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This story begins a long time ago and it’s significant that Mateo still remembers it. The story begins in 1997 with a contract between four parties treating the issue of bed-times. Four signatures were required: Mateo’s little squiggle, the elegant scrawl of his two older cousins, and the controlled loop of his mother. The point? The night, like every hour, stretched on as if it would never end. His two cousins still existed for him as legs and bodies, shorts and sneakers, glasses on the table, their damp, bony hands on the dollar or two, the floppy disk, a knock-off version of Mortal Kombat rewritten in BASIC, their hands on the keyboard of the Packard-Bell, the colors, teal, white and grey of Windows 3.11. Time was too long to treat as if it were short. The contract was signed; their fates were sealed.


The next step was the creation of a world. Mateo’s family moved to a new house; the Packard-Bell went into storage; their new Dell arrived in a large box filled with a soup of packing peanuts into which Mateo wanted to sink. Later, his father drove him out into the woods, through a clearing, past a huge building. That’s the Comcast building, he said to Mateo. They’re the only ones who offer cable internet in South Jersey. Overpriced and unreliable. They got us trapped. The world was tan, blue, and quick. Mateo watched the computer restart: Dell, Microsoft, Windows 98. 

Mateo unveiled his latest concoction. 

Hello World!


WELCOME TO THE POS (POWER OPERATING SYSTEM)!


CREATED BY MASTER MATEO BLANCO.


FOR ALL YOUR COMPUTING NEEDS.


ENJOY!

What is your first name? Mom


What is your last name? Blanco


Your name is Mom Blanco !!


Goodbye.
Someone was throwing out an Compaq desktop computer. Mateo brought it to his room, heaved it onto a shelf, stole an AOL CD, a telephone cord, strung it two rooms over, signed up for a thirty-day dial-up trial. Now there was no reason to go downstairs except for food: he fantasized about half-sized refrigerators and gas-powered stove-tops, imagined everything in one place, absolutely self-sufficient, always available, organized. 

From this private island, however, he ran a brisk exports trade. He animated smiley faces for his 5th grade teacher; he wrote a program for money management in 6th grade; in 7th grade, he entered the science fair with software that grew and evolved artificial organisms; he spent 8th grade English class reading programming manuals; online he devoured the Eric Raymond’s How To Become A Hacker; he bought his first domain name in 2003; he sold his software to kids at Hebrew School on diskette; he left his high school programming club in disillusionment…


For his Latin class, he created a text adventure, a game in which one played the part of Aeneas, wandering through Troy. The world presented itself in short descriptions, while one’s actions were decided by a word of command typed on the screen. Files started to appear on his computer: an idea-network, an Athena project, a Minerva project, a God project—you must excuse his megalomania. Structures filled the files: Worlds, Neurons, Creatures, Memories. As he fell asleep, he planned in his head a program who would live in his computer and talk to him, who would know everything about him, track his every move, who would know him well enough to make him laugh, who would thank him for continuing to write, for continuing to build a universe around him. Mateo filled pages with cognitive models, theories of memory, actions and reactions. He paced around the edge of the bathtub, pontificating to his mother, his father, his brothers, whoever happened to be there. He checked out books from the local community college’s technical library, skipping the pages with math he couldn’t understand. Nothing stopped him from sinking deeper and deeper into the box on his desk, learning more the deeper he sank, with the sole hope that something inside the box would move, would twitch and squirm, would show some sign of life, would begin to learn, would take impressions, would display a single character on the screen, a single glowing letter, like sentient bubble rising gently to the surface of a lake, only the first delicate pronouncement of a young brain. 


I don’t have to tell you, I’m sure, that nothing came of it. Perhaps his theories were incomplete or altogether false; perhaps his eyes failed him after so many hours, or maybe his neck rebelled against the strain. He turned off the infinite box. It stayed on. He turned it off again. It suffused the room with a pale glow. Directly across the street, in the window of his neighbor, Mateo could see that Angela’s room was bathed in the same wan light. He could still feel it around him as he fell asleep.

Meanwhile, while Mateo wrestled with his desire, his brother glued himself to a new laptop, a better cell-phone, a youtube account which he used to post how-to videos, a twitter feed and an anonymous following of thousands. Mateo could barely imagine what the inside of his brother’s head was like. He himself could remember when he signed the contract, the contract for sleepless nights in front of the computer; his brother, only five years younger, had the contract signed for him. The story ends, then, with Mateo far away from his bunker, trying to figure out how to live as one infinitesimal in the infinite box.
