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Bagpipes at Dawn
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The sun shone on a beautiful country meadow. I walked across luxuriant green grass, wearing a pair of Bermuda shorts and my favorite T-shirt, the one that read “Brains are awesome—everyone should have one.”

An incredibly handsome guy walked toward me. He looked like a composite of every movie star I’d ever had a crush on—broad shoulders, narrow waist, luxurious dark hair, and piercing green eyes. “You are so handsome, Michael,” he said. “I want to kiss you so very much.”

Just as his lips came close to mine, some idiot playing the bagpipes jerked me awake, my dream faded, and I realized it was the first day of my senior year in high school.

The steady drone of the harsh notes blasted into my bedroom and shook me out of bed. I screamed, “Turn that crap off!”

My father is half-Italian and half a lot of other things, but my mother is full Scots. Her maiden name is Macgregor, and we have this huge needlepoint of the family crest in the living room — a shield with orange and red stripes, surrounded by orange and red feathers and a metal war helmet. The family motto is Aonaibh ri cheile, which as far as I can tell translates to “Your mother is a big dork.”

She gets some evil pleasure from blasting bagpipe music at my brother and me through the living room stereo when she wants us to wake up. She says it will make us appreciate our “heritage,” basically a bunch of sheep-huggers from some godforsaken rocky hillsides who at least had the good sense to get the hell out of there.

I looked at the clock and yawned. It was six-thirty in the morning, and the pipe band segued into some kind of jig. I imagined my mom kicking up her heels in the kitchen as she pulled the cereal boxes from the cabinet. I heard noises coming from the room next to mine—furniture moving, a belch, a fart. I scrambled to get into the bathroom before the Big Mistake got in there and stunk the place up.

My brother Robbie, aka the Big Mistake, was born two years after me. Everything was fine, honestly; there was no need for another kid, especially not one as huge and stupid and with so many weird problems.

My earliest memories of the Big Mistake are of him wailing his lungs out, running around the house like that bunny in the TV commercial, only without the drum. Robbie was annoying all by himself. He kicked everybody, spit all the time, hit me and my parents, wouldn’t eat, even refused to wear clothes sometimes. I swear, it was like he sucked all the oxygen from the room. Everything was about Robbie, twenty-four seven, or else there was hell to pay.

I jumped into the shower, staying there extra long just to annoy the Big Mistake, who was pounding on the bathroom door. “Come on, Mikey, I need to take a crap!”

“Take it in the hallway!” I yelled back as I rinsed my hair. I peered into the mirror, afraid that a zit might have blossomed on my forehead during the night—that was generally the way my life went. Luckily my skin was clear, though I wished I had more of a summer tan. It’s hard to gain color when the only place you can sunbathe is in the backyard, with your mother constantly harping about SPF 50 sunscreen.

By the time I opened the door and the Big Mistake barged past me, the bagpipe music had shut down and the house was quiet, except for the sound of my mother banging around the kitchen. My father was already gone; he left before we woke up and didn’t get home till dinner time, probably just to avoid having to deal with the madness around him.

I scanned through my closet looking for something appropriate to wear for the first day of school. Khakis? Too preppy. The jeans with the holes at the knees? Too sleazy. I settled for a faded pair of denims and an emerald-green polo shirt.

“Hurry up, Michael, or you’ll miss the bus, and I’m not driving you,” my mother called. Like she hadn’t said that same thing a thousand times since I started taking the lousy bus in elementary school. I mean, jeez, get some new lines already.

I doubt there is any place more boring than Stewart’s Crossing, Pennsylvania, where I have lived my whole entire life. The prospect of one more year in high school, shared with twelve hundred other losers, including at least twenty or thirty I’ve known since kindergarten, did not thrill me. I wanted to get out on my own, away from parents who ignored me, a brother who annoyed me, and people who were my friends just because we’d known each other forever.

The only activity I participated in was the literary magazine. You can just tell that Miss Margolis, our advisor, was a tortured soul in high school too, from the way she let us publish whatever we wanted, our suicidal poetry, gloomy black and white photos, our poorly edited rants against the suburban lifestyle that spawned us.

By the time I got to the kitchen, my mom had the cereal poured for us, granola for me and some gluten-free crap for the Big Mistake. She was already dressed for selling real estate, in a pair of black silk slacks and a scoop-neck silk T-shirt. She had her light-brown hair twisted back in a French braid that just screamed “professional woman” to me.

“Your first day of senior year!” she crowed, as I slid into my chair. “How exciting!”

“Yeah, I just hope I win homecoming king or my life will be totally ruined.” I picked up the milk and poured it over the nuts and sticks in my bowl.

“You need a more cheerful attitude, Mikey. If you were nicer to people, you really could run for homecoming king.”

“And die. And don’t call me Mikey. My name is Michael.”

“I know what your name is. I gave it to you. After eighteen hours in labor.”

I groaned. She loved to have these mother-son pictures taken of us, our heads pointed the same way so you could see that we have the same chin. It’s so weird that you can be a mix of both your parents but look like each one in different ways. My father and I have the same nose, a big Italian schnozzola, and he and I have the same hazel eyes. But in every other way I look like my mother, except for my curly hair. 

I wished I could inhale the granola so I could get out of the house faster, but if you tip the bowl into your mouth and pour, the little clumps of oat and bran get stuck in your throat and the milk spills out the sides of your mouth. I know. I’ve tried it.

Fortunately my mother got distracted by the appearance of the Big Mistake. He was already taller than me, nearly six feet, though he was only fifteen. He had huge feet and hands and he walked around like an uncoordinated puppy, all jerky movements and crashing into things. The worst part was that his hair was as straight as a member of the junior chamber of commerce. I could just kill him.

“Good morning, Robbie!” my mother bubbled.

He grunted in return, banging into the table as he sat and making the bowls bounce. “Can’t you make us pancakes or something?” he asked, staring at the bowl. “You have that gluten-free flour, don’t you? You could put blueberries in them. With maple syrup. And maybe bacon strips, and some hash browns.”

“Do I look like a waitress at Denny’s?” my mother asked.

I refrained from answering that.

The Big Mistake’s full name is Rob Roy Macgregor Torani, after some major Scots hero, and we all have sweaters in the clan tartan pattern — green squares on a red background with a yellow border. It so does not go with my coloring, but at least I don’t have to wear a kilt. She bought one of those for my father and made him wear it to a family reunion, even though he was only a Macgregor by marriage.

The Big Mistake is good with his hands, and I keep asking him to do something to rig the stereo to explode when bagpipe music plays, but so far he hasn’t done it. He gobbled his cereal like a dog, and we both finished at the same time, bumping our chairs against each other as we got up. “Watch it, you clumsy ox,” I said.

“Ooh, poor Mikey,” he said.

I raised my fist to him as my mother intervened. “Go. Both of you. Or you’ll miss your bus.”

We grabbed our backpacks, mercifully light for the first day of school, and ran down the driveway and around the corner to our bus stop. A couple of Robbie’s friends were already there and he did his stupid ritual with them, bumping heads and fists. I waited by the street sign until my best friend Brie appeared from her front door, sailing out peacefully like only a girl with no younger brothers can do.

The bus rattled and clattered up and we climbed on. Robbie and his friends went immediately for the rear of the bus, and Brie and I shared a bench halfway back. As the manicured lawns, novelty mailboxes and cul-de-sacs spiraled past, we talked about the day ahead. We had almost identical schedules, taking as many AP courses as the school offered. We also had the coveted third lunch period, though we had different gym and study hall.

“I can’t believe we have Iccanello for calculus,” Brie said. “I hear he makes you memorize big chunks of the textbook.” She looked sideways at me. “But that shouldn’t be a problem for you.”

“At least we’re done with chemistry. Remember how much we hated that? And that horrible job I had at the florist’s?”

For a few ill-fated weeks during the winter, I had a part-time job at the florist’s shop in the center of Stewart’s Crossing. I was desperate for an iPod Touch and my parents wouldn’t give it to me, so I decided to work for it. The only job I could get was watering plants in the greenhouse at the back of the florist’s. No brainer, huh? Only you had to figure out all these complicated mixtures of fertilizer to put in the water. The rose bushes got one kind of food, the succulents another.

By the way, I loved that word, succulent. It represented the whole experience to me, the way the job totally sucked.

After I nearly killed a whole rack of orchids by giving them too much water and too little food, I got sacked. Fortunately I had earned exactly as much as I needed. Coincidence? Perhaps.

“You can memorize anything,” Brie said. “You always have those—what do you call them? Memorics?”

“Mnemonics. Kings play chess on fat girls’ stomachs.”

She looked at me like I had just parachuted in from some distant planet where they speak English but all the words mean different things.

“You take a list of things you need to remember, particularly when they’re in some kind of order, and come up with a different word with the same first letter for each one. So KPCOFGS helps you remember that it’s kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, genus, and species.”

Brie shook her head.

“Come on, you must have learned mnemonics when you started playing the piano.” Brie is a little musical protégé, playing Mozart and Brahms and all these other dead European guys. I had played the flute for two years in middle school, because it was the tiniest instrument to carry around. “Empty garbage before daddy flips?”

“The lines of the treble clef,” she said.

“Exactly. EGBDF. So if you need to remember something you just look for a mnemonic.”

She shrugged. “Too close to moronic for me.”

I elbowed her.

“I got an e-mail from that kid I met down the shore,” she said, looking out the window. We had left the flowerbeds and single-family houses of Stewart’s Crossing and were driving through the commercial clutter of Fairless Hills, where the high school is.

“That guy? The one who kissed you?”

“Shh,” she said. “Yeah.”

Brie’s family spent a week every summer in Wildwood Crest, a funky town on the Jersey shore filled with weird-looking motels and big stretches of beach.

“And? What did he say?”

“He’s back in military school,” she said, sighing. “His parents so do not understand him.”

“And you do. After a week together under the boardwalk.”

“The boardwalk is in Atlantic City, doof, not in Wildwood. And besides, sometimes you just click, you know?”

Her eyes got that spacey look, and I knew the conversation was pretty much over. The bus cruised past the high school’s front lawn, with its solitary flagpole in the middle, where we sometimes had social studies class on nice days. Our bus joined a line of others pulling into the school parking lot, which was lined with rows of faculty cars and SUVs and sedans driven by kids whose parents were generous enough to buy them.

While we waited for everyone in front of us to get off, I daydreamed about meeting a boy like the one Brie had met, someone who could see into my soul. That great-looking guy in my dream, for example, who was out there strolling through the meadow and just waiting for me to walk by. I know, it’s a very pedestrian dream, but what the hell, I was only going to be seventeen once, right? I figured I might as well wallow in it.

Then I met Daniel Florez, and everything changed.
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​The Gorgeous Geek
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Daniel showed up in AP English in A period. We were all like, who’s he, whispering and texting each other. Everybody else in the class was a known quantity; some of us had been together since elementary school, when classes were divided by standardized test scores. Most of the smart kids in Stewart’s Crossing came from rich families, so their parents sent them to private school instead of the public high school. The AP crowd was a smallish one—some kids took everything, others just a few, but we all knew each other.

Daniel was gorgeous. Wavy black hair down to his shoulders, flawless skin the color of caramel, and a body that rocked—broad shoulders, narrow waist, big feet encased in cheap sneakers. Just like the guy in my dream, only younger and not so well-dressed. He wore a plaid long-sleeve shirt that was too big on him and a pair of cheap jeans that were creased funny.

When he spoke up, his voice had just the slightest trace of a Spanish accent. He was breathy on certain words and rolled his Rs sometimes, like on his last name. With the right haircut and one good shopping trip to the outlet mall, he might have looked like the hero of a telenovela, one of those soap operas on the Spanish language channels. Brie and I watched them sometimes just to swoon over the cute guys and the gorgeous clothes the girls wore.

Sadly, he spoke like he had swallowed the dictionary, which was a total turnoff. Our teacher, Mrs. Ash, a sweet old Quaker lady who had to be close to a hundred, put the word bildungsroman on the blackboard and turned to the class, asking if anyone knew what that meant.

No one raised a hand; it was senior year and we had been excellent students for long enough. We were all determined to keep Mrs. Ash’s expectations low. But Daniel raised his and said, “It’s a German word that means a novel about the education of a young man. It typically focuses on the psychological and moral growth of the protagonist from youth to adulthood. You could call it a coming of age novel too, but not all coming of age novels are bildungsromans and not all bildungsromans are coming of age novels.”

The rest of us, Mrs. Ash included, looked at him with our mouths open. I could see Mindy Kagan’s braces, and that was not a pretty sight.

Finally Mrs. Ash said, “Thank you, Daniel, that’s exactly right.” She picked up her chalk again. “I know you’ve all read books like this already. Who can name one?”

Once again, the room was silent as a tomb, or detention run by Mr. Iccanello, which is pretty much the same thing. I made the major mistake of letting Mrs. Ash establish eye contact with me, so she said, “Michael?”

I racked my brain for the books we had read the year before. Nothing seemed to fit. I looked over at Daniel, hoping he would help me out. He didn’t say a word. But suddenly, “The Adventures of Tom Sawyer” blurted out of my mouth.

“Excellent,” Mrs. Ash said. “You could probably include Huckleberry Finn in that list too.” She went on to talk about the books we would read that semester, including To Kill A Mockingbird (read it in summer enrichment class two years ago) and Goodbye Columbus, which sounded like it was written by a guy who was as desperate to get out of Ohio as I was to ditch Pennsylvania, but of course wasn’t.

Finally the bell rang and we moved on to AP Calculus. We had all pretty much figured out that Daniel Florez was too weird for words, no matter how cute he was, so no one spoke to him as we walked. But he trailed along behind us, sliding into the seat next to me as the bell rang.

“I am Daniel,” he said, sticking his hand out to me.

“Yeah, I heard when Mrs. Ash called roll.” But he was hella cute, so I said, “I’m Michael,” and shook his hand. Fortunately, Mr. Iccanello came in and rapped on his desk so we would all shut up.

We sat in rows of uncomfortable chairs with little desks attached, with a whiteboard up front. Mr. Iccanello, who was about fifty with Elvis sideburns and a pot belly, stood behind a table stacked with textbooks. As he called roll, we had to stand up and fetch a textbook and a copy of our syllabus for the semester.

As you could imagine, it caused a huge traffic jam with kids trying to pass each other in the narrow aisles between students. By the time he called “Michael Torani,” there was major gridlock all around my desk. For a math guy, Mr. Iccanello was not very efficient. It took almost twenty minutes to get that out of the way.

Just like in English, Daniel was willing to speak up when no one else was, giving a long, drawn-out explanation of what a real number was. Even Mr. Iccanello looked bored by the time he was finished.

There was no AP class in third period, so we all split up. I went to study hall, which was a total waste of time since there was nothing to study yet, and I met up with Brie again at lunch, where we sat with Chelsea Scalzitti and Mindy Kagan, just like we’d been doing for four years. Yeah, my close friends were all girls. Go figure.

Daniel Florez sat by himself at the end of a long table. There was a clearly defined space between him and the group at the other end. No one sat with him, and no one had invited him to join them. I felt kind of bad for him, but I didn’t want to let myself in for one of those lectures of his, either.

Chelsea leaned in close and said, “I think the new kid is wearing a shirt my aunt Bernice bought for my brother last Christmas. My mother couldn’t donate it to the thrift shop fast enough.”

Mindy said, “He must be from some foreign country. He talks funny.”

I refrained from pointing out that all the metal in Mindy’s mouth didn’t exactly contribute to her speech patterns.

“And what is he eating?” Chelsea said.

Daniel had brought his own lunch, in a paper bag — a couple of sandwiches and some chips that looked like they were made from freeze-dried bananas.

“I don’t know, but it looks gross,” Brie said.

Though I didn’t know why, I was determined to shift the conversation away from Daniel. “Tell us about Wildwood Crest, Brie,” I said. “Did you have fun?”

She shot me a murderous look. “It was okay. Typical Jersey shore.”

At least that launched everybody into stories of where they had gone for summer vacation.

Because the Big Mistake has so many weird things wrong with him, we hardly ever go anywhere. We didn’t even have grandparents in distant places to go visit. My mom was an only child from Harrisburg, and her parents were both dead, which maybe contributed to her desperate attempts to get us to feel like Macgregors.

The only place we ever went was to visit my aunt and uncle in Scranton, because the Big Mistake can’t eat most processed food, he’s allergic to mattresses and pillows, and we’re long past sharing a room with our parents. The Big S Motel, a few blocks from their house, let us bring our own linens and gave us a discount on two adjoining rooms.

So I was stuck in Stewart’s Crossing all summer, taking enrichment courses when everyone else was off playing at the beach or in the mountains. I had to sit there and listen to stories about roller coasters, restaurants where you sat on the floor to eat, and science museums with creepy dinosaur skeletons. And all I could do was say, “That sounds cool” even when it didn’t, because I didn’t have anything better to contribute.

When lunch was over we moved on to AP History, in D period. And sure enough, Daniel was there, sounding like he had swallowed the history textbook. When Mrs. Becker asked if anyone knew why we were beginning our study of European history in 1789, Daniel said, “That was the year the French revolution began, when the people rose up against the corrupt emperor and proclaimed a republic. People think that’s when they executed King Louis the sixteenth but that didn’t happen for a couple of years.”

The rest of the class groaned. It looked like we were going to be in for a long semester. I mean, European history was bad enough, but it was going to be miserable if we had to listen to lectures from both Mrs. Becker and Daniel Florez.

On the bus home, Brie and I talked about a million things, from bad lockers and worse classes to new updates on the same old boring classmates. Our teachers were smart enough not to give us homework on the first day of school; it would set a bad precedent. So I went over to Brie’s house, around the corner from mine, and we spent the afternoon texting our friends and listening to music.

Around five I went back home. The Big Mistake was already there, sprawled on the couch in the living room with his headphones on. Neither of us said anything as I walked past.

When he was ten his pediatrician had him tested for allergies. We discovered that he reacted poorly to wheat, food dyes, food additives, and peanuts, among many other things. I had been eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich every day for lunch. Of course that had to stop immediately: Robbie couldn’t even have peanut butter in the house.

He did start to behave better, I’ll give him that. But it meant that we all had to eat Robbie’s diet, because my mom wasn’t going to make separate meals for him. I walked past the kitchen and sniffed. It smelled horrific.

“What is that?” I asked my mom, who was sitting at the table doing a crossword puzzle while whatever awful stuff was baking in the oven. “Salmon-spinach loaf,” she said proudly, like it was some accomplishment.

“Gross. Can I have something else?”

“This is not a restaurant, Michael,” she said, for like the ten thousandth time. “You eat what you’re served or you don’t eat anything.”

“Fine, then I’ll starve,” I said. “The child protection people will come over and ask ‘why is your older son so skeletal?’ and you can tell them it’s because all you serve in this house is horrible food that normal people shouldn’t eat.”

I threw myself down on my bed and texted Brie to see what they were eating at her house. Pizza, she replied.

Cn I cm 2?

While I waited for her response I looked in the mirror. I hadn’t had a beach vacation like Brie where I could tan, and my skin looked pale. I thought it would never be that golden caramel color of Daniel Florez’s.

I stopped. Why in the world would I think of him? He was cute, but a total dork. I wouldn’t go out with him if he begged me.

But I did love the way his hair looked. Why couldn’t mine be wavy like that, instead of curly? I remembered the way he had looked at me in English class, how the book title had suddenly come to me. Maybe he was telepathic! And he could see right into my soul, and send me secret messages in the middle of English class.

My head was spinning when my phone burped. U cn cm, Brie texted.

I heard my father’s car pull up in the driveway. I reached out and put the “Do Not Disturb on Pain of Death” sign on my doorknob, then locked the door. Our house is a ranch style, all the rooms on one floor. My parents’ bedroom is on the other side of the house, beyond the living room and the dining room, and on this side is my room, Robbie’s room, and the bathroom we share.

I opened my window and pulled the screen inside. I stuck one leg through, then the other, and slithered out into the flowerbed underneath my window. I pulled the window shut behind me and slipped around the corner to Brie’s house.

One good thing about the Big Mistake: my parents got so accustomed to paying attention to him, making sure he wasn’t killing himself, or anyone else, that they hardly noticed when I wasn’t around. So I could usually to go have dinner at Brie’s, hang out watching TV with her, and sneak back into my house just before ten, and my parents wouldn’t even miss me.

But not that night. When I slipped back into my room through the window, I saw my bedroom door was open. And my mother was sitting on my bed, typing on her laptop.

“Michael.”

“Mom.”

I waited. She just kept on typing.

“Um. Why are you in my room?”

“I’m in the middle of something. I’ll yell at you when I’m finished.”

“Oh, great. Take a number, Michael. You’re not even important enough to yell at.” I sat down at my desk and glowered at my mother.

Without looking up from her computer, she called, “Richard. Your son is home.”

I groaned. “It’s late, Mom. Can we just get this over with?”

My father appeared in the doorway. “Yes, it is late, Michael. Where have you been?”

“Brie’s.”

“And why didn’t you ask for permission before you left?”

That was a good question. Sadly, though, I didn’t have an answer.

My mother finished what she was typing and closed the computer. “Your father and I have enough to worry about with your brother, Michael. We count on you to be a good boy and not cause problems.”

“It’s always all about Robbie, isn’t it?”

“Do you want it to be all about you, Michael?” my father asked, still standing there in the doorway like he was blocking my exit route. “Do you want us to keep tabs on everything you do?”

I looked down at the desk. “No.”

“Then start acting like we can trust you.”

My mother stood up. “You’re not going to sneak out like this again, are you?”

I shook my head.

“Fine. Get ready for bed. You have school tomorrow.” She followed my father out of the room.

I immediately texted Brie to tell her what had happened. U r a wild child, she texted back.

Yeah, right. I was the most boring person I knew. Well, with the exception of Daniel Florez.

And why did I keep thinking about him?
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​Computer Connection
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Thursday night at dinner my dad asked, “Michael, can I borrow your laptop tomorrow? The hard drive on mine crashed and I have to make a client presentation.”

My dad is tall and kind of husky; he likes to wear button-down shirts and khakis, and he has these wire-rimmed glasses that make him look like a college professor. He’s a partner in an ad agency in Philadelphia, working mostly on tedious stuff like campaigns for new drugs. Sometimes he ropes me into proofreading for him. You would not believe how boring some of that crap is that they have to put on medicine bottles and boxes, all the TMs and copyrights and Surgeon General’s warnings.

Since it was his laptop before it was mine, it wasn’t like I could refuse. “Sure, Dad. Are you going to get a new one?”

“Yeah. Maybe you can come with me Saturday and help me shop.”

I kept it cool, saying, “Yeah, if you want,” but in my mind I was rubbing my hands together in glee. My dad is a total sweetheart when my mom isn’t around; he’ll buy me stuff she would never agree to. And when he saw what an outdated clunker my laptop was... well, who knows? Maybe they’d have a two-for-one sale at ComputerCo.

The next morning, I spent most of AP English thinking about what I could get my dad to buy me at ComputerCo. Not that I’m greedy or anything. But I see all the gadgets the other kids have, like bright neon-colored netbooks with designer carrying bags, smart phones that take real movies, USB drives shaped like M&Ms—I mean, there is just so much you can want! I hardly paid attention to anything Mrs. Ash said.

As we were leaving class, Daniel cornered me. And in a demonstration of his massive social skills, he didn’t even say hello, or tell me I looked nice that morning. Instead he just said, “Who’s your favorite author?”

Since we were still technically in English world, I didn’t feel comfortable saying Stephenie Meyer or Richelle Mead or anybody who was still alive. So I said, “Jane Austen,” because we had read Pride and Prejudice the year before and I had liked it enough to read a couple of her other books.

He just nodded. “I haven’t read those. But I will.”

Like, why? I wanted to ask, but the tide of students swept us on down the hall. I thought, oh my God, does Daniel Florez like me? Was that a good thing or a bad thing?

[image: image]

SATURDAY MORNING MY mom took the Big Mistake to his first football practice of the season, and went off to do her major grocery shop, where she basically piles all the crap in the store in a couple of wagons and loads up our cabinets. Then the Big Mistake devours it and she repeats the process. Usually I get drafted into pushing the wagon, but dad needing actual help trumped that.

He’s always bragging how he has been using computers since he was in high school—but that was back when they were these big hulking monsters you fed punch cards into. Start talking to him about RAM and ROM and USB and his eyes glaze over. I’m no geek, but I took a computer course in ninth grade and I started coveting faster and faster computers, with more memory to store music and pictures.

We drove over to the big ComputerCo superstore in Levittown and parked. As we walked in, my heart sank. Over in the corner was Daniel Florez, wearing a dark blue polo shirt with the store’s logo. “Shit,” I mumbled, as I saw him make a beeline for us.

“Hi, Michael,” he said, smiling brightly.

“Hi, Daniel.”

My father looked at me with one of those “where are your manners” subtexts, and I said, “This is my father. Dad, Daniel’s in class with me.”

“And you work here?” my father said, shaking Daniel’s hand. “That’s great! You can help us find a new laptop.”

“Absolutely! We have some great ones with the AMD Turion II processors with 4 gigabytes of RAM and 500 gig hard drives, or if you prefer we can look at netbooks. You sacrifice some screen size in favor of portability as long as you don’t need a CD drive.”

Already I could see my dad getting confused. “Can the jargon, Daniel. He needs a big screen so he can make presentations. Let’s start with that.”

Daniel said, “Sorry. I get excited sometimes and I tend to go into more detail than I should.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard you in class.” I pointed in the direction of the laptops. “Lead on, Macduff.”

“You know that’s actually ‘lay on, Macduff,’ right?” he asked. “I read Macbeth in my Shakespeare class in my last school.”

“Daniel. Laptops?”

He blushed. “Oh, yeah. Right.” He turned and headed toward the laptop display.

“He’s very nice,” my father said as we followed. “Is he a friend of yours?”

“God, no. He’s just in my class.”

My father didn’t say anything, just nodded in that kind of father knows best way. I wanted to argue some more but something told me that wasn’t the right way to go.

I had to give Daniel props. He really knew his shit. He took us right to a great laptop with a huge display, like seventeen inches, and pointed out all the stuff my dad could do with it. He was totally sold. “And it’s on sale today,” Daniel finished. “All the laptops and netbooks by this manufacturer.” He looked at me. “A netbook would be great for Michael,” he said. “Lightweight, easy to carry around.”

I could have kissed Daniel for that. Or not.

“Would you want a new computer?” my father asked me. “We could give your laptop to Robbie. He’s always borrowing your mom’s and I know she hates that.”

Like, duh. Was I going to say no? “Sure. I want to maximize hard disk space, though. Screen size doesn’t matter to me.”

“I know just the one.” Daniel led us over an aisle and pointed at a display.

“What kind of software do these machines come with?” my father asked.

He and Daniel got into a discussion and I zoned out, daydreaming about my new computer. When I tuned back in, my father was saying, “That would be terrific, Daniel. Why don’t you plan to stay for dinner?”

Huh? What was going on? When my dad gave him our address I realized Daniel had volunteered to come over to the house and set up the new computers for us. Shit.

“Your friend seems like a very nice boy,” my father said, as we drove back home.

“He’s not my friend.” I slumped in the corner of the front seat, as close to the door as I could get. My life was a disaster movie. Daniel Florez was coming to MY HOUSE. He would meet my crazy mom and the Big Mistake. And everybody would start to think he was my boyfriend. I could just die.

We got home as Mom was pulling in with the SUV loaded with groceries, and Dad said, “Help your mother. We don’t have to unpack the computers until Daniel gets here.”

I groaned. As he told my mother all about my new friend, I grabbed a couple of bags of groceries and trudged toward the kitchen.

After everything was unpacked and put away, I was itching to get my hands on my new netbook, but my dad had put everything in his study to wait for Daniel. I texted Brie for a while, sitting in my room looking out the window, and I saw Daniel walking up the street toward the house.

Gt 2 go, I texted. Geek alert.

I walked outside and met Daniel at the curb. “Where’s your car?”

“Don’t have one. One of the guys I work with dropped me off down on Main Street and I walked up here.”

“But that’s like two miles.”

He shrugged. “I like to walk. So where are the computers?”

I led him into the house, which was chaotic as usual. The Big Mistake was sprawled on the sofa playing a video game, and my mom was at the dining room table making these miniature straw scarecrows she found a pattern for in one of her thousands of home magazines. I mumbled my introductions and dragged Daniel toward the study.

We had bought all kinds of software, and between unpacking and installing everything, Daniel and I were busy for a while. It was fun working with him, I have to admit. He knew a lot about computers, and I learned about setting up partitions and installing anti-virus software. It got dark outside and we turned on the lights, and my mom stuck her head in the door and said, “Dinner, kids.”

“I’m just warning you,” I said, as we shut down the computers. “My brother has all these food allergies so dinner is probably going to be weird.”

And of course, just to make me look totally crazy, dinner was exceedingly normal: turkey breast, sweet potato casserole, steamed asparagus. My dad made the mistake of trying to engage Daniel in conversation, and that was that—it was like somebody flipped a switch in the kid and he went to town.
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