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INTRODUCTION

WHY I BROKE THE SILENCE

My name is Leo and I decided to put these words on paper because the past, if we don't tell it, risks remaining a shadow that walks with us forever. In these pages, you will not only find the man of today, but above all a child who had to learn too early how cold silence can be and how fiercely what I call the Black Wind can blow.

To my wife and my daughters:

These pages are my naked truth. Do not fear the pain you will read; look at it as the proof that, despite everything, we are here, together. You are my victory over the past. If today I know how to protect you, it is because once I learned to stay standing amidst the rubble. You are my most beautiful reconstruction.


To those reading by chance:

I am writing this story because I feel a visceral need to do so, but also for a greater reason. I would like anyone who finds themselves in that "narrow corridor" to understand that they are not alone. I would like people to understand that behind a silence there is not always absence, but often an invisible battle against a monster that takes your breath away.

Asking for help is the hardest thing in the world when you feel that everything is burning. I hope these words can be an outstretched hand for those who still cannot find the courage to speak.




Chapter 1
The Black Wind

At eight years old, I still believed that clouds lived only in the sky. I had firmly believed it, until I saw the Black Wind cross the threshold of our home and steal, in an instant, my mother's smile. It wasn't a real wind, the kind that shakes the trees; it was an invisible and ruthless breath, capable of overturning furniture and suddenly extinguishing the light in people's eyes.

That afternoon I was sitting on the floor, fully concentrated on building a Lego fortress, when my world began to tremble. I remember a vase flying through the air and hitting the door with a sharp, violent blow. The wood had splintered under the impact, leaving a deep hole, right at the height of my childish eyes. Terrified, I sought refuge by curling up on the large velvet armchair. From there, motionless, I saw the house fill with strangers: the police with their heavy boots making the floor shake, the doctor, the neighbors whispering words I couldn't understand. Inside me, I felt a suffocating tangle of anguish and helplessness growing. I felt tiny, trapped in a whirlwind of confused emotions that I couldn't let out. Until that immense weight transformed into a scream, exploding straight from my throat:

«Enough! Enough, Mom! Stop it!»

For an endless instant, everything stopped. Our eyes met as if through a wall of water: a second of extremely fragile lucidity, before the Black Wind returned to blow stronger than before. Right after, a family friend took me by the hand and led me outside. Leaving the house was like sinking into a waking nightmare. As I walked with my sisters under the cold, ghostly light of the streetlamps, I felt the eyes of the whole town on me. I was convinced that the people looking out from their balconies could clearly read on my face the disaster that had just unfolded within our walls. I only wanted to disappear, to dissolve, and instead I had to keep walking, exposed to a pity that burned on my skin. Shortly after, my uncle arrived, my mother's brother, who bundled us into his car to take us to his house.

At eight years old, however, the heart possesses a magical ability to protect itself. It's as if it has a secret switch that trips automatically when the darkness becomes too thick to look at. As soon as I crossed the threshold of my uncle's house, surrounded by my four cousins, that switch tripped. The tragedy remained magically locked outside that armored door. In just a few moments, I stopped being the child curled up on the armchair with screams stuck in my throat; I went back to simply being Leo. I started playing, chasing my cousins down the hallways, and joking as if it were just any other evening. I was fine. It was a happy moment, suspended in a soap bubble: a necessary truce that my brain had granted itself in order not to shatter.

But soap bubbles, as we know, are meant to burst at the first contact with reality. When the lights went out and everyone took their place in the silence of the night, I found myself in "someone else's" bed. Without the sound of my cousins' laughter acting as a shield, the Black Wind returned to blow overwhelmingly in my thoughts. I lay there, staring at an unfamiliar ceiling, with my thoughts fixated on my mom, on our empty house, and on that hole in the door that no one, in that moment, was guarding anymore.

My uncle stayed with her for an amount of time that seemed endless to me. They spoke in low voices, with serious tones, heavy with a worry they tried to hide from us children. I stood aside, watching them, trying to decipher from their looks what would become of us. In that moment, looking at my uncle—that older brother who took upon his shoulders the weight of such a massive situation—I understood, with the crystal-clear clarity that only children have, that he wasn't a passing figure. He would be our pillar, the anchor to hold onto whenever the sea got too rough.

The next morning, the sun rose again as if nothing had happened, but for me, the daylight only brought the weight of the return. When my uncle took us back home, I crossed the threshold with a pounding heart. The storm of the night before had passed, leaving behind a ghostly, almost surreal calm. My mother was there, sitting on the couch; she seemed exhausted, drained, as if that Black Wind had consumed every single ounce of her energy.

In the following days, life at home struggled to settle back into a new, fragile normality. Tidying up was difficult, and for me, nothing was the same as before. The Black Wind was gone, yes, but it had left an indelible mark: that deep hole in the wood of the door. Every time I walked past it, my eye fell right there, on that missing splinter at the height of my eyes. It was the silent, constant reminder that the stability of my childhood had broken and that that wind, sooner or later, could return.




Chapter 2
THE REALM OF THE MASSERIA

Before the Black Wind found its way home, my world had the broad boundaries of the countryside. Until I was seven years old, my life was made of white stone and red earth. It was the realm of the Masseria.

At the center of this universe was my mom, Lia. I want to remember her like this, before the dark changed everything. Lia was a force of nature, a tireless woman with a heart of gold, whose entire existence had been marked from the very beginning by searing choices and the harshest of trials. She had been a very young mother, almost a child herself: at only sixteen she had given birth to her first daughter. The second arrived barely a year and a day later, in a relay of life that didn't leave her time to breathe. Then, right after she turned twenty, I was born, the third child, the final piece of a youth that was already overwhelmingly heavy, lived at a breathless pace.

Her story in that land had begun with a desperate escape. When she became pregnant with my older sister, to defend that bond and her own future, Lia ran away from home with the man who would become her husband. They took refuge right in that isolated Masseria, where he had found work as a farmhand for the overseer. But the dreamed-of freedom soon turned into a prison of pain. Within those stone walls, her husband revealed himself to be a violent and brutal man; he abused her constantly, inflicting daily humiliations and sufferings that she endured in the silence of the countryside.

Things escalated further when Lia became pregnant with me. Living with that man was by then a minefield, a ticking time bomb. One day, before he could subject her to yet another intolerable act of physical violence, something inside her snapped for good. Fear gave way to a blind, ancient anger, fueled by years of suffered abuse. In the grip of that violently altered state of mind, my mother spotted the overseer's shotgun, which had been left momentarily unattended because the man was preparing to go hunting. She grabbed it with trembling but resolute hands, loaded the weapon, and chased her husband across the courtyard of the Masseria, blinded by the desperate need to defend herself and the child she carried in her womb. She was one step away from an extreme, irreparable act. By sheer luck, at that exact moment, the overseer himself intervened; realizing the situation, he managed to step in front of her, calm her down, and stop her before it was too late. Shortly after that dramatic climax, in that dense atmosphere, I came into the world.

Despite that burden of violence and the shadow of the past, Lia remained a "rock" of a mother: she did the impossible for us three children, always joking and smiling, as if she wanted to protect us with her own body from the distortions of life. She tended the animals and managed the vegetable gardens with a pride that made her beautiful. One of the most vivid memories of that childhood is the smell of the warm bread she made: a dense scent that filled the whole house and made you feel safe, as if nothing bad could ever happen. I can still see her kneading vigorously, her hands white with flour and that tired but serene smile she gave us.

I remember the days of Christmas with infinite sweetness. We didn't have the fake tree from the stores; Lia would take us into the woods to choose a real branch. We would bring it home and she would decorate it with candies and chocolates. As she hung those little treasures with a radiant smile, the poverty disappeared. There was only the magic she created out of nowhere.

The Masseria, however, was not ours. We lived there because she worked for the overseer. His name was Vincent. Vincent was a much older man than my mother. He had an official life in town: a wife and five children. He was a man with a serious, almost severe gaze, but with me, he had a different way about him. There was an invisible thread that bound us. He took me hunting with him, let me ride in his truck, and despite his seriousness, he always knew how to give me that smile that made me feel special. I felt he was protecting me, even if I didn't understand why.

Not far from ours stood another Masseria with another family that shared our exact destiny. The two houses were communicating vessels: we worked together in the fields and we children grew up as a single, large tribe. There were no boundaries between the courtyards; we were a group of children constantly in motion. We spent hours chasing chickens or inventing games with whatever we found on the ground. It was absolute freedom.

My favorite game was running as fast as I could and then hiding under the extremely tall grass. I would lie on the ground, protected by the giant stems that to my eyes seemed like an impassable forest. Down there, the noise of the outside world vanished: there was no fatigue for Lia, no orders from work, and no mystery of that absent father.

Every morning the Masseria bus came by to take us to school in town. But the best moment was the return: we all ate together, the two families united. That collective meal was our truce, a moment of warmth where fatigue stopped before the shared table.

However, the day came when the earth shook. Mom had to go to the hospital for an emergency operation. Seeing her in a hospital bed was an unbearable shock. It was Vincent who stepped up: he loaded me and my sisters into his car to take us to her. The sight of Lia in that white room made all my tension explode in desperate crying. But the fear didn't last long. After a few days, Lia returned home and, with the strength that only she had, brought everything back to normal. In an instant, the sounds of the Masseria resumed their rhythm: the voices of the children, the work in the fields, the smell of dinner. It seemed as though that terrible scare had been just a fleeting bad dream. We were us again, protected by the stone walls and the countryside sun.

Evenings at the Masseria held a secret ritual. Walking down the steps late at night, I would often stumble upon a scene that has remained imprinted in my heart: I would see my mother and Vincent having dinner together. He would watch a football match on television, sharing his meal with her after a day's work. In that image, I understood that we were, in our own way, a family.

Until, on one of those evenings, Lia told me the truth: Vincent was my father. I didn't say anything. I remained silent, turned around, and made my way back to the stairs. But as I walked in the dark, I finally understood why that serious man smiled at me the way he did. Before disappearing into my room, I dropped a word that weighed more than all the stone of the Masseria:

«Goodnight, Dad».

It was a whisper, a singular acknowledgment. After that evening, I would never repeat it to him again.

That truth, however, did not have time to take root. Within just six months, Lia's health began to falter. Overnight, we had to leave everything. We moved to the town, closing behind us the door of that microcosm made of tall grass, Christmas branches, and secrets whispered on the stairs.




Chapter 3
THE SQUARE AND THE CRACK IN THE WALL

Leaving the Masseria was not a simple move; it was a violent tear. In an instant, we went from the endless horizons of the red earth to a house in town that felt like an endless corridor, with deep, dark rooms, some even windowless. In that new reality, the air was still, motionless. The living silence of the countryside had been replaced by the constant noise of the town. For a seven-year-old boy, raised barefoot in the tall grass, the town was a disorienting asphalt jungle. My mother Lia, who at the Masseria had always been a force of nature, now found herself fighting a silent battle against the early onset of her illness. The narrow walls of that house had become her new, difficult battlefield.

As for me, to avoid suffocating within those overly narrow walls, I sought my vital space outside: the square. The square was the realm of bars, blinding neon lights, and the first coin-operated arcade games. In there, my relationship with my father Vincent also changed shape. There were no more dark stairs of the Masseria where I used to see him having dinner with Mom; now he was the man I would run into almost by chance at the bar, the one who handed me coins for the games. He was a constant but "external" presence, a silent benefactor observing me from afar.

In the evening, however, our bond found a space all its own, intimate in its own way. I would go see him at the social club overlooking the square, a smoky, dense place, full of men arguing animatedly. There, Vincent would proudly introduce me to his friends as his youngest son. I spent hours in his company, watching the heated matches at the pool table: between one shot and the next, amidst the sharp clack of the billiard balls and the hum of chatter, I spent my evenings feeling, for a moment, like a part of his official life.

But the square outside demanded a toll to let you in. I was no longer "the overseer's son" protected by the safe boundaries of the estate; I was the newcomer, the outsider. The kids who ruled that space looked at me strangely, with suspicion. An exhausting game of harassment soon began: heavy stares, constant provocations, until the insults started flying. And then we fought. We beat the living daylights out of each other on the concrete, rolling on the ground, measuring everyone's strength and courage. It was a brutal rite of passage, but after that violent outburst we became inseparable friends. Brothers of the street with whom to spend coins in front of colorful monitors. From that day on, a ritual entirely our own was born: every afternoon we would make plans to meet the next day. The street had become our headquarters. We met up to play, to explore every corner of the town, or simply to hang out, turning those unfamiliar alleyways into our new home.

During that time, life seemed to have found an exhausting but stable rhythm. Every now and then, Dad would come visit us at home. When he crossed that threshold, we experienced an apparent normality. For me it was all perfectly natural, just like when we were at the Masseria: he was there, simply a part of the landscape of my life. But in that long hallway, the distinctions remained plainly visible. With me, the bond was the profound acknowledgment of the blood that united us; with my sisters, instead, the relationship was reduced to a formal and polite presence, rigidly limited to the duration of a visit. And yet, right behind that stability, I could feel that something was about to break. The mask was ready to fall at the first breath of wind.

The definitive sign arrived one morning. My mother was completely out of her mind: she had argued furiously with the neighbor over a missing ring. It was a blow to the heart for all of us, because between the two of them there wasn't just a simple neighborly relationship, but a true friendship. They were partners in crime: they spent hours together, at each other's houses, chatting and smoking a cigarette in peace. No one in town would have ever expected such a fallout between them.

But that lost object became the perfect pretext to ignite a deep-seated intolerance that had been brewing for some time. Screams, heavy accusations, slammed doors. In a matter of moments, my mother's anger had turned into a blind fury. Heavy threats started flying between her and the neighbor, until the latter's son arrived: a big guy, he must have been between twenty and twenty-five years old. He barged into our house with arrogance and started threatening my mother, convinced he could silence her with the sheer force of his size.

But that young man didn't know Lia's true mettle. My mother was a woman of incredible grit, gifted with an extraordinary physical strength that many men envied her since the days of her hard labor at the Masseria. She didn't let herself be intimidated for even a second. With a lightning-fast and precise movement, she grabbed him firmly by the hair, pinning him on the spot. She managed to overpower him completely, dragging him and standing up to him with a rage and power that left onlookers breathless. She held him firmly in her grip until it was clear to everyone that she, despite her vulnerabilities, would never bow to anyone. It was a total shock to see her transform like that, in broad daylight, under the eyes of the entire town.

I came back from school that afternoon with a pounding heart, but crossing the threshold I was met with a suspicious, heavy calm. My mother wasn't there, the house looked tidy, but there was a silence that weighed much more than the screams of the morning. That fight had carved an unbridgeable divide: the neighborhood had completely isolated us. Only later would I understand that such a violent episode wasn't the root cause of it all, but merely the first obvious symptom. The Black Wind was already inside the house. It was in my mother's labored breathing, in the unnatural tension with which she moved every single object, in that corridor that felt more suffocating every day. Normality was crumbling before my eyes, and I was there, motionless, watching the pieces fall, without knowing that shortly thereafter that room would shatter for real.
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