
The image appeared as it had so many times in the past, a young boy’s face clouded in a fog. The face 

was peaceful and serene, pale and smiling. But then the image began to change. It morphed into that of 

a tortured man, his mouth open as if to scream, but the scream never came. His eyes were bewildered 

as if to ask, “Why?” An outstretched arm appeared and a hand that wanted to grasp but could not. 

Blood streamed down the face and then the scream came, that piercing, otherworldly scream, a scream 

that seemed to come…out of hell. 

 Francesco woke with a start in a cold sweat. He sat up in bed. It was that dream, the same 

dream that had haunted him since the battle, when he had seen that man shot in front of him. He wiped 

his brow and face with his arm. He needed air. He got up and put on his clothes, his boots, his heavy 

coat and hat, and made his way outside the caserma. There was a full moon and a blanket of stars filled 

the sky, but it was bitterly cold, like all the winter nights in the valley. He sat down on one of the steps 

by the door and lit a cigarette. Flecks of snow filled the air and refreshed the snow that lay on the 

ground from earlier in the day. He watched as they silently fluttered in their descent. 

 “Halt! Who goes there?” It was Virgilio on patrol, making his rounds. 

 “It’s me, Virgilio,” said Francesco. “Put that gun down before you hurt yourself.” 

 Virgilio came out of the shadows and saw Francesco sitting on the steps. He lowered his rifle.  

 “Francesco, what are you doing here? I could have shot you!” 

 “Well, you wouldn’t have been the first,” quipped Francesco without looking at him. 

 Virgilio went over and sat next to him on the steps. Francesco offered him a cigarette and they 

both sat there looking at the stars and watching the snowflakes fluttering down without saying a word. 

Smoke from the cigarettes and vapor from their breaths curled into the darkness, filling the cold night 

air. 

 “Cant' sleep?” 

 Francesco shook his head. 

“Bad dreams?” 

 Francesco nodded. 

 “I know,” said Virgilio. “This is not what we expected.” 

 “I don’t understand,” said Francesco, “They filled our heads with talk of patriotism and fighting 

for la patria. We’re supposed to be brave and courageous. I didn’t feel so brave or courageous when I 

saw that man die in front of my eyes. If it wasn't for Lorenzo, I would be a dead man, and yet when I saw 

him fall, I felt a pang in my heart. Remorse or pity, I don't know.” He stopped and waited for Virgilio to 

say something. Virgilio was quiet, lost in his own thoughts. Francesco continued. “Tell me this, Virgilio. If 



I’m doing all the right things, why do I feel so bad? I can't tell the difference between what's right and 

what’s wrong anymore. ” 

 “Hey, Francesco, look at me,” said Virgilio. He leaned over and whispered, “Don’t let them hear 

you talk like that. You're in no position to question your superiors and neither am I. You know what your 

problem is?”  He leaned back and smiled a mischievous, playful smile. “You think too much. You should 

take it easy. You know, just don’t think about it.” 

 Francesco knew Virgilio didn’t believe a word he was saying. He was just trying to cheer him up. 

Virgilio's a good kid with a good heart, he thought. Dark haired, short, stocky and strong as an ox, from 

good southern Italian peasant stock, he had worked the field with his father and brother all his life. In his 

simplicity, Francesco saw in him the making of a loyal and trustworthy friend. Most important, Virgilio 

was always cheerful, always looking at the bright side, so different from Francesco who tended to be 

introspective and morose.  He had felt a bond with Virgilio from the start. 

 “Virgilio, promise me one thing.” 

 “Yes, of course. You know I'll promise you anything if you promise to cheer up. You're 

depressing me.” 

 “Virgilio, listen to me. If something should happen to me. I mean, you know...” he paused, “If 

I'm...killed, will you visit my mother and tell her what happened? Will you visit her for me and visit my 

Francesca as well?” 

 Virgilio's mood changed. 

 “Yes, I'll visit your family and Francesca as well. I promise. Will you do the same for me?” 

 “Of course I will.” 

 “Then we have a deal. At any rate, you won't die. Now that we've gotten all this depressing stuff 

out of the way, you know what you should do?” Virgilio continued without waiting for an answer. 

“Instead of staying in that office of yours every Saturday night, you should come with us. We’re going to 

Ljubljana this Saturday. Come with us, you know, go to a few cafés, have a few drinks, maybe, you never 

know, meet a few girls?” 

 Francesco frowned. “But why are you saying such nonsense? You know that...” 

 “Okay, I know, I know!  You have a fiancée. So what? So do I.  This is war, my friend. Live it up 

while you can! What do you say?  Are you coming?” he pleaded, patting his friend on the back, hoping 

to cheer him up. Francesco didn’t say anything. He smoked the last of his cigarette, threw the butt on 

the ground, and crushed it with his boot. Maybe Virgilio was right. The change would do him good. 

 “Okay, I’ll come with you,” he said at last. 



 “Bravo, Francesco! You’ll see. You’ll have a great time!” Virgilio got up and flung his rifle over his 

shoulder. “I’d better finish making my rounds. If they see me sitting here chatting with you, I’ll be 

peeling a lot of potatoes instead of going to Ljubljana.”  

 “Buona notte, Virgilio,” said Francesco, but Virgilio was already gone. Francesco got up and went 

inside the caserma. He took his coat and boots off and got into bed. In spite of Virgilio's attempts to 

cheer him up, he couldn't fall asleep. He was haunted by demons that would not let him rest. He started 

thinking about his family. He hadn't received letters from them for a while and he was worried. How 

were they getting along? His whole life seemed to revolve around sending and receiving letters and the 

possibility of receiving permission for a leave to visit home. Letters were his lifeline to sanity, and when 

he didn’t receive them he became fixated on what might have gone wrong even though he knew the 

lateness was probably due to the unreliability of the postal system. That morning, he had sent another 

letter to Francesca. 


