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There has been some confusion in the newspapers about Scott. No, he's not my brother, even though the papers say he is. No brother of mine would invent a machine that nearly sucked my mother's head up into an air hose. Yes, that's right, sucked my mom's head up into an air hose. Would a brother do that? Certainly not, but a cousin would. 

Not that Scott meant to hurt my mother. He had been trying to build something “to make life easier.” When Scott talks about inventing something to make life easier, watch out! Life's about to get very hard indeed.

In fact, the papers are saying a lot of things that aren't quite accurate. I don't know why those people can't get the story right: they printed a whole lot of nonsense about Scott and me teaming up to trap these guys. Teaming up. Dynamite and a lit match might team up; chlorine and ammonia might team up; but Scott and I would not team up. Anyway, not at first.

Until the “Summer of Scott,” as I have come to call it, my life was peaceful and pleasant. I lived in Mayfair County in North Carolina, away from the cities, in a little white house with a big green yard. However, my bucolic life was interrupted instantly and permanently on June first. 

I was in the garage, looking over the bicycle that Mom and Dad had given me for my thirteenth birthday. I would like to say here and now that I am a person who has survived changes. Only six months earlier, everybody's plans had really changed when Mom brought my little sister Rosie home from the hospital. I was twelve when Rosie was born, and she was my first sister—my first sibling in fact. There had only ever been Mom and Dad and me. 

I guess Mom and Dad were a little surprised at how much I insisted on helping to take care of her. I had never noticed babies much before, but Rosie was fascinating to me, and genuinely cute. I know a lot of people who say their babies are cute, but all I ever see is this little kid with no hair who grabs and pulls at everything. 

And I must be honest: some babies are not cute, not to me. Some are—oh well, I won't go on about that. But Rosie smiles a lot and laughs and likes to see me. Mom says she has a big personality. That was another thing I had never known: people have their own personality from the moment they’re born. Dad says that events and decisions can shape who we are, but nobody is born as a blank slate. 

Anyway, I became extremely responsible, Dad says. I could change Rosie, bring her to Mom for feeding, rock her to sleep, walk her when colic bothered her, and bathe her. So the upshot was that Dad and Mom were so pleased with how I pitched in and helped with Rosie for the first six months that they gave me the new bike for my birthday.

I like the idea of being extremely responsible, in spite of what the papers say about me. I like it a lot. Of course, unbeknownst to me, my cousin Scott was on his way to change all of that. 

He would arrive just at the right time to blow down my carefully constructed reputation as responsible and mature. Just like he later when he blew out the headlights of Dad's car. He told Dad he could install his own headlight dimmer. As soon as Dad started the car and turned on the headlights: BOOF! (ting!) First the left one, then BOOF! (ting!) and the right one exploded, too, leaving just a momentary flame where the filament had been sheltered under the glass. But wait, I'm getting ahead of myself.

As I said, it was June first, and summer was starting, and I was in the garage. The pull-up door was open, and I heard a car outside slow down to the curb and park. So I went into the house through the kitchen door. 

“Hey Mom, somebody's pulled up out front!” I called. I looked through the kitchen window and saw an old, very scratched up blue car. Really old, I mean. But it was clean, in spite of numerous nicks and scratches in the finish. Some guy got out of it. Tall, with a mustache. And he was wearing a suit and tie.

“It's a guy mom! A guy with a mustache!” I called. “I think it must be a salesman!”

She came down the steps with Rosie in her arms. “Hush Jo, he'll hear you, dear,” she told me.

I don't know why that was bad that he should hear me. He probably already knew he had a mustache. 

I followed her out front at a distance and was just out the door in time to hear her say with surprise and genuine delight, “Oh Scott! I hardly knew you! Oh come here!” And then she hugged him.

I hurried up, and I realized when I saw him up close that he wasn't a man but a boy. Older than me, of course, but not as old as the mustache—which was neatly and precisely trimmed around his upper lip—had made him appear.

“Hello Aunt Eileen,” he said in a very strained, quiet voice.

“Jo, do you remember your cousin Scott,” Mom said, including me by putting her arm around me and drawing me closer.

“Hello, Jo,” he said in that same strained voice, just above a whisper. I said hello back and waited. Older cousins are supposed to make a fuss over younger cousins. You know, take the initiative, as Dad says. But Scott looked at me with greater and greater concern, as though he thought I might explode or something. After a very long pause, he asked, “Do you remember me?”

“Yes,” I said. “You were about twelve last I saw you. You didn't have the mustache then.”

“Well of course not!” Mom said, and she laughed, and that broke the ice a little more. 

As I recalled, when Scott had been twelve I had been eight, and our meeting had occurred when my family had gone to visit him and his parents in Boston. He had spent our whole visit haunting my every footstep and saying things like, “Do you see that vase there? Well it's worth over a thousand dollars, so don't touch it! I have a really neat computer game in my room, but I can't let you in my room because all my equipment is set up in there. Be careful not to touch any of the pictures on the wall; they're very expensive, and most of them are originals.” 

The whole house had seemed breakable and expensive and boring. After that first visit, I had dreaded that we would visit Aunt Nora and Uncle Charles again, until Mom had told me to stop worrying and that they had gone to Europe to live for two years or so.

“Come inside, come inside,” Mom told him. “This is Rosie on my arm, your newest cousin.”

Scott gingerly put his finger inside Rosie's tight little fist. “Hello Rosie,” he said, trying to sound gentle, I guess, but it still came out strained. But he did manage a smile at her.

She had been watching him with Rosie's typical interest. So far Rosie hasn't been shy with anybody. “DA! daDA!” she exclaimed, and she brandished her fist with his finger in it.

“Look, she likes you already!” Mom said pleasantly. “It's nearly noon, and I guess you're hungry. Can I make you some lunch?”

“Thank you, yes,” he said.

“Jo, will you take Rosie and keep your cousin enter-tained?” she asked, passing Rosie to me. “I'll make lunch.” Rosie released his finger as she came to me.

I took her and led Scott into the living room, where we both sat down and said nothing for several long seconds. All I knew about Scott was that four years ago he had been worried that I would break something that belonged to his mom and dad. So at last I said, “I hope nothing's been broken at your house.”

“Oh,” and he seemed to be puzzled by my comment but too polite or ill at ease to say so. He struggled to think of an answer and at last said, “Everything seemed all right last time I was there.”

I realized that what I'd said had sounded stupid, but I didn't know anything else about Scott. Oh wait, there was Aunt Nora and Uncle Charles. I could ask about them. 

I didn't know much about them. Uncle Charles had a doctorate in something or other that had to do with Egypt or the Middle East or where ever camels live, and Aunt Nora had been a physicist with NASA until she had resigned and become a consultant. 

Neither one of them had ever said much to me except for the usual: “Oh isn't she cute,” “My how big she's getting,” etc. In fact, our one visit to their Boston house four years ago had been a sort of battle of strategies as I had done everything possible to stay close to Mom and Dad in a strange place, and Aunt Nora and Uncle Charles had done everything possible to get me out of the living room and make Scott look after me. Scott had been doing as much as possible to vanish, without much success.

“So how are Uncle Charles and Aunt Nora?” I asked.

“Fine,” he said in his strained voice. 

I felt sudden alarm. “They aren’t coming here too, are they?” Then I realized how that sounded.

But Scott didn’t laugh or get offended. All he said was, “No, I don’t think so.”

He said nothing further, so I tried again. “Are you old enough to drive now?” Stupid question, since he had pulled up in his own car, but I was desperate.

“During daylight, yes,” he said.

Again silence.

“Is it okay with your parents for you to have a mustache?”

He considered this carefully and then replied. “Yes.”

“Do you like it?”

Again some thinking on his part and then, “No.”

Silence again prevailed. He didn't seem rude. He answered each question very carefully, in fact. But there wasn't anything to add to his answers. After one of those agonizing pauses, he attempted conversation. “Did you ever want a big brother, Jo?”

The question caught me off guard. I tried to figure it out and then said, “It doesn’t work that way. I can only have little brothers.”

He gave half a nod and looked down. I gave up. Rosie, who thought it was great to be with us during our special family moment, bounced up on my lap, waved her fat arms abruptly up and down, and exclaimed, “DA! daDA! DA!”

At last Mom called for us to come to the table. She had her China plates set out for us, and crystal water glasses. She took Rosie and put her in her Jolly Jumper and set the timer. I was surprised when Scott, with a certain labored courtesy, held my chair for me while I sat down and pushed it in. He waited for Mom and did the same for her.

“Why how sweet of you, Scott,” she said. “Thank you.”

When we were seated Scott shook out his cloth napkin and put it on his lap, narrowly missing with his eyes the fact that Mom had taken my hand and reached for his with her other hand. She waited a moment, and then he saw it.

“Oh,” he said. He took her hand and clamped his eyes shut like he was about to get a shot from the dentist. He didn’t see that he was supposed to take my hand, too, on his other side. Mom just shook her head slightly at me to tell me it was all right, and she bowed her head and we thanked God for the food. I guess another big difference between our family and my cousin's family is that they don't believe the way we do. 

Uncle Charles and Dad grew up together, so they had the same training, but Dad says Uncle Charles just shucked it all off once he got to college. But Scott obviously wanted to be agreeable.

Scott was a little more communicative with Mom over lunch. We had tuna fish salad sandwiches with the crusts cut off, pickles in a cut-glass dish, vegetables and dip, and iced water in the water glasses. After we had eaten, Mom made coffee for herself and Scott and served us pie. During the meal, Mom asked about Aunt Nora and Uncle Charles. And to my surprise, Scott told her that they were on their way to Egypt for the next year to work on a translation project for an Egyptian heritage society.

I wondered how Scott had gotten to America if his parents were in the Middle East somewhere. But Mom's next question about how he had done in school reminded me that Scott nearly always attended boarding schools while his parents were busy. Once for a couple of years there had been a tutor while they had all been traveling in Europe, but that had been a few years ago.

Anyway, I should say that Scott was wearing a very nice suit and tie, in spite of the heat, and in spite of the fact that it wasn't Sunday. Mom at last said, “Well, I hope that you're planning to visit with us a while, Scott. We get to see you so rarely. But you look as though you have places to go and important people to see.”

His brown eyes behind his glasses got a little wider at her words, and he glanced at his own clothes before he said, “I wore these clothes for here, Aunt Eileen.” Then he reached inside his suit coat for his breast pocket and pulled out a slim #10 envelope. He handed it across the table to her, and I could see that his hand shook a little. “This is from Mom and Dad.”

She opened up the envelope, read it for a moment, and even I could see that whatever it said really surprised her, but she smiled and looked across the table at him. “Of course you'll stay here with us! We would love to have you! Oh! and for the whole summer!”

He blinked and offered her a slight smile, but then a line of perspiration shone on his forehead, as though he had been tremendously relieved by what she said. “As soon as we're finished with dessert, Jo will help you unpack your car.” 

He only nodded and then unexpectedly wolfed down the entire remaining half of his piece of the blueberry pie, as though her news were so good that he completely forgot about manners and everything. I saw Mom smile a little and look a little sad, as though she felt bad for him. But I knew enough not to ask just then.
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Chapter Two
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Right after we finished our dessert, Mom told us that she would do the dishes so that I could help Scott unpack his car. She took him upstairs to show him the guest room, but his first question to her was, “Would you mind if I took the bed apart and stored it in your attic? I might have to make room for my things.” 

“Why, Scott,” she asked, “what will you sleep on?” 

I have a hammock that I can rig up,” he said. “You see, I brought all of my equipment with me, because if there hadn't been room for me, I would have gone on to summer school again. But I can't leave the equipment in the car, probably not even in the garage.” 

“Certainly, Scott,” she said, “whatever you think best.” 

I jumped right in: “Mom, can I—”

“No,” she said right away. “Your bed is fine, and you don’t have a load of equipment to store.” So I didn’t get to string up a hammock of my own.

Scott started right away to disassemble the bed in his room, heedless of my hard feelings over not getting a ham-mock too. 

I went down to get the first arm load from his car. But when he saw me lug a thing the size of a metal suitcase with knobs on it through the doorway, he leaped to his feet. “That's a frequency generator! he exclaimed. “Be careful! It's very expensive!” 

I set it down as gently as if it had been Rosie, straight-ened up, and looked him in the eye, without smiling. One thing I wasn't allowing was his fear of my breaking things. 

“If you want me to be careful with your stuff, then come down and tell me what to bring up and what to leave for you to bring up,” I said. I didn't know what a frequency generator was, and I wasn't going to ask because I didn't want him to think I was interested. 

“Okay, that's a good idea,” he said, and he followed me back downstairs. 

He let me bring up his two suitcases and garment bag, but he brought up an incredible load of equipment: a computer and monitor, of course, but also a black box with knobs on it and a little screen that protected a scale meter (like the speedometer of a car) and said SIMPSON VOM across the front; and something that he called a multi-meter, a thing called an oscilloscope that had a miniature television screen on it, and countless other bits of equipment, wires, parts, odds and ends, gadgets, and booklets. 

I don't know how he had ever gotten it all into that car of his. The trunk had been crammed full, and he had filled up the back seat from the floor to the car roof in places, and the passenger's side in front had also been packed tightly. The more he pulled out, the more there seemed to be. 

There was just no knowing where he would put it all, or how he would arrange it. The guest room, even without the bed, already had a dresser and a bureau and an easy chair in it. But it would be a while before I would find out his decorating plans, because Scott shoo'ed me out pretty quickly, once all of his gear had been brought up. In the late afternoon he drove away and came back a half hour later with several long, wide boards and the trunk full of cinder blocks. 
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