held her cup between both hands.

“There are things about Dad I understand.”

Matteo listened.

“Like why closing for one day scared him.”

“Why?”

“The early years were awful.”

“I know.”

“When the restaurant finally started getting regulars, he got terrified of losing them.”

“So that justifies breaking every family plan?”

“No.”

Elena shook her head.

“I'm explaining it. Not defending it.”

Matteo looked at her.

“Maybe at first it was fear. No customers, no money, no business.”

She turned the empty cup slowly.

“Later, I think it just became habit.”

“Habit?”

“Never closing.”

Matteo looked around the restaurant.

Thirty-two years.

Opening at similar times.

Cutting vegetables.

Cooking.

Serving.

Washing.

Closing.

At first, perhaps it had been survival.

Then protecting the business.

At some point, maybe the reason disappeared and the routine remained.

Matteo said,

“He still should've told us.”

“Yes.”

“Just say, ‘I'm scared if I close, people won't come back.’ Something.”

“Yes.”

“Instead it was always just no.”

“Yes.”

Elena did not argue.

The agreement felt good and strangely empty at the same time.

What would it have been like to hear those words as a child?

You're allowed to be hurt.

He had reasons, but you still waited.

Matteo had rarely heard that.

His mother had usually explained Carlo on his behalf.

He's busy.

He's working for the family.

Try to understand.

Matteo had hated those explanations because it always seemed to be his job to understand.

“Why did Mom keep putting up with it?”

Elena's eyes lowered.

“She didn't always.”

“They fought?”

“A lot.”

“I don't remember.”

“You weren't around for all of it.”

Elena broke off a piece of bread that wasn't there, realized what she'd done, and smiled faintly at herself.

“One time Mom actually locked the restaurant.”

Matteo stared.

“Mom did?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“I was maybe thirteen.”

“Why?”

“They had planned a family day out. Dad said he couldn't go because of the restaurant.”

“What did Mom do?”

“She came here early, locked the door, and kept the key.”

Matteo laughed in disbelief.

“Dad must've lost his mind.”

“He did.”

“They fought here?”

“Right outside.”

“Did you go on the trip?”

Elena shook her head.

Matteo's smile vanished.

“Why not?”

“By then Mom was too angry.”

“And the restaurant?”

“They opened.”

Matteo put down his fork.

“That is unbelievably depressing.”

“Yes.”

“Poor Mom.”

Elena considered the phrase.

“She wasn't miserable every day.”

“They stayed together.”

“Staying together doesn't mean everything was fine.”

Matteo went quiet.

“And it doesn't mean everything was terrible either.”

Elena smiled faintly.

“Mom liked going to the wholesale market with Dad.”

“Together?”

“Early mornings.”

“I never saw that.”

“You were asleep.”

“Did they enjoy it?”

“Mom used to say Dad always bought her breakfast afterward.”

Matteo shook his head.

“I don't understand them at all.”

Elena laughed.

“Do relationships have to be either good or bad?”

He had no answer.

People could love each other and still hurt each other.

Live together and remain disappointed.

Fight in the morning and go to the market together the next day.

Matteo had reduced his relationship with Carlo to a few simple statements for years.

We weren't close.

He cared about the restaurant more.

He didn't know how to be a father.

None of those statements were false.

They simply didn't explain the blue chair.

The thick edge of frittata.

Matteo — exam.

The brief phone call when he was sick.

And none of those fragments erased the broken promises either.

“Did you love Dad?”

The question left Matteo before he'd decided to ask it.

Elena laughed softly.

“That's a strange way to ask.”

“Just answer.”

She looked down at what remained of her food.

“Yes.”

“A lot?”

“I don't know.”

“How do you measure that?”

Matteo frowned.

“You said you hated him sometimes.”

“I did.”

“Both?”

“Yes.”

Elena shrugged.

“He was my father.”

It did not sound like therefore I had to love him.

It sounded more like closeness itself allowed contradictory feelings to remain.

Matteo asked,

“Did you forgive him?”

Elena's expression became more serious.

“For what?”

“The things he got wrong.”

“I don't know.”

“You don't know?”

“No.”

She took a drink of water.

“Do I have to keep a list of what I've forgiven and what I haven't?”

Matteo looked caught off guard.

“I still get angry when I remember my graduation.”

“Yeah.”

“And when I remember Mom going to the hospital alone.”

“Yeah.”

“But when Dad died, I was sad.”

Matteo lowered his head.

“So was I.”

The words were quiet.

He wasn't sure whether Elena heard them.

She simply took another bite.

Grief was not forgiveness.

Missing someone did not mean agreeing with everything they had done.

Crying at the funeral did not erase resentment.

Matteo was beginning to understand that knowing a person was not the same as writing a verdict.

Good man.

Bad man.

Good father.

Bad father.

Carlo did not fit neatly into one box.

Matteo did not write that conclusion down.

For once, he simply ate with his sister.

After a while, Elena asked,

“Do you remember what Dad said when you got into university?”

Matteo snorted.

“‘Good.’”

Elena laughed.

“Exactly.”

“That was it.”

“On the phone.”

Matteo looked at her.

“On the phone?”

“Remember the day you left Bologna?”

“Mostly.”

“Dad didn't go with you.”

His expression hardened.

Another old wound.

Lucia and Elena had gone with him to the station.

Carlo stayed behind for lunch preparation.

Matteo remembered sitting with his luggage and thinking:

Of course. The restaurant again.

Elena said,

“After you left, he was quiet for hours.”

“He was always quiet.”

“Not like that.”

She searched her memory.

“I came here after lunch because Mom asked me to drop something off.”

“And?”

“Dad had one of your books under the counter.”

Matteo frowned.

“Why?”

“I asked.”

“What did he say?”

Elena did not imitate him.

“He said, ‘It's Matteo's. Leave it there.’”

“That's it?”

“Yes.”

Matteo laughed in disbelief.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“I don't know.”

Elena answered immediately.

“I genuinely don't.”

She did not force meaning into it.

“I only remember that the day you left, he had one of your things beside him.”

Matteo fell silent.

He could have turned the book into evidence that Carlo had secretly been devastated by his son's departure.

But one book could not support that conclusion.

Maybe Carlo had simply forgotten to put it away.

Maybe it had been carried to the restaurant by accident.

Matteo left the meaning open.

“Why didn't you tell me?”

“When would I have?”

“Fair.”

“I only remembered now.”

Matteo thought of the customers.

A smell triggered one memory.

A pot another.

Someone else's sentence unlocked something forgotten.

Family memory worked the same way.

It wasn't archived in order.

It surfaced when something touched it.

Elena looked at him.

“And before you do it—”

“Do what?”

“One small memory doesn't mean, Actually Dad was secretly the perfect father all along.”

Matteo frowned.

“Why would I think that?”

“Because you're making that face.”

“What face?”

“The face where you're trying to solve something.”

He did not deny it.

Elena picked up the plates.

Matteo stood.

“Leave them. I'll wash.”

“We'll do it together.”

“Why is a guest washing dishes?”

Elena turned.

“Guest?”

Matteo paused.

“What else?”

“Your sister.”

He stopped.

Elena had already reached the sink.

“Then wash.”

“You only remember I'm your older sister when there's work.”

“You found Mom's spoons too.”

“You found them.”

They washed side by side.

Elena scrubbed.

Matteo rinsed.

There weren't many plates, but once the pan and ladle were added, it took longer than expected.

“Mom and Dad used to do this here.”

Matteo looked over.

“Wash dishes together?”

“Early on.”

“Later Dad did it alone.”

“Yes.”

“Why did Mom stop helping?”

“You started school. More
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