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Shame lies not in what you did,

but in what you allowed to be regarded as heroism.
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The sounds came before the light.

At first, a dull echo, like distant thunder swallowed by the mountains. Then a chain of heavy explosions that shook the ground beneath the stone houses of San Nicardino. Windows rattled, metal utensils clinked in cupboards, and the entire village held its breath, like someone who knows these sounds all too well, yet cannot tell whether they announce an ending or a beginning.

The Germans had not been seen for days.

The roadblocks were abandoned.

The trucks no longer climbed the winding path from the valley.

Only the smoke, thin and stubborn, continued to rise from the south.

Slowly, doors began to open.

First a narrow crack, a cautious eye, then a whole body stepping into the light, as if the world might collapse should they move too suddenly. Women wrapped in shawls, men in old hats, barefoot children. No one shouted. No one ran. They descended the stone steps leading to the piazza as if part of a nameless religious procession.

San Nicardino numbered barely three hundred souls, and that morning it seemed as though all of them were crowding into a single square.

The priest, Don Giovanni, stood at the center of the piazza. His black cassock was dusty, his face pale, but his back was straight. He said nothing. His hands were clasped before him, his gaze fixed on the road descending from the cliff, as if he expected someone to appear at any moment.

The echoes of the bombardment grew more distant.

Then, from within the crowd, one voice burst out, sharp and clearer than any other sound:

“The war is over!”

For a moment, no one moved.

Then came crying, not of fear, but of relief.

Someone laughed.

Someone else dropped to their knees and kissed the stones.

The music came afterward, as if it had always been waiting for this moment. An old record was placed on a gramophone in the corner of the piazza, and an American melody, foreign and light, mingled with the voices of the people. Wine bottles were opened. Hands reached for one another. Strangers became neighbors again.

Above the piazza, in the small stone house overlooking the square, stood Salvatore Bonfede, looking down. His three daughters stood beside him. Silvia, the eldest, stood straight and silent. Patrizia smiled a hesitant smile. Maria Teresa clutched the hem of her dress, her eyes larger than usual.

It was the night when no one thought to lock a door.

The night when it seemed that everything was permitted, because everything had survived.

No one knew then that in that very place, a silence would begin, one that would last for years.

The women went out first.

Not out of courage, but out of habit. They were the ones who knew how to sense a change in the air, an unfamiliar quiet, a pause too long between one explosion and the next. Shawls covered hair unwashed for days, dark dresses worn again and again. Some held children by the hand, others carried infants on their hips, their bodies leaning forward as if protecting them even from joy.

The children looked around with wide eyes. They had already forgotten what a square looked like without soldiers. Without shouting. Without boots. Some laughed without knowing why; others clung to their mothers’ legs, afraid that this new noise might bring another danger with it.

The elderly lingered.

They came out last, cautiously, as if time itself might stumble. Their eyes scanned the houses, the windows, the road descending from the valley. They had seen wars end before, and they knew there was no moment shorter than the moment of victory.

And then the Americans appeared.

At first, only sounds, heavy engines, foreign, unlike anything the village had known. Then the jeeps came into view, climbing the narrow path, dust spraying beneath the wheels. Young men, some barely older than the village girls, wearing helmets, smiling smiles that were too wide, as if trying to convince themselves they had arrived somewhere safe.

They stopped in the piazza.

Someone from the village waved.

An American soldier waved back.

The first words thrown into the air found no understanding ear.

Excited Italian met broken Italian spoken with a heavy American accent.

Laughter.

Large, exaggerated hand gestures.

It was a dialogue of the deaf, but no one needed comprehension.

One woman grabbed a soldier by the arm and hugged him without asking his name.

Another soldier knelt before a child, pulled chewing gum from his pocket, and the child looked to his mother as if asking permission for a miracle.

The jeeps rolled into the heart of the piazza, their wheels screeching on the ancient stones. Then something happened that no one had planned, yet everyone recognized.

A small bag of rice appeared from nowhere.

Then another.

Women began throwing rice at the soldiers, at the jeeps, at the very air. White grains burst through the afternoon light, clinging to clothes, to hair, to laughter. It was the same rice used for weddings, for blessings, for new beginnings, and the village used it now without knowing to whom it truly belonged.

The Americans laughed, raised their hands in mock defense, some scooped up grains and threw them back, children’s play in a world that had barely survived.

Don Giovanni stood aside, watching. His lips moved silently, perhaps a prayer, perhaps thanksgiving. He knew, as he always had, that before every joy one must ask forgiveness.

Above it all, from the small house overlooking the piazza, Salvatore Boanfede stood smiling, hugging his daughters, gazing at his village as if it belonged to him anew. No one noticed that the three girls were not throwing rice. They were only watching. Learning the moment. As if they knew they would one day need it, whole and intact.

The celebration was never announced.

It simply happened.

Someone found a pig. No one asked whose it was. In war, ownership dissolves faster than hunger. The pig was dragged to the edge of the piazza, behind a stone shed, and there, too quickly, too skilfully, it was slaughtered. The blood seeped between the stones as if it had always been waiting there.

The men worked in concentrated silence. Knives, ropes, strong hands. Others had already built a fire, wood torn from old fences, broken furniture, anything that would burn. A rusted iron grate was found, sufficient. The smell of roasting meat spread even before the fire settled, and the old hunger, the hunger of years, raised its head.

Women brought wine in jugs. Rough wine, dark, too strong, saved for moments no one knew would ever come. They poured without counting, without fearing tomorrow. Cups passed from hand to hand. Whoever found no cup drank straight from the jug.

The music grew louder. Steps turned into dancing. Hands reached for waists, shoulders, sweat-bared backs. Laughter rose and fell in waves.

The American soldiers, far from home for months, perhaps years, found themselves surrounded by touch that carried no ranks and no orders. Hugs lingered. Gazes lasted a moment too long. Village girls, who until yesterday had been afraid to lift their eyes, suddenly discovered a world full of young men, smiling, smelling of dust and foreignness.

It was neither evil nor innocence.

It was need.

The soldiers, too, needed human touch, female, warm, something to assure them they were still alive, that they were more than bodies sent forward. Hands sometimes trembled, not from desire alone, but from deep exhaustion.

The village looked away.

The elders turned aside.

The mothers pretended to be busy with wine, with meat, with the fire.

Only the three sisters stood close together.

Silvia noticed the looks first.

Patrizia laughed, then fell silent.

Maria Teresa watched everything as if through glass, close, yet untouching.

Salvatore Bonafede drank with the men, hugged soldiers, slapped their backs as if they were all his sons. He was at the center, naturally so, a man among men, a proud father in a village reborn.

The light in the piazza was warm.

The smell was heavy.

The night stretched on.

And no one noticed exactly when someone stopped watching the girls.

Dawn came suddenly, as if someone had drawn a curtain.

The light was pale, cold, unforgiving. The piazza suddenly looked foreign, strewn with empty glass bottles, soldering remnants of fires, stains of wine and ash. The smell of burnt meat hung in the air, heavy and oppressive, like a memory that had not yet faded.

Salvatore Bonafede returned home on unsteady feet. His head pounded, his throat was dry. He climbed the stone steps, careful not to stumble, smiling to himself, never had the village known such a night.

The door was open.

At first, he suspected nothing.

He called their names, his voice hoarse, almost laughing:

“Silvia. Patrizia. Maria Teresa.”

No answer.

He entered their room. The beds were not disturbed.

Three empty beds.

The smile vanished.

He stood in the middle of the house as if the ground had fallen away beneath him, then burst outside barefoot and screamed.

Not a call.

Not a cry.

A raw, animal scream that cut through the narrow street and fell into the piazza like a stone.

People woke in terror.

Windows flew open.

Doors slammed.

“The girls!”

“Bonafede’s three girls!”

“They’re gone!”

Within minutes the piazza filled again, this time without music, without wine, without laughter. Women wrapped in shawls ran barefoot. Men fastened belts, grabbed sticks, lanterns. Children were pushed back, watching with a fear they did not understand.

The first word spoken aloud was the one no one wanted to say:

“The soldiers.”

Someone pointed toward the jeeps at the edge of the village.

Someone else spat on the ground.

Voices rose.

“They were drunk.”

“They touched the girls.”

“I saw one of them hugging the youngest.”

Don Giovanni tried to silence them, but his voice was swallowed.

The village was already running.

The searches began without orders. Groups headed toward the caves along the cliff, black, damp openings once used by partisans, sometimes by beggars and animals. Others crawled through abandoned niches, stone sheds, barns left empty by the war. Men burst into empty houses, calling the girls’ names as if the names themselves could pull them back.

Hands and faces were scratched by thorns in the fields.

Someone fell into a ditch.

A woman screamed when she saw a dress, it turned out to be a rag.

The Americans woke to the noise
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