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  ONE
  The Antenna




Nobody told him the world was about to change. It just did.

He was seven years old the evening his mother walked through the door holding something he had never seen before. Small. Black. With a tiny antenna sticking out from the top like a single whisker on a cat.

She placed it on the kitchen table the way people place things they are proud of.

He stared at it for a long time.

Until that evening, a telephone meant one thing - the heavy plastic thing on the wall in the hallway, with the coiled cord that could stretch exactly as far as the kitchen doorway and not one step further. You didn't carry a telephone. A telephone stayed. It had a place, like the furniture, like the family.

But this thing on the table had no cord. No wall. No place.

"Can I hold it?" he asked.

She nodded.

It was lighter than he expected. He turned it over in both hands the way you turn over a stone you found by a river - carefully, because you don't know yet what lives underneath.

Outside, in the courtyard below, he could hear the other kids. Somebody was arguing about whose turn it was. A bicycle bell rang twice. Somebody laughed - that high, uncontrolled laugh that only happens when you are running and something is genuinely funny and the whole world feels like it belongs to you.

He set the phone back down on the table and ran outside.

He didn't know it yet.

None of them did.

That small black thing on the kitchen table was not just a phone.

It was a beginning.




  TWO
  The Courtyard Republic




The rules of the courtyard were unwritten but absolute.

You showed up after school. You stayed until someone's mother leaned out of a window and called your name in a voice that meant now, not in five minutes, now. You played until your knees were dirty and your shoelaces were undone and you were so tired that dinner tasted like the best meal you had ever eaten.

There was no schedule. There was no screen telling you what to do next.

There was just the courtyard, and the kids in it, and the endless negotiation of what to play.

Football when there were enough of them. Hide and seek when there weren't. Sometimes just bikes - riding in wide circles, seeing who could go the slowest without falling, an art form that required more concentration than anyone ever gave it credit for.

His best friend was a boy called Marco - not his real name, but the name they gave him because he had once claimed, with absolute conviction, that he could walk to the sea if you just kept going straight. Nobody believed him. They loved him for saying it.

Marco could fix anything with wire and tape. He once repaired a bicycle wheel using a piece of rubber from an old boot. He approached every broken thing in the world with the calm certainty that it could be made to work again.

"Everything can be fixed," Marco used to say. "You just have to want to badly enough."

They were nine years old. They believed this completely.

The courtyard had a wall at the far end, perfect for football. It had a tree that was difficult but not impossible to climb - the first branch was just high enough to require a running jump and faith in your own grip. It had a bench where the old men sat in the afternoons, watching the children with the quiet attention of people who have already lived something and recognize it happening again.

Nobody had a phone.

Nobody needed one.

If you wanted to find someone, you went to where they usually were. If they weren't there, you waited, or you went home, or you found something else to do. Being unreachable was not a problem. It was simply Tuesday.

He could not have explained this to a child born ten years later. The freedom of being unreachable. The strange, clean feeling of an afternoon that belonged entirely to you - no notifications, no updates, no small glowing rectangle demanding your attention every four minutes.

The world knew where he was.

He was outside.

That was enough.




  THREE
  The Screen Arrives




He was twelve when the first one appeared.

Not in his home. In the home of a boy two floors up, whose father worked in some office where they were apparently doing very well. The device sat in the corner of the living room like a small altar - a computer with a monitor that hummed faintly and glowed with a pale blue light.

They gathered around it after school, four or five of them, taking turns.

The games were simple by any future measure. Pixelated. Slow. The sounds were beeps and scratches. But something happened in that room that he would spend years trying to describe and never quite manage.

The courtyard was still there when they came out.

But something had shifted.

Not much. Not yet. Just a small, quiet degree - the way a compass needle moves when you bring a magnet near it. Almost nothing.

Almost.

Marco didn't come to the computer room very often. He preferred to be downstairs, doing things with his hands, fixing things, moving through the actual physical world.

"It's just pictures," Marco said one afternoon, with the mild contempt of someone who builds real things.

"Everything starts as just pictures," he answered, without knowing why.

Marco shrugged and went back to his bicycle.



Years later, when he tried to explain his childhood to someone who had never had one like it, he always started with the same image:

A courtyard. An afternoon in autumn. The smell of fallen leaves and somebody's dinner beginning somewhere above. Seven or eight children in motion - running, arguing, laughing, falling, getting back up.

No one watching them.

No one filming them.

No one anywhere but there.

He wasn't sure why this felt so important to preserve. He only knew that when he saw children today - heads down, thumbs moving, faces lit from below - he felt something he couldn't name. Not anger. Not sadness exactly.

More like the feeling you get when you return to a place you loved and find that the building is gone. The street is still there. The air is the same. But the thing that made it what it was -

Gone.




  FOUR
  The Signal




The internet arrived the way most important things arrive - quietly, without announcement, through someone else's house.

He was thirteen when he first sat in front of a screen that was connected to something larger than itself. The room smelled of cigarettes and cheap coffee. A fan hummed in the corner. Rows of monitors glowed in the half-dark like windows into another world.

An internet cafe.

You paid by the hour. You sat down, you typed, and suddenly - the whole planet was on the other side of the glass.

He didn't know what to search for at first. He typed his own name. Nothing came back. He typed the name of his street. Nothing. He typed the name of a football player he admired and pages appeared - more words about one person than he had ever seen in his life.

He sat there for two hours and spent money he had been saving for three weeks.

Walking home, the streets looked the same. The courtyard was the same. Marco was there, doing something complicated with a chain and a wrench.

But something had changed.

He had seen the size of the world. And the world, it turned out, was enormous - and completely indifferent to the fact that he existed.

This was, somehow, both devastating and thrilling.

"Where were you?" Marco asked without looking up.

"Internet cafe."

Marco made a sound that was not quite dismissal and not quite curiosity.

"And?"

"It's everything," he said. "It's actually everything."
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