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	This is a work of fiction. Names, people, locations and events narrated in the story are the result of the imagination of the author and are fictitious.

	Similarities to any person alive or dead, and existing locations and events are purely coincidental. 


To my parents, Sergio and Lucia,

	from whom I received love,

	encouragement and support

	in every important moment of my existence.

	I send them my deepest gratitude

	for imparting their art,

	upbringing, honesty and sincerity

	 to face the challenges of life. 
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	I

	A surrealistic awakening, in an aseptic room, freezing, almost like a nightmare. This is how Jacopo opened his eyes after a long sleep, finding himself surrounded by machines with tubes, wires and monitors. A ghostly light scarcely illuminated the windowless room with gray, shiny stainless steel walls.

	

	His first impulse, believing himself to be in a hospital room, was to find the call button, most likely a nurse who would explain the circumstances as to why they had required him to be admitted, and update  the conditions of his health. Among the many metallic baubles that connected his head, limbs and torso to the machinery next to his bed, he couldn't find anything that resembled a beeping device. Then he tried to call out loud, noting with surprise that the timbre of his voice was still strong and intact. Nothing, no one answered; only a total silence interrupted by slight and rhythmic sounds coming from the apparatus that monitored his vital functions.

	

	Though still young at just thirty-eight, he had always been a decisive man, determined, able to courageously take on his and other people's responsibilities. Therefore, he decided to take off all those contraptions and, at his own risk and peril, get out of the bed that made him feel like a helpless prisoner.

	

	Pulling the first wire, attached to the suction cup on his chest, didn't cause any consequences, with the exception of a metallic voice that mechanically repeated “Warning! The cardiac function monitor has been disconnected!” So with determination, almost angrily, he freed himself of the other wires that made him feel as if he were captured in a monstrous spiderweb. Now he was able to sit on the bed, but before deciding to put his feet on the ground, he made a rapid inspection of his body. He was pleased and almost surprised to see that his muscles were still toned and his skin taut, cool and clean, even with the recent immobility. His only clothing was some kind of nightshirt, open at the chest, and he realized that, mysteriously, his body was hairless, entirely shaved. But what incensed him the most was the horrifying discovery that he was completely bald. Those beautiful brown curls with auburn highlights that his wife, Elena, would run her fingers through in their many moments of tenderness and ardor, were gone.

	

	“Yeah, Elena! Why isn't she here...she might come later during visiting hours...she'll be happy to find me awake and feeling good...maybe she'll bring Sandrino...”.

	

	The memory of his family and the urgent desire to see them again made him relive the last day of his memory before falling into that inexplicable deep darkness.

	

	It was 14 April, 2018.

	

	On that day, Jacopo, an already highly esteemed lawyer despite his young age, had won a lawsuit at the Court of Bologna as the defense attorney to the renowned businessman Mario Bardini, wrongfully accused of tax fraud by his brother-in-law Carmine Caccamo, whose aim was to remove him forever from the company in order to take possession of it.

	

	“...therefore, Your Honor and jury members, in light of the unequivocal proof that I have presented, based on the above mentioned fraud which has been perpetrated by the plaintiff Mr. Carmine Caccamo here present, with precise and fraudulent intent to impose culpability and responsibility upon my client with the objective of claiming possession of the company and of the entire capital, I request acquittal of Mario Bardini, whose conduct and ethics result immaculate from the effectuated investigation. I furthermore request that criminal procedures commence against Mr. Carmine Caccamo...”

	

	Those were the concluding words of Jacopo's closing statement that would determine his personal victory and the triumph of justice. After many handshakes and warm embraces, Jacopo remembered     

	confidently leaving the courthouse and rushing to Sandrino's elementary school to be on time for class to be let out. Once in front of the school, he parked the car on the opposite side of the road and experienced a very strong sense of distress of having seen his son already on the sidewalk outside the gates nearly about to thoughtlessly cross that busy road alone.

	

	"Dad!"

	

	«Stop, Sandrino! Don't move!". . . the urge to rush towards the child to prevent the worst, then...oblivion. His memory stopped there.

	

	He didn't know what had happened to him and for how long he remained unconscious, but the memory of that last episode cut so abruptly short was as vivid as if it were yesterday.

	

	Still sitting on the bed, with his legs dangling, he gave a more careful and in-depth look at the room in which he found himself and, with enormous relief, he noticed at the end of the room, in the shadows, a sort of glass cabinet in which a seated human could be distinguished. Relieved and heartened he rushed toward the person.

	

	“Hey, you! Sir! I'm awake! Can you tell me something? Can you hear me? Help me figure out where I am! Why am I here?" When he finally found himself with only the glass separating him from some reassuring human contact, he was better able to focus the silhouette that he found inside the compartment. The door opened automatically, and the seated man was sleeping, also with a shaven head, more or less the same age as him and with features very similar to his. He was wearing a sort of close-fitting, light gray tracksuit and remained motionless, despite Jacopo's repeated requests for help.

	

	“Please wake up! I need you! How can you leave a patient without assistance!" But as he gave that mysterious guardian a vigorous shake, he realized that the poor fellow gave no sign of life. Checking his pulse, he noticed with horror that there was no heartbeat, but that gesture so obvious and humanly understandable didn't give him time to elicit the shock as it instantly caused a luminous screen to switch on which displayed the following writing:

	

	"Welcome back, Dad! Sit down and read calmly and carefully, even if it will come as a shock to you.”

	



	



	II

	Dear Dad,

	First of all, welcome back to the living. What I am about to tell you will be shocking. It still is for me now and it will be even more so for you who have been forcibly kept in the dark about the events. I will, to the best of my ability, try to tell you everything in the order of events so that you will be able to gradually understand the baffling situation you will find yourself in from this moment on.

	

	First, you've been sleeping for twenty-eight years. Now, as I am writing to you, it is 2046. You may wonder how and why this is possible. Well, that tragic April 14, 2018 when you saw me about to cross the road to meet you with the oblivious impulsiveness of a ten-year-old child, you threw yourself towards me, ending up getting run over by an SUV.

	

	The blow you received to the head was terrible and you lost consciousness instantly. Surgery was attempted with little certainty and hope from the doctors, but you survived, though you remained in a coma. On the day of the accident, I was taken to Guido's house, my best friend, while mom rushed to the hospital where she stayed with you day and night for months. Little by little the months turned into years and I grew up without being able to talk to you, deprived of your help, your affection, your guidance and your example. Every day I came to see you, hoping to find you awake, and invariably returned home heartbroken and disappointed. What I would have given to see your tireless vitality, your playfulness, hear your laughter, and maybe play football with you!

	

	While this drama was taking place in our family, in Europe - specifically in Italy - the political and social situation had degenerated to the point of taking a tragic and irreversible turn. People no longer had moral values, ideals, culture, sensitivity, education or respect for each other. They were also overwhelmed by serious economic problems and the desire for the abuse of a thirst of money took over. Immigration continued to increase, as well as the discontent of foreigners, for the unacceptable living conditions to which they were forced and for the exploitation of which they were victims by mafia clans, resulted for years in continuous and bloody urban warfare in every Italian city. In addition, there were episodes of racist revenge and horrible massacres by Islamic terrorists. In that scenario, weak, unstable and corrupt governments succeeded each other, unable to re-establish a normal social order.

	

	On June 20, 2022 there was a coup d'état, assisted by the army, by an extremist movement called M.A.H.S.E. or Movement Against Human Sentiments and Emotions. It seemed to come out of nowhere, like a tragic surprise and its creators, having seized power, drew up a new aberrant constitution, like a proclamation with which they wanted to impose a different and frightening way of thinking, acting, living and working in society.

	

	Now, in order to survive in this monstrous Italy, you absolutely must learn the manual of prohibited things and sanctioned principles. Believe me, it's essential because anyone who doesn't meet the necessary requirements will be eliminated immediately!

	

	

	Jacopo, increasingly dazed and in a cold sweat from what he was assimilating, had to sit down to find the inner strength sufficient to continue reading what was being proposed to him of having to adapt to such a crazy, improbable situation, almost like a science fiction or horror film. In that jumble of shocking news and violent emotions stirring in his soul, the most dominant question was where Elena and Sandrino had ended up, how to get in touch with them and why this impersonal and brutal welcome through a written message on a screen. And then...the corpse of that stranger!

	

	Discomfort and disorientation were about to take hold of him to the point of regret for having woken up instead of dying years ago, but the hope of reuniting with his loved ones gave him back the strength to continue reading Sandrino's letter.

	

	Know, first of all - continued the son - that every citizen no longer has a personal first or last name, but an identification number called 'production unit n°...'. Feelings and emotions of any kind are abhorred and forbidden because the managers of M.A.H.S.E have decreed that human and emotional participation in one's own or others' personal events only generates conflict, competition, rivalry and abuse for the benefit of a few and to the detriment of many. Relationships between people are governed solely by exchanges of information regarding the economy, productivity, technology, science, statistical and environmental data. The arts, literature and music have been banned and the masterpieces of the past have been largely destroyed; what little remains is kept in inaccessible underground vaults and considered evidence of a past in which man was only instinctive. Theater, cinema, concerts, shows, television are also prohibited, except for a few dull news reports, as well as any religious faith or practice. There is only rationality, and even the desire for good food is denied. Food is delivered in the form of tasteless freeze-dried products through distributors placed at the entrance of each house, dosed according to the age and physical structure of the consumer and the house in which he lives. Furthermore, family, friendships and relationships have been abolished. Sexual contact is prohibited because it could imply a dialogue outside the imposed schemes and lead to falling in love. All adult individuals, male and female, have at their disposal a machine for the satisfaction of sexual instincts. Between the ages of twenty and thirty one has the duty to generate two new individuals; the seminal fluid and the ovum are collected and used in vitro fertilization and the pregnancy takes place in special artificial habitats that recreate conditions similar to those of a human female uterus. The newborns will never know their parents but are raised in structures designed for the sole purpose of giving life to new units to be included in production when they turn eighteen. Anyone who reaches the age of eighty is eliminated with euthanasia as they are considered unproductive and, therefore, a waste for society.

	

	You'll be asking how it will be possible to integrate yourself into such a cruel and inhumane world – I've thought of everything. You can be sure you won't be running any risks, as my plan has been  thought-out in the greatest of detail. Now, unfortunately, comes the hardest part to accept...

	

	An atrocious doubt exploded in Jacopo's mind and it forced him to take his eyes away from the screen and look at the lifeless body while Sandrino's writing began to vigorously scroll again.

	

	Mom never accepted the ongoing revolution, from the first skirmishes, her proud and combative character forced her to oppose, if necessary even until her death, this regime based on such aberrant concepts. She continued to write poems but with a flavor and content aimed exclusively at waking people up, disseminating them as much as possible to all communities. This resulted in her being forcibly taken by officers, locked up in a mental institution where, I imagine, she was then killed by lethal injection. The intimidating climate and the espionage activities were such as to dissuade me from the intention of investigating the disappearance of my mother and to hide my pain so as not to be, in turn, accused of 'anti-social sentimentality and against the progress of the human race'. But you, even while you slept, were there!

	

	I had to safeguard myself because I sensed that one day you would wake up and I couldn't let you face such a sudden change of life order all by yourself. They really brainwashed me, with sessions in front of horrible characters, tormentors who sadistically inflicted frightening treatments on me, even with chemical substances. I was ushered into terrifying machines that were to purge my mind of humanistic studies, culture, and principles assimilated from my family. The purpose was to make me numb and devoid of any human feeling. I secretly fought with all my strength to prevent this from happening, managing to pretend to be perfectly categorized as they wanted, without arousing suspicion. My final destination was information technology while you, after a difficult and very delicate process, were brought here, in this bunker under my lodging and subjected to a treatment that prevented the aging of the cells and organs of your body. If you hadn't awakened thirty years after the beginning of your comatose state, you would have become a supplier of organs, spare parts for other 'production units' or a simple guinea pig for laboratory experiments. All the events and the suffering I had to endure have irreparably undermined my body and, not being unprepared, I sensed that my end, albeit premature, was imminent.

	Yes, dear dad, if you are reading this letter, it means that the man who is beside you at this moment, in this rigid shell of a body, is me, Sandrino.



	



	

	III

	A sharp pain in his temples, his limbs heavy as stone, and a sense of oppression that crushed him; Jacopo did not know how long he had remained on the floor unconscious, nor what he had done after the tragic ending of Sandrino's letter.

	

	“I must have passed out”, he thought. And the presence of his dead adult son in the chair next to him was the dramatic confirmation that it had not been a bad dream but a harsh reality. Overtaken by anguish, everything seemed lost forever, and he only desired death for himself as a liberation from that annihilation and a hope of reaching his loved ones on the other side. That self-destructive thought, however, was unable to transform into a true extreme act, but rather into a desire to let go, mentally leaving his body. He had lost the sensitivity of his limbs and the perception of his own vital signs as if his essence were only spiritual and travelled between the past before the coma, and the yearning for an otherworldly future. In that state of semi-consciousness, the images of Elena and Sandrino's faces flashed before him, just as he remembered them in the most carefree moments; at home, at the beach, on their trip to Venice, his little boy blowing out the candles on his birthday cake, their voices, the many unforgettable phrases and the laughter. All the most beautiful, normal, serene, fulfilling experiences were alive and present, as if they still existed, and had a lulling effect, making him smile with his eyes closed. It was denial, an escape from a reality too difficult to bear. His life was the one he remembered, made up of affection and deep and sincere sentiments, of emotions and feelings that had disappeared as if wiped away with an eraser, or worse, as if a steamroller had passed over them and pulverized everything. He felt his own essence crumbling and, regaining awareness of his surroundings, he understood that even with the torment of being next to the inert body of his only son, dead, of which he had lost such a long and important part of his existence, realized it was necessary to give him a proper burial before deciding what his own fate should be.

	

	Getting up, he felt Sandrino's pulse again in an extreme, absurd and vain hope of restoring his life with his own love. The words resumed scrolling on the screen:

	

	 . . . as you may have noticed we are very similar. The chemical treatment you received stopped your biological age at thirty-eight, the same age I was at the time of my death. The new laws require everyone, male and female, to shave completely from head to toe to eliminate any personal traits and  sex appeal; therefore, you will effectively take my place. You will wear my elastic 'outfit' and you will call yourself 'Production Unit No. 4223'. Clicking on 'bolognaproduction.it' will put you in touch with who makes me work, i.e. the production unit No. 10,727. Every day you will be provided with the program of the work you will have to do on the computer. These are mostly statistical checks on consumption and health energy production. Computer communication systems are pretty much still what they were in 2018, so don't worry, you can't go wrong. Social media has been abolished. Our working hours are 9-12 and 15-18.

	

	To access home, press the lit button on the wall to the right of the bed; the steel panel will open and you will find yourself in the elevator that will lead you to the house. First, however, you will have to perform a thankless and painful task . . . the disposal of my body. Burial or any type of funeral ceremony is no longer permitted, therefore, even if it will feel horrible, you will simply have to communicate your death, pretending to be me, to the Expired Units Disposal Office by writing: 'I communicate the death of Organ Reserve Unit No. 245, I will make arrangements for the disposal'. Then you will slip me into the niche that opens by pressing the black key on the left of the bed where you slept. The hatch will automatically close and my body will fall into the incinerator under this bunker. From that moment you will become 'me' and you will be extinct. Please don't feel discouraged. Face this moment with courage and a clear mind. Remember that a long time ago you told me that life is always worth living, with hope and trust, even in the worst of situations. Strengthened by your teaching, I believe in you and organized this plan for your survival.
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