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Dear Diary, 

This morning, a chill chased me into the kitchen. Not from the window, right from the spot where I know I left the old journal. I tried to ignore it, but it had the stubborn patience of a stray dog parked on your doorstep. The kitchen is only halfway back to normal: pots still damp, a baking sheet drying, the big knife back in the block but off by a inch, just enough to annoy me. I spent the morning cleaning up after my forty, second birthday, and it hit me that putting the world around you in order doesn’t automatically mean you’ve done the same inside. It’s been two years since I packed away the old journal. Two years since that January 2023 that bent my life into a different shape. Today I am, and I want to be, a line cook. White jacket. Kitchen hierarchies respected the letter. Plates that go out hot, clean, and on time. The truth is, the kitchen is simpler: a mistake has a smell, a taste, a texture. You fix it, or you throw it out. Investigations don’t work like that. The truth gets under your skin, and it doesn’t come off, not even after ten washes. Avigliana took me in quietly, the way it does with anyone who doesn’t ask for much. The air smells like burned wood and wild herbs, and some mornings, when the wind comes from the right direction, it carries a damp, metallic note that makes me think of the two lakes as two eyes that never close. Here, almost no one recognizes me as “the detective,” and that suits me fine. I’d rather be the guy who makes a proper mushroom risotto, who doesn’t skimp on the stock and doesn’t overcook the rice. It’s a kind of dignity I picked for myself. I didn’t make New Year’s resolutions. Resolutions have a bad habit of summoning bad memories. I just wrote a short list: work well, don’t lie to myself, sleep eight hours when I can. It doesn’t say “investigate.” It doesn’t say Joel. It doesn’t say “time travel.” That chapter is closed. Or at least, it should be. I put coffee on, watched the moka pot grumble, and listened to the house’s silence. Silence, if you let it do its job, gets to work. From the living room I could see the shelf where I’d put the things I didn’t want to touch anymore: old notebooks, a couple of photographs, and that journal. Not on display, but not really hidden either, the place you stash objects you can’t quite bring yourself to toss or to keep. I started straightening up the way you move around broken glass. At some point, as I wiped down the table, the mug slipped and shattered into three clean pieces. A stupid little accident, but it left a completely disproportionate irritation under my skin. I picked up the pieces and noticed, or maybe I told myself I noticed, a glint of silver under the cabinet, like something had rolled there a long time ago. I didn’t look right away. Some things are better left in the dark until you’re ready. When I finished, I opened the window. The smell that came in was the one I wanted: wet wood, gentle smoke, the faintest hint of fog. I thought about how this town has its own way of telling you the truth. It doesn’t shout it in your face. It leaves it on your doorstep. I went out for a walk. I took the road toward the big lake, where the wind has more bite and the light, even in winter, can still find something to cling to. Along the way, a smell of iron and mildew stopped me cold. I thought about the abandoned buildings, the Nobel dynamite factory, the stories of hands ruined by powder. And that time, two years ago, when... No. I cut it off. Later, back home, I cooked something simple: scrambled eggs with chives, toast, and a drizzle of good olive oil. I ate standing at the window, but without any peace, my mind kept circling back to that glint under the cabinet. I fixed the shelf, leaving the box with the journal for last. I set my fingers on the lid and felt how cold it was, smooth, familiar. I didn’t open it. But I had the distinct sense it had shifted a few millimeters since the last time. That evening, with a glass of red wine that smelled like cherries, I texted Lucrezia. I don’t even know why, I hadn’t spoken to her in years. I didn’t wait for an answer. I turned the box with the journal a quarter turn, then bent down and, without meaning to, saw that the glint under the cabinet was a small key. I left it there. Not today. I turned off the lights, listening to the refrigerator’s hum and the warmth moving through the pipes. Tomorrow will be a day like any other. But I know that if the past still wants in, this time it’s going to have to knock a lot harder.​​
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I didn’t open the curtains this morning. The room stayed dark in a way that didn’t match the hour, like night had decided to linger here and nowhere else. The clock said 7:15, and the window still held a black reflection. On the nightstand, last night’s glass of water was empty. I could’ve sworn I’d left it half full. I pushed the thought away, but it clung, sticky as gum.

I got up with a heaviness that wasn’t exactly tiredness. More like a damp veil laid over my thoughts. I put the coffee on and waited for the moka pot’s familiar burble. When I poured the dark liquid into my mug, I noticed the teaspoon trembling slightly between my fingers. I tried to smile, but nothing came.

I was and watched the steam rise when I saw it.

The old journal. Not in a dream. Not in a memory. Right there on the shelf, out of the box where I’d sealed it two years ago. Impossible. I remember putting it away myself and never touching it again. It was as if it had climbed out on its own.

A white glow, cold, seeped from the cover. Not a reflection. Its own light, self, contained, almost alive, like it was breathing. I set the mug down and moved closer, slow and careful. With every step, it felt like the floor stretched under my feet, like it didn’t want me to reach it.

I picked it up. The leather was cold, like a stone kept in the shade. I opened it. The first page, which I remembered filled with the image of my first case back in 2023, was blank. Then, slowly, a sentence wrote itself in red ink:

Giorgio, did you forget me? We have to start all over again. This journal still has a hold on you.

My heart slammed once, hard. I felt watched. I tried to talk myself into reason, but I didn’t buy it, even in my own head. And then, almost without meaning to, I said, “Joel? Is that you?”

The words didn’t disappear into the air. The page shivered, and more red letters appeared:

Yes, it’s me. And you have a mission. You have to pick up this adventure again. You can’t let everything disappear into silence.

I hadn’t written anything. And yet Joel’s voice, calm, ironic, seemed to fill the room. I snapped the journal shut, as if that could protect me, but the echo of his sentences was already inside my skull.

I tried to remind myself who I am now: a line cook, not an investigator. A simple life. Clean. But the journal didn’t leave room for my excuses. When I opened it again, new words were there, pressed into the page like they’d always belonged:

Being “just a cook” never made you happy. You’re the one who solves what others can’t.

I read them. Then read them again, like I expected them to shift. They didn’t. They sat there, accusing. I grabbed the pen I’d left in the box, dipped it into the inkwell, and wrote the bluntest question I could manage:

What do you want from me, Joel?

The reply came at once, no hesitation:

There’s a murder to solve. Avigliana’s big lake is hiding a secret.

A chill climbed my spine. The pen slipped from my fingers and skittered under the cabinet. Down there, for an instant, I caught the metallic glint, small, oval. I didn’t bend to retrieve it. Not yet.

The rest of the morning went on autopilot: washing a pot, chopping vegetables, checking the stock. But every action carried a shadow, the journal, its words, the big lake. I tried to drown the image by throwing myself into work at the restaurant. Between the smell of sautéed onions and the steady rhythm of knives, there was always a moment when my mind snapped right back: dark water, a surface calm I already knew wasn’t innocent.

During my shift, I caught the lake’s reflection in the metal of the pots. And I understood that the kitchen, no matter how familiar, can’t hold me when the pull is this strong.

That evening, back home, I set the journal on the table. I didn’t open it. But every time I looked away, a faint ticking seemed to come from the empty box. A sound that had no right to exist.

I ate standing up, bread and cheese, without appetite. Then I sat in front of the journal and ran a finger along the cover. It was warm.

I don’t know whether to call it destiny or a sentence, but I know it isn’t a coincidence. Joel knows me well. The big lake is hiding a secret and I, whether I want to or not, am going to find it.

Before bed, I looked under the cabinet again. The glint was still there. I reached out, then stopped with my hand an inch away.

Not today.
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I didn’t sleep at all last night. It wasn’t simple restlessness, it was a kind of enforced alertness, as if every sound in the house had been assigned to me personally. I listened to the refrigerator breathe in steady intervals, the pipes clanking with small, sharp knocks, and between those noises, a deeper pause, unnatural, like something had stopped and was just waiting. Every time I closed my eyes, Joel’s words came back vivid: red, crisp, etched into my mind. Avigliana’s big lake is hiding a secret. I repeated them silently, testing their weight, and each time something shifted inside me, a mix of fear and pull. Two years is a long time, but his return was enough to pry open doors I’d been sure I’d sealed. When dawn finally began to seep in, I opened the curtains. Avigliana had vanished under a thick, low fog that seemed to hold sound hostage. I couldn’t see the street, only the blurred outline of a few rooftops and the muted glow of streetlights still burning. If the town had been a witness, it would’ve refused to talk today. I drank my coffee, watching the steam rise, trying to convince myself that a day in the kitchen would set me back to normal. I got dressed and went out. At the restaurant door, a single drop of water fell from the doorframe onto my hand, icy, like it had come off metal left out in
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