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      The morning the Austrians retreated, Papa changed the flag in forty-three seconds. I timed him.

      I stood in the doorway watching. The cold came off the stones like they were made of ice, and my breath made clouds in front of my face. I could see all the way across the square to the church with the mountains behind it—white peaks pressing down on everything. Snow covered the ground but wasn't falling, just sitting there waiting. The kind of alpine cold that got into your bones and stayed there, even after you went inside.

      Papa's hands moved fast on the rope. He pulled down the red and white Austrian flag and folded it quick like laundry. Then the Italian flag went up—green, white, red—snapping hard in the wind.

      He didn't look at it or check if it was straight. Just pulled, tied, and finished.

      Forty-three seconds.

      He came back inside and the heat from the kitchen hit my face. Bread baking. Coffee on the stove. Yesterday's soup still hanging in the air—garlic and something else I could never name.

      "Forty-three," I said.

      Papa wiped his hands on his apron. His fingers were red from the cold, raw and stiff. His face too. He didn't smile.

      "Should be faster."

      "That's your record, Papa."

      "I know."

      He looked at the door like he was expecting it to open any second. Maybe it would. The Italians were maybe ten minutes out. We'd heard them marching past before dawn—young guys, exhausted, their boots crunching in the snow. Some of them singing. Most of them not.

      I was ten years old. They called me Fernando. Except when the Austrians held the village, then I was Ferdinand. Same kid, different name. You get used to it.

      Our café sat on the village square in South Tyrol. I didn't even know if our village got a name on the maps anymore—just a spot between the mountains. Stone buildings that looked like they grew out of the rock. Narrow streets you could touch both walls in. One square with a fountain that froze solid every winter. One church with bells that rang every hour except during the shelling.

      And our café. Facing the church. Three stories with stone walls so thick you couldn't hear the wind inside. Small windows with shutters Papa closed when planes flew over. Downstairs was the café with fifteen tables and a kitchen in back. Upstairs was where we lived.

      The front line kept moving. One week the Austrian army pushed through and held the village. Next week the Italians fought back and took it. Then the Austrians came again. Over and over. For three years already, since I was seven.

      We changed with it. We had to.

      If Austrian soldiers came? We were Austrian. Austrian flag, newspapers, German language. Schnitzel if we had it. And Papa's soup—always the soup.

      If Italian soldiers came? We were Italian. Italian flag, newspapers, Italian language. Polenta if Mama could find cornmeal. And Papa's soup—same soup, different words for it.

      Simple. You just switched, smiled, served, and survived.

      That morning the Italians were coming back. I'd seen them at first light, streaming past our shutters—hundreds of them, more than last time. Some looked like they'd been fighting for days without sleep. Others looked too young to shave.

      Papa had me check everything before we opened.

      "The flag?"

      "Done."

      "Menu?"

      "Flipped it already."

      The menu was one piece of cardboard with Italian on one side and German on the other. You just turned it over like a coin.

      "Newspapers?"

      "Italian ones on the table. German ones under the floorboard behind the stove."

      Papa stared at me with his dark, serious eyes. This was a test. He was always testing me.

      "Why you hide the German ones? Why not burn them?"

      I thought about it. Felt like a trap. "Because maybe next week the Austrians come back."

      "Smart boy."

      Then Mama yelled from the kitchen. Her voice cut through everything like a knife.

      "Giacomo! The coffee!"

      "I'm making it!"

      "You should've made it an hour ago!"

      Papa looked at me. I looked at Papa. We both knew—first soldier would walk through that door in five minutes, maybe less. And if the coffee wasn't hot, if the bread wasn't fresh, if we weren't smiling and saying the right words in the right language—

      Well. You didn't want to find out what happened then.

      "Go wake your sisters," Papa said quiet. "We need them down here. Now."

      I ran upstairs. The old wooden stairs creaked with every step no matter how careful I was. It was colder up there because heat didn't rise past the kitchen. We had three rooms—one for Mama and Papa, one for my sisters, one for me that was really just a closet with a bed.

      I went to my sisters' room first and pushed the door open. It was dark except for a little grey light from the window. I could see their shapes under the blankets, breath misting in the cold.

      Maria was sixteen. Anna was six.

      I shook Maria first, her shoulder through the blanket.

      She made a sound. Not a good one. Annoyed.

      "Maria. Get up."

      "Go away."

      I shook harder. "Maria. Italians are here. Papa needs you downstairs."

      She sat up fast with hair everywhere and eyes sharp even in the dark. For a second she looked at me like she was deciding whether to hit me. Then she remembered—everything, all at once.

      "Now?"

      "Now."

      "How long?"

      "Five minutes. Maybe less."

      She was out of bed before I finished talking. No complaining, no dramatics. She just moved. She knew what it meant when Papa said now. We all did.

      Anna was easier. She just opened her eyes and looked at me, smiling a little. Like waking up to switch sides was normal. Like this was just routine.

      "We Italian today?" she asked.

      "Yeah."

      "Good."

      That's all she said. Just good. Then she got up and started getting dressed in her little flowered dress that Mama had sewn—the one that looked Italian enough, or Austrian enough, depending.

      We were downstairs in three minutes. Mama had the coffee ready in a big pot on the stove, the smell of it everywhere—strong and bitter the way soldiers liked it, the way it woke you up even if you didn't drink it.

      Papa was setting the tables with chairs down, napkins folded, salt and pepper in the middle. Everything perfect. Everything the same as yesterday when it was Austrian, the same as tomorrow when it might be Austrian again.

      The floor was cold stone even through my shoes. I could feel it in my feet, in my legs. The whole building was cold—the walls, the ceiling, everything except the kitchen where the big iron stove worked all day and half the night.

      But the kitchen was warm with the stove going hard and bread in the oven. I could smell it—fresh, still baking. Mama's bread that soldiers paid double for because it reminded them of home. Whichever home. Wherever that was.

      Mama came out carrying a tray of cups. She looked at us—at me and Maria and Anna standing there in our Italian clothes with our Italian faces on.

      "Maria. Tables. Anna. Smile. Fernando. Stay by the door. When they come in, you say buongiorno. You understand?"

      We all nodded.

      "Say it."

      "Buongiorno," we said together. Not loud enough.

      "Louder."

      "Buongiorno."

      "Better. Now look like you mean it."

      We smiled—all of us, big smiles that don't reach your eyes but soldiers don't notice anyway because they're too tired or too cold or too far from home to care.

      The door opened.

      The cold hit me first like walking into a wall of ice. Then the sound of boots—heavy, slow. Then the smell of wet wool and gunpowder and something else I didn't have a word for yet.

      Then the soldier.

      Young guy, maybe twenty, maybe younger. Hard to tell with the dirt and exhaustion. His face was red from the cold and wind, snow all over his coat. His rifle on his shoulder with the barrel pointing down. He stopped in the doorway and looked around—at the tables, at Papa in his apron, at Mama with her tray, at us kids standing there smiling at him like we were glad he was here.

      "Buongiorno," I said. My voice sounded smaller than I wanted.

      The soldier nodded without smiling back, didn't say anything. Just walked to the nearest table and sat down heavy, like his legs couldn't hold him anymore, like sitting down was the first good thing that had happened to him in days.

      Papa came over, still in his apron with that customer smile—that same smile he used for Austrian officers yesterday.

      "Caffè?" Papa asked in perfect Italian with no accent.

      "Si," the soldier said. His voice was rough and tired but grateful. I heard that. The grateful part.

      Papa went to get the coffee. Mama was already bringing bread in a whole basket of it, still warm from the oven.

      The soldier took a piece and ate it in three bites without even tasting it. Like eating was work he had to finish.

      More soldiers came after that. Two, then five, then ten. Then I stopped counting. They kept coming, filling up the tables, taking off their coats, sitting down. Not talking much.

      The café got loud—not from talking but from sounds. Boots on the stone floor. Chairs scraping. Cups on tables. Spoons in coffee. The door opening and closing, opening and closing. The wind coming in every time like it was trying to get warm too.

      But no conversations. Nobody was talking. They were just eating, drinking coffee, being somewhere that wasn't the front line for ten minutes or twenty minutes—however long they had before their officers came and told them to move.

      By mid-morning every table was full. Thirty soldiers maybe, all Italian, all exhausted, all grateful for bread and coffee and heat.

      And we were Italian right along with them. Perfect Italian. Me and Maria saying buongiorno and prego and grazie. Mama taking their money. Papa in the kitchen making more coffee, more bread, more everything.

      And the soup.

      Papa's soup.

      I couldn't tell you what was in it. Papa never told nobody, never wrote it down. Mama didn't even know. But I could tell you what it smelled like—garlic that I could smell from across the room, and rosemary, fresh if we had it or dried if we didn't. And something else. Something I couldn't name, something that made your stomach hurt from wanting it.

      Papa brought out the first bowl around ten in the morning and set it down in front of a soldier who'd been sitting there not moving for twenty minutes, just staring at his empty coffee cup.

      The soldier looked down at it with steam rising. Then he picked up the spoon and took a bite.

      He closed his eyes.

      I saw him do it—saw his whole face change, saw everything disappear for five seconds. The exhaustion, the fear, the cold, the war. Like he wasn't in South Tyrol anymore. Like he was home, wherever home was, with whoever was there, eating something his mother made or his wife made or someone made before all of this started.

      He finished the whole bowl without stopping, without looking up. Just ate.

      Then he just sat there staring at the empty bowl.

      Papa came out from the kitchen and saw him.

      "More?" Papa asked in Italian.

      Papa brought him another bowl without charging for it. Papa never charged for second bowls. Said it was bad luck to charge a soldier twice for the same hunger.

      The soldier ate that bowl slower, like he was trying to make it last, like he knew once it was gone he'd have to go back outside. Back to the cold. Back to the front. Back to whatever was waiting for him in the mountains. And all of that was true.

      That's how it started.

      That's how every day started.

      The flag went up. The soldiers came in. We switched. We served. We survived.

      And somewhere between the coffee and the soup and the smiling, I stopped knowing which one was real—Fernando or Ferdinand, Italian or Austrian, the boy who said buongiorno or the boy who said guten morgen.

      Maybe I was both.

      Maybe I was neither.

      Maybe it didn't matter as long as the flag kept changing and the soup kept warm and we all kept breathing.

      That's what Papa said anyway.
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      Early fall in the Alps meant winter was already reaching down from the peaks. October up here wasn't like October in the valleys—by now the ground stayed white, and the cold never let go.

      I watched Papa through the kitchen doorway. He'd been in there since before dawn, before the flag went up, before the first soldier arrived. The soup was already simmering when we came downstairs. That's how it worked—you couldn't make Papa's soup fast. It took time, patience, something I didn't have a name for.

      Papa moved around the kitchen like he was dancing. Not the loud Italian way with hands flying and voice raised. The other way. The quiet way. His hands knew where everything was without looking—knife, cutting board, pot, spoon.

      He never wrote anything down. Never measured. He just knew.

      I'd watched him make soup a thousand times, maybe more. Every morning he was in there before light. Every morning the same ritual. But I still couldn't tell you exactly what went in it.

      Onions, I knew that much. I could smell them from across the café—sharp and sweet at the same time. Papa cut them so fast his hands were a blur, thin slices that curled when they hit the hot oil. The sound was like rain on stone, sizzling and constant.

      Garlic went in next—whole cloves smashed with the side of the knife, then chopped fine. The smell changed, got deeper, made your stomach wake up even if you weren't hungry.

      Then the stock. Papa kept it simmering on the back of the stove all the time, day and night. He added to it—bones, vegetable scraps, sometimes a piece of meat if we had it, but mostly bones. The stock was dark and rich. When he poured it into the pot with the onions and garlic, steam rose up thick enough to hide his face.

      He added potatoes, carrots, celery—all cut the same size, all going in at the same time. His hands moved without stopping, never hurried, never slow. Just steady.

      Then he reached for the small jar on the top shelf.

      The secret ingredient.

      I didn't know what it was. Maria didn't know. Even Mama probably didn't know. Papa kept it in a plain jar with no label. Sometimes it looked like dried herbs. Sometimes like spices. Sometimes like small dark seeds.

      He added just a pinch—three fingers—into the pot. Stirred once. Put the jar back.

      And everything changed.

      The smell that filled the café wasn't just soup anymore. It was memory. It was home. It was something that made grown men close their eyes and stop talking mid-sentence.

      I couldn't describe it, couldn't even think of the right words. It was like the smell had color, like it took up space, like it was trying to tell you something important but in a language you didn't quite speak.

      Papa tasted it with just a small spoonful. Closed his eyes. Thought about it. Added salt. Stirred. Tasted again. Nodded to himself.

      Then he did what he always did. He hummed.

      Not loud. Not a song anybody would recognize. Just a low sound in his throat. The same sound he made when he was content, when things were working, when the soup was right.

      He ladled some into a bowl and carried it out to the first soldier—the young one who'd come in alone, who'd been sitting there not moving for twenty minutes, staring at nothing.

      Papa set the bowl down in front of him. Steam rose up. The soldier looked down at it.

      Didn't move.

      Just looked.

      Then he picked up the spoon. Took a bite.

      He closed his eyes.

      I saw him do it—saw his whole face change, like for five seconds he wasn't in a war anymore, like he was home, somewhere else, somewhere safe.

      He finished the whole bowl. Then he just sat there staring at the empty bowl.

      Papa came out from the kitchen. Saw him.

      "More?" Papa asked.

      The soldier looked up. His eyes were wet—not crying, just wet.

      "Per favore," he said. Quiet.

      Papa brought him another bowl without charging him. Just set it down. Patted his shoulder once. Went back to the kitchen.

      The soldier ate slower this time, like he wanted it to last.

      Later, after the soldiers left, after we closed for the afternoon, Mama cornered Papa in the kitchen.

      "You gave him two bowls?" Her voice was tight, the way it got when money worried her.

      "He needed it," Papa said without looking up. Still cleaning the pot.

      "Giacomo, we can't afford—"

      "He'll come back." Papa set the pot down. Looked at her. "You'll see."

      Mama shook her head. But she didn't argue. She never did when it came to the soup.

      Papa was right.

      That soldier came back the next day, and the day after, and every day that week. He always paid. Always left a little extra on the table when he thought nobody was watching.

      That's how Papa worked. That's how we survived.

      It wasn't always the same soup. Papa made eight different ones. Eight. Depending on what we had. Depending on what the soldiers needed. Depending on the weather and the season and what was growing and what God gave us.

      The five big ones:

      Minestrone. The king. Vegetables and beans and whatever was left over. Sometimes with pasta. Sometimes with rice. Never the same twice but always good. That was the soup for when we had a lot of mouths to feed. Cheap. Filling. Kept you alive.

      Pasta e Fagioli. Beans and pasta. Simple. But Papa made it like nobody else. The beans soft. The pasta perfect. The broth thick like it knew what it was doing. He said his mother made it in Genoa. Said it was the soup that kept poor people from starving. He wasn't wrong.

      Escarole and Bean Soup. Scarola e fagioli. The bitter green. The white beans. Garlic. That was it. Three things. But when Papa made it, you forgot about the war. You forgot about the cold. You forgot about being scared. That's what the scarole did. Made you remember there was still good in the world.

      Stracciatella. The egg soup. The Roman one. Beaten eggs with cheese dropped into boiling broth. Made these little rags. Little clouds. Straccetti, Papa called them. That was the soup for when somebody was sick. When somebody needed gentleness. When the world was too hard and you needed something soft.

      Ribollita. The Tuscan one. The twice-boiled. Bread and beans and that dark kale. Cavolo nero. Black cabbage. Papa said you had to make it one day. Let it sit overnight. Then boil it again the next day. That's when it became itself. That's when it knew what it was. The soup got better the longer you waited. Like forgiveness. Like memory.

      The three surprise ones:

      Chickpea Soup. Minestra di ceci. Papa didn't make this one often. Only when he could get the chickpeas. But when he did? My goodness. Thick. Rich. Like eating clouds made of earth. He'd put rosemary in it. Sometimes a little tomato. Sometimes just chickpeas and garlic and that was enough.

      Lentil Soup. With sausage when we had it. Without when we didn't. The lentils Papa said were lucky. Said if you ate them on New Year's you'd have money all year. I don't know if that was true. But the soup was tremendous. Warm. Filled you up. Made you feel like maybe luck was possible.

      Panada. This was the soup nobody wanted to admit they loved. Stale bread soaked in broth. That's it. Poor man's soup. Sick man's soup. But Papa would add an egg. Sometimes some cheese. Make it into something that wasn't ashamed of itself. That's what Papa did. Made poverty taste like dignity.

      All Italian soups. Every one. Even when we were Austrian.

      Papa said the soup was the truth. Said you can lie with the flag. You can lie with the language. You can lie with the newspapers and the menu and everything else.

      But you can't lie with the soup.

      The soup knows where you're from. The soup knows who you are.

      And Papa was Italian. In the soup. In his hands. In the way he argued with the pot and tasted it ten times and added salt like he was conducting an orchestra.

      The café had an invisible border, a line you couldn't see but everybody knew was there.

      Papa's Italy. Mama's Austria.

      Papa had the kitchen—the soups, the hot food, the Italian side of things.

      Mama had the Konditorei—the pastries, the coffee, the Austrian side.

      And neither one crossed into the other's territory. Ever.

      Papa told me once, when I asked him why he never made desserts: "Because I'm Italian. Italians don't make strudel. We make tiramisu. We make cannoli. But strudel?" He shook his head. "Strudel needs patience, needs precision, needs order. My cooking? It's chaos—beautiful chaos that works because it's supposed to be chaos. But strudel? Strudel can't be chaos. Strudel has to be exact."

      He pointed at Mama, who was arranging pastries in the display case. "Your Mama, she measures everything. She writes it down. She follows steps—one, two, three, four. Very precise. Very careful. Very German."

      "Is that bad?"

      "No. It's not bad. It's just not me. I argue with the pot. I taste it ten times and still I'm not sure. I add salt because I feel like it should be there, not because some recipe says so." He gestured with his hands, wild and Italian. "Your mother? She's too precious with the salt. Madonna, that woman never puts enough salt."

      I watched Mama work. Her movements were different than Papa's—not passionate, not wild. Steady. Controlled. Every pastry placed exactly where it belonged.

      "She's good though," Papa said, quieter now. "Better than me with most things. Her schnitzel? Incredible. Her strudel? The best I ever had."

      He looked at me. "Don't you ever tell her I said that about the salt."

      "Said what?"

      "Good boy."

      Then he pointed at the display case. "That's her kingdom. I don't touch it—the pastries, the coffee, the Austrian side. And she doesn't touch the soup. That's how it works. She's the foundation. I'm the roof."

      I thought about that. About Papa's chaos and Mama's order. About how they each ruled their own side of the café. About how they never crossed into each other's territory but somehow made it work anyway.

      But that wasn't the whole truth. Papa thought he ran the café with his soup. But it was Mama who kept us alive.

      Mama had a web. That's what she called it. A network of people—vendors, merchants, neighbors, soldiers, officials. Everyone connected. Everyone owing everyone else something.

      I'd seen how it worked at the market. I'd watched her navigate between vendors, changing with each one. At the Austrian vegetable stand, she was formal. Reserved. Bought potatoes and carrots with minimal conversation. At the Italian fruit cart, she was warm. Expressive. Argued about the price of apples while smiling and gesturing, making it feel like a conversation instead of a negotiation.

      At the Austrian butcher, she was quiet. Efficient. Ordered sausages with precision.

      At the Italian cheese merchant—Signor Battista—she was loud. Friendly. They talked about nothing. About everything. About the weather and someone's daughter getting married. About how you had to make do.

      And she always bought. More than we needed sometimes. But that's how it worked. Everybody owes everybody. You buy from Signor Battista because he's part of the web. Part of the network. He sells cheese to the café. We buy cheese from him. He knows people. He passes information. He helps when you need help.

      That's what Mama understood that Papa didn't.

      Papa thought the soup was enough. Thought feeding people was enough. Thought kindness was enough.

      But Mama knew better. Mama knew you needed leverage. Favors. Debts. Information. Connections.

      When an Austrian official needed a place to meet someone quietly, Mama gave him the back room. When an Italian soldier needed a message delivered, Mama knew who to ask. When someone needed papers or passage or something that couldn't be bought legally, Mama knew people who knew people.

      She never asked for money. Just favors. Just debts.

      "Everyone thinks your father runs the café," she'd told me once. "That his soup is what keeps us alive. But the soup is just food. The web is what keeps us breathing."

      I watched her at the café counter, taking money, talking to customers. Always listening. Always watching. Always collecting information like Papa collected bones for stock—you never knew when you'd need it, but you kept it simmering, kept it ready.

      An Austrian soldier would mention troop movements. Mama would nod, file it away. An Italian merchant would complain about supply routes. Mama would remember. A local farmer would talk about someone arrested, someone missing, someone who needed help. Mama would know who to ask.

      The web spread across the mountains, across both sides of the shifting border. Austrian and Italian. Civilian and military. Rich and poor.

      And Mama sat in the center of it, at the café, taking money for coffee and pastries, and trading information and favors that kept us alive when the soup alone wouldn't have been enough.

      That's what Papa didn't understand. That's what he never wanted to understand.

      He wanted to believe the soup was enough. That feeding people was enough. That kindness was enough.

      And Mama let him believe it. Because he needed to.

      But I was starting to understand the truth. The café had two currencies. Papa's soup and Mama's web. Papa's kindness and Mama's leverage.

      We needed both to survive.

      The next Sunday, Mama made strudel.

      Not every Sunday. Only when she could get apples. Only when we had flour to spare. Only when she decided it was time.

      You couldn't rush Mama's strudel. You couldn't ask for it. You just waited.

      I came downstairs that morning and heard the quiet. That's how you knew Mama was baking—Papa cooked loud, Mama baked silent.

      She was already at the table with her hair pulled back tight, apron tied perfect, hands dusted with flour.

      "Guten Morgen," she said. Not loud. Just enough.

      "Morning, Mama."

      "You want to watch?"

      "Yeah."

      She nodded without smiling. Mama didn't smile when she baked. "Then be quiet. Ruhig. No questions until I say."

      I pulled out a chair and watched her measure flour with the cup, level it with a knife—perfect—then pour it into the bowl.

      "Genau," she muttered in German. Exact.

      Then water, oil, and vinegar—just three drops, which she counted. "Eins. Zwei. Drei."

      She mixed it with a wooden spoon in slow circles, methodical, bringing the flour in from the sides.

      When it clumped, she turned it out onto the table and started kneading.

      Push, fold, turn.

      Push, fold, turn.

      Same rhythm. Same pressure. Exactly ten minutes—I knew because I watched the clock.

      Papa kneaded dough like he was fighting it. Mama kneaded dough like she was teaching it.

      Then she picked it up and slammed it on the table. Hard.

      I jumped.

      She did it again. Slam.

      Again. Slam.

      Again. Slam.

      Five times. Always five.

      "Makes it elastic," she said. "You have to make the gluten angry."

      She shaped it into a ball, brushed it with oil, and covered it with a cloth.

      "Now it rests. Thirty minutes."

      While it rested, she made the filling—melted butter, toasted breadcrumbs, peeled six apples so thin you could almost see through the peel. She sliced them even, every slice the same thickness.

      When the dough was ready, she rolled it out. Then stopped rolling.

      "Now comes the hard part. Watch."

      She floured her hands and slipped them under the dough with palms down and fingers curled.

      "You stretch it. Not pull. Stretch. Vorsichtig. Careful."

      She lifted the dough so it draped over the backs of her hands. She moved them apart—slow, gentle. The dough stretched.

      Her hands never stopped moving, never tore the dough, never made a hole. Every movement exact. Controlled.

      When she was done, the dough covered the whole table, so thin it was almost transparent. Like a veil.

      I'd never seen nothing like it.

      "How'd you learn that?"

      "My mother taught me. Her mother taught her. In Bavaria. You practice for years until your hands know, until you don't think. You just do."

      She brushed it with butter, sprinkled breadcrumbs, added the apples, and rolled it using the tablecloth—like magic, like the cloth was doing all the work.

      When it was done, she slid it in the oven and set the timer.

      Thirty minutes later the smell filled the whole house—apples, cinnamon, butter, sugar.

      The strudel came out golden. Perfect.

      "We wait fifteen minutes. Then we cut it."

      "Why fifteen?"

      "Because that's how long it takes."

      When she cut it, the knife went through clean with no tearing, no crumbling. The inside was beautiful—layers of pastry thin as paper, the apples soft but still holding their shape.

      She handed me a slice. I ate it slow, tasting every part.

      "It's perfect, Mama."

      "Gut."

      That was it. Just gut. Good. That was Mama's version of Papa's screaming—one word, quiet, but you knew she meant it.

      Later Papa came down, saw the strudel, and stopped. Looked at it.

      "You made strudel."

      "Ja."

      "It's beautiful."

      "Danke."

      He ate a slice standing up and closed his eyes like he did when he tasted his soup.

      "Perfect. Come sempre." As always.

      "Grazie."

      "I mean it. Nobody makes strudel like you."

      "And nobody makes soup like you."

      "We make a good team, eh?"

      They looked at each other for just a second—not smiling, just looking, understanding something.

      "That's how it works," Mama agreed.

      I sat there watching them and started to understand something.

      The café wasn't just one place. It was two places, two countries. Papa's Italy and Mama's Austria. And they each ruled their own side.

      Papa made the soup. Mama made the strudel. And the café kept going.

      Maria appeared at my elbow with a tray of dirty cups balanced on one arm—five cups, perfect balance. She'd been doing this since she was eight.

      "Table three needs bread," she said without looking at me, just looking at the café. Always watching. Always counting.

      "I'll get it."

      "And tell Papa we're running low on spoons. Soldiers keep pocketing them."

      "They're stealing spoons?"

      "They're stealing everything—napkins, salt shakers. Yesterday someone took a whole chair."

      "A chair?"

      "I watched him. Walked out with it like it was his. Papa saw too. He didn't say anything."

      Maria shifted the tray to her other hand. Her face was neutral, empty—the Austrian face. Except we were Italian today so it was wrong. She should have been more animated. More expressive.

      But Maria was tired. I could see it. She was sixteen years old and she moved like someone three times that.

      "You need to smile more," I said. "Italians smile."

      "Italians smile when they have something to smile about."

      "We have food. We have coffee. We have—"

      "We have soldiers who steal our spoons and chairs. We have a border that changes every week. We have Papa making soup for people who might shoot him tomorrow when the flag changes." She looked at me with dark, hard eyes. "Tell me what there is to smile about, Fernando."

      She walked away before I could answer.

      I stood there holding the bread basket, watching her move between tables, saying the right words, making the right gestures, being Italian because that's what today required.

      But she was right. There wasn't much to smile about.

      Anna came bouncing down the stairs, six years old and still somehow happy, still somehow untouched by everything.

      Or maybe she just hid it better than the rest of us.

      "Fernando!" she called out. "Look what I found!"

      She ran up to me holding something small and red. A button. Just a button from someone's coat.

      "See? It's pretty!"

      "That's nice, Anna."

      "Can I keep it?"

      "Sure."

      She clutched it in her hand like it was treasure, like it was the most valuable thing in the world.

      "Mama says I have to stay upstairs. Says soldiers don't like children running around. But I wanted to see. Are they Italian today?"

      "Yes."

      "Good. I like Italians better."

      "Why?"

      She thought about it, her face getting serious the way little kids look when they're trying to explain something important.

      "Austrians are too quiet. They make me whisper. Italians let me talk."

      It was the simplest thing I'd heard all day. And maybe the truest.

      "Go back upstairs, Anna. Mama's right. The café isn't safe when it's full."

      "But—"

      "Anna. Please."

      She looked at the soldiers—at all the uniforms and rifles and tired faces—then back at me.

      "Okay," she said in a small voice. Not bouncing anymore. "But you have to come tell me when they leave. When it's safe again."

      "I will."

      "Promise?"

      "Promise."

      She went back upstairs slowly now, not bouncing. Just a little girl climbing stairs.

      I watched her go.

      The morning turned into afternoon. Soldiers came and went. Some stayed for hours. Some ate and left. Some just sat, warming up, resting.

      Papa kept making soup.

      By noon he'd gone through three pots, made more, started over. The kitchen was thick with steam. The whole café smelled like onions and garlic and that secret ingredient that Papa would never name.

      Maria served. Mama took money. I cleared tables.

      Nobody talked about yesterday, about the Austrian soldiers who'd been here, about Herr Schmidt and his newspaper, about Frau Dietrich and her strudel.

      They were gone, disappeared, like they never existed.

      That's how it worked. When the flag changed, everything changed—the people, the language, the food. Even the smell of the café was different.

      During Italian weeks, we smelled like soup and coffee and bread.

      During Austrian weeks, we smelled like schnitzel and strudel and that special coffee Mama made with too much cream.

      Different cafés. Different people. Same building.

      I wondered if we were real or if we were just performers. If there was any difference.

      Outside, the wind picked up. I could hear it through the walls—the high sharp whistle that meant it was coming down from the peaks. The föhn
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