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1 The Research Topic






THE YEAR I LOST MY WIFE AND SON, MY SON PERFORMED NINE separate tests of my character. One night during Mutual of Omahas Wild Kingdom, the sofa tipped beneath us, and this is how it began.


Whoa, he said.


His palms were flat on the sofa cushions. Liz was sitting cross-legged on the floor, and before I could think to stand, she had taken him by the wrist and led him to the shelter of the door frame. She reached to place a hand on his shoulder, and although he was fifteen, this was all it took to get him to follow her into a crouch. In a second, I had joined them there, and as I kneeled, I had to grasp the door casing for balance. Now I noted objects in the room by weight; our distance from windows. I became aware of soundsa quick pop that could have been wood or glass; three dull thuds from different corners of the houseall of it muffled by the persistent rattling of our things: of flatware in drawers and knickknacks on shelves and pills in their bottles.


When the room stopped shaking, we uncovered our heads, and Lizs eyes, which normally ignored the television, turned immediately to it. Jim Fowler was rappelling down a cliff face toward a nest on a narrow ledge.


Elliot stood.


We should wait here a minute, Liz said.


He crouched again. It didnt feel very big.


All the same


When the condor saw Jim Fowler, it spread its wings, a span the length of a man. Jim wrapped his arms around it from behind, folding them in. His boots dangled in the air. He tagged the condors ankle, and then opened his arms wide to release it, a burst of feather against the blue sky. As he was hoisted away by the helicopter, the head and shoulders of a local newscaster replaced him.


We interrupt your regular programming with a special report. An earthquake was just felt in the greater Sacramento area. Her eyes flitted offscreen and back. We do not yet have any data on the magnitude or the epicenter of the disturbance, but, here in our studio, objects dropped from high shelves. She touched her ear and paused. The sensation was reportedly felt as far away as Redding, as this caller describes. From an invisible speaker in the studio came the voice of a Citrus Heights woman explaining that she had been talking to her sister in Redding on the telephone when it happened; her sister had been carrying a mug of hot coffee at the time, and at the exact same moment that the caller heard the tinkling of wind chimes on her own porch, her sister screamed because her coffee had soaked the front of her blouse.


Liz stood and crossed the living room. She had a beauty so striking even I could not recall it fully from morning until nightfall. She was over forty by then, and still people spent the first moments of any encounter with her as they would in a hospital room or a cathedral, their eyes locked first on one feature and then another, trying to decode their composite power. She bent at the waist and picked up a set of proof Kennedy half-dollars that had fallen from the shelf and fingered a crack in the clear plastic case. She and I had met twenty-two years earlier at the Wells Fargo Bank on J Street; she monitored access to the safe-deposit boxes, where I appeared weekly to deposit coins of dubious value. She had thought me an inheritor or a man in the midst of a legal battle until one day she stepped into the vault while I was pulling a small tin of wheat pennies from my coat pocket.


Now she set the cracked case back on the shelf and looked at us, two men she had left in the safety of a door frame. Come on, she said. Lets go make sure nothing else is broken.


Elliot led the way. He had grown so much in the last month that from behind he was like a stranger: a thicker trunk, and also a change, from loping to shambling, in his gait. We followed him into the kitchen, and we all three surveyed the room with a sensitivity to disorder we had not felt when we cleared the dinner dishes an hour before. Elliot stooped to pick up a ballpoint pen that may well have been dropped that afternoon. Liz righted things on the counter: a cookbook, an orange that had strayed from an overfull basket of fruit. We had heard no noise that could have come from the direction of the kitchen except that pop, and now I opened cupboards trying to find it. The dishes sat stacked behind smooth oak doors I had purchased twenty-two years ago and waxed with a T-shirt. Little felt pads I had glued to their inner corners let them close without sound.


When Elliots patience with the normalcy of things ran out, he passed back into the hallway, and again we followed. In the hall above us was a small antique table that I had bought for Liz last fall when Elliot began high school. On it, she kept a potted jade plant, a framed photograph of the three of us in the shadow of Mount Rushmore, and a souvenir core of bedrock, which had rolled from the table to the carpeted floor. We found the other thuds without trouble: a thick book on gardening Liz kept on her small nightstand, and a five-pound hand weight she had set on an ottoman in our walk-in closet. This left only the pop.


When I built the house, Id left the attic unfinished, and over the summer, Elliot and I had made a project of its completion. I had done some of the prep work for this during original constructioninstalling a subfloor; fitting extra collar ties between the rafters to take a ceilingso that when I described the job, he was disappointed by how easy it would be. I tried to explain that nothing about our job would be easywe had to install a knee wall, and just getting the studs properly bevel-cut to fit the sloping roofline would take a lot of care and timebut secretly I was moved by his ambition. He wanted to add dormers, something that altered the exterior of the house as well, and so thats what we did, kneeling on the scaffolding we had built together and snapping level chalk lines to mark space for themthe two sharp changes in topography they would be. Now the space was a sitting room where he did all of his homework, and as I watched him crest the stairs, I was frankly worried that one of these windows he had framed with such care had cracked under the strain of the earthquake. But the windows were fine. When we caught up with him, he was kneeling on the floor over the three large shards of a broken drinking glass.


Sorry, Mom, he said.


She laughed. Who are you: Mother Nature? She reached out for his shoulderhe was at that age when he would shy from my touch, but not from hersand gave it a squeeze.


I tore a few blank sheets from one of his notebooks and crouched next to him. By folding it, I made a sort of catchers mitt. Here, I said. He hesitated. The pieces were sharp and curved, like licks of flame, cloudy with fingerprints and the residue of soda. They clinked as he laid them on the paper, and this raised an odornot soda: beer.


Liz put her hand out to lead him; Besides, its only a glass, she said, and he followed her, as he had to the door frame, down the stairs.


In the living room, he settled next to her on the couch. I sat alone in the armchair, and although the news of the earthquake was riveting in its way, now my son was his own quiet spectacle. The birth of ones first child is supposed to be a joyous occasion; so my initial assessment of what those nine months of waiting had yielded was a surprise. At first a lump of flesh. At worst, a stranger with needs so many and so persistent it was difficult not to resent him. I would go to his room at night to watch him sleep because, although by day I bent over his basket to make sounds, secretly his clear, dark, strangers eyes watching my face so intently gave me a hollow feeling that scared me. I tried to make it go away. I lifted him in my arms and put my mouth to his soft cheek and walked him around our yard. I bundled him in blankets and made myself change his diapers, thinking the intimacy this would force might eventually overwhelm this sense of mine that I had invited a strangera tiny, judgmental intruderinto our home.


But then one day a change. I had his basket on the bathroom counter. Strands of Lizs hair had clogged the sink drain, and I had brought him in with my toolbox so she could sleep. I was about to crouch to open the trap, and when I switched my flashlight on, he tracked the bright beam on the wall with his eyes and then looked, God bless me, at my hand holding the flashlight. I released a laugh of pure astonishment, and at this, this single laugh, he gave me his first smile.


After this it was different. His body felt firmer in my arms, less precarious, and his face, once (forgive me!) a threat, seemed full of acceptance and promise. Instead of leaving the house to escape my feelings, I sometimes asked to take him with me when I ran errands. Without my noticing, his frightening, fragile neck had strengthened, and one day I found I could carry him down the aisles of a hardware store sitting up on my crossed arms. A damp heat rose from his hair, and I smiled first at a beautiful woman whose eyes I normally would have avoided on fearful principle; next, a one-armed man sorting through a box of nails. Something about Elliots company: his head rested against that low spot at the center of my chest where, in their first pictures, children will draw the heart.


On the couch next to Liz now, he snorted at the television. Newscasters had taken over the programming completely, but mostly with interviews of people who had been no more than frightened. They had several good shots of shattered windows, and helicopter footage of a pileup on I-5. They reran this clip countless times, ending with a two-minute spot on what we could all do to make ourselves safer in the event of an aftershock: bolt tall pieces of furniture to the wall, hang pictures on tremor hooks, and remove sharp or heavy objects from high shelves.


How about padding non-upholstered furniture? Elliot said.


Or wearing a helmet around the house, I said, and he laughed.


There was some real damage. In the days that followed, scaffolding appeared downtown on buildings that had dropped bricks to the sidewalks. On the right shoulder along Interstate 5 where that ten-car accident had killed two people, commuters slowed and rolled down their passenger windows to drop bouquets of flowers. But newscasters undermined solemnity with exaggeration. Local stations floated banners in the upper-right-hand corner of the television screen: Uncovering the Damage, Aftermath, and even Sacramento Under Siege. For a full week, Channel 3 ran a nightly story about one of the injured: a waitress with a broken leg; an air-traffic controller with a neck brace; a schoolteacher with a sprained wrist, the camera zooming in dramatically to catch her writing on the blackboard in her shaky left hand.


I joined in the joking about this, but secretly I felt a sense of foreboding much deeper and more troubling than anything the media tried to stir. I tried to trace it to its source. Late one night, I reviewed our wills for oversights, but this did not make it go away. On my lunch hour, I mapped and then test-drove four separate routes from my office to Elliots school for emergencies, but the next day in the kitchen as I filled our tumblers with orange juice, my pulse quickened in a way that I could neither suppress nor understand.


Finally, alone in my car on the way to work, another explanation occurred to me. I worked then as a civil engineer for the California Department of Water Resources. I had done so for twenty-three years, longer than Liz and I had been married, and in that time Id seen the arrival, installation, and departure of three Principals above me as I rose from checking shop drawings to supervising a team of as many as twenty-eight in the design of dams. At the time of the earthquake there were three other Supervising Engineers in our division, and we reported to Don Moraine, a slight man with yellow teeth who touched his temple and looked sideways when he laughed. He was shy, but competent, and above him was our Division Chief, Howard Krepps.


Back in 1957, when I took my first course in Civil Engineering, water resources planning had a mystique in California that anyone now would have difficulty imagining. California is an important state, with an economy larger than all but six countries in the world, and its prosperity is largely dependent on the reorganization of its waters by engineers. This is not why I picked CE as a majorI picked it because the jobs were plentiful and stable, most of them state jobs where hours are reasonable and benefits good. But it is also true that in spite of myself I was enchanted by certain facts. Engineers had made whole rivers flow backwards. The California Aqueduct is one of two man-made structures visible from space.


It hadnt been difficult for me to get a job within the Department of Water Resources, but not long after I did, the climate changed. In just a handful of years, a complex set of political forces reduced the projects we were asked to design to a fraction of what they had been before. Between 1960 and 1973, sixteen dams had been built, and since then only one. I had done well during this period, surviving the cutbacks, and remaining part of a team that, as might be expected within a government agency, even after the trimming, was larger than it needed to be. Just months after the deepest cuts had been made, Don asked me to propose a design for a large earth embankment dam a mere seventy miles outside of Sacramento. It was a plum project, not only because we all sensed the change that would make it the last large dam constructed in over two decades, but because of the visibility its location would give our work in the local news. A photograph of Governor Brown cutting the ribbon on North Fork would appear on the front page of the Sacramento Bee.


Driving past a block of scaffolding on L Street, it came to me that it was only a matter of time before this coveted proximity made my dam an object of scrutiny again. There was a division within the Department charged with reevaluating dams when new data made better assessment of risks possible, and an earthquake of this size would almost certainly trigger one. Maybe this had been the root of my vague apprehension. I thought about it. Although these investigations were legitimately important and the dam safety engineers just as smart as any in our division, supporting the reevaluations was tedious and unrewarding work under any circumstances, and at the time I was wrestling with the design of Governor Browns big geothermal project. But try as I might, when I dwelled on the implicationsthe time wasted rechecking old design assumptions, the traction lost on a technically challenging projectI could muster nothing more complex than irritation.


Which is honestly all I felt a few mornings later when we passed the newspaper to each other sheet by sheet, looking at more photos of fallen bricks and people covering their heads on the steps of the capitol, and Elliot said: Do you think theyll investigate your dam?


I said, Theyll at least explore it within Safety of Dams. Whether they hand it to us to look for deficiencies depends on what they find.


Would it annoy you if they did?


His spoon hovered over his soft-boiled egg. When he was four, he had come to the kitchen smelling of my aftershave. Last month, Liz had shown me a video of the two of us working on the attic together, and when at the end we both walked towards the camera with identical slope-shouldered posture, heat gathered beneath my arms. She rewound and showed it to me again, laughing sweetly, but still I felt the solemn press of responsibility that haunted every moment of his scrutiny or emulation.


Now he held his spoon steady, waiting.


I wrinkled my nose and shook my head almost imperceptibly, a look conveying good-humored dismissal. Nah, I said. Benign distraction.


Fear did not seize me thennot right awaybut its telling that I can remember so vividly the way he looked at me when I said this. The bright window behind him furred his head with a corona of sunlight, like the head of a martyr in some old painting, and gave his features a dark quality that matched the intention forming inside him. He watched me; he did not break his gaze when he lifted his juice glass to his lips, did not stop studying my face even when Liz showed us a photo in the paper of a man standing next to a doghouse he had reinforced with steel.


I forced myself to glance at the picture. I forced a laugh. At work they distributed an Earthquake Evacuation Procedures memo.


Liz said, At the supermarket theyre selling flashlights and first-aid kits near the checkout.


Elliot took an orange from the fruit basket. Mrs. Parks changed our research assignment. Now we have to do it on an ancestor instead.


Liz cocked her head. I dont get it.


Someone in Mr. Delmonicos class lost an uncle in that pileup on I-5.


He cupped the orange in a napkin and began to peel it. When he was small, I had taught him to eat fruit wrapped in a napkin. Citric acid brought out a fine rash on his skin that never burned or flared, but lingered for hours and had nagged me with thoughts of small dangers that might befall him.


Liz said, I dont mean to belittle his death, but that seems a little extreme. Youve already started. Youve read two books on automotive history.


He shrugged.


She said, So who are you thinking of doing? My Great-Uncle George would be good. He was a coal miner. Or kooky Cousin Lisa.


He pulled a strip of peel from the orange. It made a ripping sound and the kitchen filled with a sharp smell. In my exhortations on the use of a napkin, I never mentioned the rash, but instead talked of courtesy. The juice also left a brown stain on upholstery, and I wanted him to learn respect for his mother.


He glanced at me. I was thinking of your dad, maybe.


Liz said, Dads dad?


If its okay with him.


And finally a stab of the anxiety I had been feeling all week shot through me. Elliots thumbs were poised to split his bare orange into sections.


Of course, I said. I think thats a wonderful idea.


That night, while I was brushing my teeth, Liz opened the bathroom door. She had already changed for bed, a pink T-shirt so worn from sleep and laundering, fine holes rimmed the letters: Davis Womens Fun Run 61. She pulled down her underpants and sat on the toilet, and I listened for the familiar sound of her pee in the bowl. She said, So what do you think thats all about?


Whats what all about? I said, although of course I knew what she meant.


Him picking your dad.


I cocked my head slightly to indicate thinking. She stood and flushed. The water would pass through the fixture trap, down the branch drain to the soil stack. From there, it would fall twenty feet to a pitched run that would carry it under our lawn to the city sewer. She stepped beside me and washed her hands in the sink, watching me in the mirror with a patient, open look I still picture for strength when I try to strike up a conversation with someone in the coffee room at my golf club. Clear water swirled in the basin and down under the stopper.


I said, Hes curious, I guess.


She picked up her toothbrush and wet it under the stream, her eyes still on me in the mirror.


I said, I cant blame him. I picked up a bar of face soap. He never got to meet my parents.


I lathered a long time, and then rinsed with cupped hands, and dried with my eyes closed, and although at the time it was blind instinct born of a tightness in my chest that made me do such things, in retrospect I see what a transparent discouragement such evasions must have been to her. When I opened my eyes to hang my towel, she was already in bed, and when I joined her there, she smiled and turned to switch off her lamp. I switched mine off as well, and before the cover of dark could restore her courage, I pulled her toward me in the sole gesture of intimacy that never leads to conversation.


I slept quickly after this, but woke within the hour. I was flatly afraid, and with the earthquake as scapegoat I again allowed my fear of loss to gather, not around my wife and son, as it should have, but this time around the fragile workings of our house. In the trace of moonlight, I glanced at the corners of the ceiling where I had coped the moldings to fit them flush. The following morning when I ran a faucet to wash my hands, I listened for water hammer. Although for some of these things I could not even use the earthquake as justification, I began my annual maintenance tasks early. On Monday, I flushed the drains with baking soda and hot water. On Tuesday, I emptied the sediment from our water heater. On Thursday, I vacuumed our smoke alarms. And on Saturday, six days after the earthquake, I asked Elliot to help me check for cracks in our foundation.


He followed me around the perimeter with the caulking gun. Since his early boyhood, Id involved him in household maintenance, and the reliability of my program made him itchy for signs of failure. We had reviewed three sides of the house when I found the first: a six-inch fissure wide enough at its center to accept a nickel. At first the quickening of his attention gave me a sudden empty feeling, but as he leaned close and brushed my shoulder, I chided myself: anything unusual is intriguing. Then he turned to me. He wanted to know how wide a bead of caulk he should pull, and although Id been watching the changes in him for several months, I have to say that it wasnt until that moment that I noticed the beginnings of a mustache. The sun was bright, his face no more than ten inches from my own, and the hair was blond and so fine it was almost transparent. A sprinkler ticked at the far end of the lawn. Somewhere in the neighborhood, a car door slammed. Dont worry, I said finally, but in this context, perhaps because of the surprise on my face, he didnt understand me. He waited, as if I might say something he had been waiting years to hear. A better father would have thought to speak a word of affection or wisdom into that silence, but I did not. Just pull the trigger, I said; I cut the nozzle to a size that will determine the bead, and when I said thismaybe its hindsight that colors my memory, but I do not think sosomething like disappointment overcame him. His head dropped at my words, so slightly I never would have noticed it had it not been for the faint mustache. At this new angle, the light left it, and the fine hairs disappeared in shadow. Then he shifted slightly on his haunchesI remember that his weight crushed a sweet smell from the grassand drew a thin seam of caulk along the crack.


That afternoon, he worked upstairs in his bedroom, typing an outline for his report on my father. As I changed out of my work pants, long pauses fell between each strike of type ball against ribbon. I went downstairs to the kitchen and poured myself a glass of milk. Liz was in the living room, labeling the leaves of a photo album from our trip to the Grand Canyon. I had planned, for my part, to spend the rest of the day on interior weatherproofing, checking for drafts by running a dampened hand along the edges of our windows and doors. But now I was distracted by thoughts about my son. How would this go? I have some extra razors, if you ever need them. Or this: Would you like me to teach you to shave?


Outside, a squirrel backed up the trunk of our elm tree, its small hands gripping the furrowed bark. Elliots typewriter sounded upstairs, six hesitant strikes, and then silence. I took a wheat cracker from a mason jar on the windowsill and rubbed the salt from its surface with my thumb. I set the cracker first untouched on the countertop, and then in the waste can beneath the sink where the evidence of my indecision could not be detected.


Under the drain trap was a wire basket of new yellow sponges. Inside their cellophane wrappers, they were already moist. I took one into the entry hall. My front door is a two-inch plane of solid oak, weather-stripped with spring copper and strips of felt. But one never knows. Houses settle. In earthquakes, they move. I pressed my palms against the sponge and traced the door frame as I have seen mimes do, without touching it, a pantomime of escape, checking for drafts.












2 The Razor





BY MY OWN ESTIMATION I HAD BEEN A DECENT FATHER, IN every way a better father than my own, but the fact was that over the summer I had suffered one small failure of composure with my son.


It had happened in the attic.


Every year, I had given Elliot the option of going to camp, and every year, to my quiet gratification, he had chosen to pass the long hot months with me, improving something in our home. When he was younger, Id picked the projects myself and kept them smallpainting the exterior of the garage; installing a new washer and dryer in the basementbut as he got older, I tried to win another year of his company by inviting his suggestions. When he was thirteen, he drew a sketch of the tables and cabinets that became a custom workshop in the basement. The following summer he brought home a book from the library on installing central air-conditioning. And in April of that year, he led me up the narrow stairwell to my unfinished attic.


It had started well enough. I am a careful manto a fault, I see nowand although by the standards of the average boy, Elliot had always been hyper-responsible, he had a boys overconfidence in his own abilities and ignorance of the dangers of the world, and sometimes this made him hasty. Id done an excellent job, I think, over the years, of hiding my judgment of this. When, after several respectful hints from me about tensile strength, hed whittled a good eighty-five percent off the body of his car for the Pinewood Derby, I suppressed my criticism and complimented him on the boldness of his experiment. When in an eight-year-olds show of finesse he had insisted on carrying all three of our plates from the dinner table at once, I crouched to help him clean up the broken pieces and told him gently that more balance would come with practice and time.


But that year it had been harder. He was an adolescent, and maybe it is not so strange that some of his behavior had begun to bother me. Little things. Although I bought him a thermal cup with a flip top, he opened can after can of 7-Up and left them open and sweating on the plywood subfloor next to absorbent bats of insulation. Each day at the slightest rise in temperature, he took off his shirt and walked around the attic bare-chested, heedless of the raw boards certain to scrape his lean torso as we worked. When he was younger, he had listened to popular rock with Liz, upbeat songs that made her sashay across the kitchen, but now he set a boom box at the top of the stairs and played something so malevolent and percussive it was a menace to concentration.


To my small credit, I recognized these irritations as petty, and I knew better than to give them voice. A teenage boy is hungry for approval, especially from his father, and in the forced ease of these liberties, I thought I recognized a clumsy stab at the air of authority that flows from the unstudied habits of a man. As far as the carpentry went, he did a decent job, but not always with the method I would have chosen. He hammered in a stylized, self-conscious way that resulted in a lot of bent nails, but they were only nails, and I never corrected his form. I let him work for hours each day without my supervision, and even in cases where the cost of repairing an error would have been significant, in time and effort as well as money, I had done no more to assist him than review his progress when I got home from work. The plan was working well, and Id felt certain he would leave the summer burnished by success and paternal praise, until in July hed floated the idea of adding a bathroom.


I should pause here and explain that all of the pipes in my house are copper. Copper pipe is lightweight, strong, and more resistant to corrosion and scale than other metals, but its also the case that its difficult to install correctly. Before soldering, a substance called flux should be applied to remove surface oxide, but too much flux can cause corrosion and too little will create gaps in the integrity of the connection. Overheating will do the same. And then there is the danger. The flame on a propane torch is soundless, and, in light good enough to do the work, its invisible, too. If you char the wood on rough framing even slightly and dont wash it down with water, the embers can linger for hours inside the wood and come to blaze in a breeze while youre taking a break. After seeing my sons pride at two months of largely solitary work on carpentry, I didnt want to undermine his sense of competence with a month of micromanagement on a plumbing project.


For this reason, perhaps I can be forgiven for the small deception my misguided instincts supplied when he suggested the bathroom addition. I said, Great idea. We can plumb it with plastic pipe.


I still think, despite all that happened, that this was a good decision. He got started right away, and his surprise when I handed him the schematic and told him he could do all of the joining himself seemed well worth the lie my show of interest in trying plastic pipe represented. Although back then many people were excited about CPVCs potential, I myself was skeptical, and despite what Id implied, it offered me no mystery or challenge whatsoever. Joining plastic pipe is done with solvent cement that sets in thirty seconds, and you can cut some grades with nothing more aggressive than a sharp, sturdy knife. But I was banking on the chance that the very simplicity that secretly made it seem crude to me would allow my son an ego-bolstering success with installation.


And I was right. He had always been a hardworking boy, but the trust I granted him seemed to inspire him. Each evening when I got home from the office, he called me up to check his work. To my great relief, the joints appeared to be cleanwith a steady bead of solvent rimming each oneand at my exclamations of pride at his craftsmanship hed had to work hard to maintain his teenagers air of bored composure. He roughed in a toilet bend, a drum trap for the bathtub, hot and cold water supply lines, a plastic revent. He installed the toilet, then a pedestal basin, and, after I helped him heft it up the stairs in my tie and suit pants one morning, even a prefab fiberglass tub. By the end of August, the only job that remained was joining his new plumbing to my old system.


It is a little hard to remember, honestly, what our relationship was like by that point in the summer without coloring it with hindsight. As I said, his impulsiveness had grated on my nerves some, but by and large I think what passed between us was fairly simple. He told me stories. He ate food from my refrigerator. He fell asleep at my side on the couch. In other words, he was a boy, and I assumed my company did not make him think too deeply. But perhaps this is just an example of my being less sensitive or observant than I should have been because when I followed him up to the attic with the propane torch, I was not yet looking for his words to mean any more than they said.


I sweated the first joint myself, and I worked slowly to make a point, but all the while, he kneeled beside me, leaning forward in a way that made it seem he was impatient to take over. I held the spool of solder steady, moving it around the pipe, and watched as the bead grew shiny and began to stream. Then I turned off the flame and set down the torch.


Can I try? he said.


His easy eagerness made me nervous, and I felt a quick rise of irritation, but I did not show it. I handed him the gloves and goggles, and I reminded myself that he was anxious to become a man. And the truth is, he followed my example almost flawlessly. He removed dirt from the inside of both fittings with gentle twists of a wire brush. He wiped the surfaces down with a cloth and applied a thin film of flux. He was quiet during all of this, asking no questions, and I can say honestly that at the sight of his competence what little irritation I had felt was displaced by genuine pride. It was not until he finished his prep work and picked up the torch that I felt it return. He flipped the switch and held the flame up to the pipe. So where did you learn to do this? he said.


Its worth pointing out that, initially at least, very little of my stress was caused by the substance of his question. At that moment, it stemmed almost solely from the challenge of suppressing my shock at the fact that he would consider his first novice seconds manipulating a blowtorch inches from the tinder-dry framework of our house an appropriate time to strike up a conversation.


Easy there, I said. Hold the flame back or youll burn away the flux.


He moved the flame higher.


He said, Do you remember who taught you?


Excuse me?


His tone was casual, chatty. Do you remember who taught you how to use a soldering iron?


Propane torch, I said pedantically; then I pointed at it: Dont forget the other side.


He moved it around the pipe. Without my reminding him, he also eased back the flame and touched the thread of solder to the seam above the fitting. Capillary action drew it swiftly into the joint.


Thats perfect, I said.


Was it your father who taught you?


Now just wind it around


He was a plumber, right? he said, and he turned away from the flame to face me.


In fairness to him, he had already withdrawn the torch from the pipe, and he was holding it very steady. He was in danger of burning nothing, not even the flux, but the fact remained that he was working with an open flame for the very first time without paying full attention, without appearing to worry, without even keeping his eyes on his work, all while trying to carry on a conversation, and I guess after a summer of watching the seeds of boyish impulse threaten to flower into the habits of a reckless man, all of this simply overwhelmed me.


I said, Jesus Christ, Elliot, what the hell do you think youre doing!?


I can still remember the look that came over his face. He was surprised, his face drained of color and tensed in a way that is hard to describe except to say that now he looked guarded. He was not wearing a shirt, and I could see in his thin chest the undeniable but poignantly slight outlines of pectoral muscles he had been working with a set of dumbbells in the privacy of his room. All at once it seemed painfully clear to me that in raising the subject of my own apprenticeship he had been struggling gamely to transcend the adolescence that had been drawing my secret reproach all summer long.


Right away I did some damage control. Actually it looks like youre better at multitasking safely than Id be, I said. I had to force myself not to reach and switch off the propane torch in his hand. I was just worried about you looking away from that flame.


Thats okay, he said.


He turned back to his work, and he passed the torch near the pipe to regenerate the heat that had dissipated during my outburst.


I said, It just scared me for a second.


He drew the flame away and touched the solder to the last gap in the seam.


I said, I forgot how capable you are.


There had been other moments when Id lost my temper with himwhen he was a toddler and ran into a busy parking lot; the year before when, without calling home, he had stayed out well after dark. Standing there in the sudden quiet of the attic, watching him wield an invisible fire, Id reminded myself of these, but two months later, as I tried to decipher the strange runes of his piercing looks and choice of report topics, it occurred to me that this flash of anger had been different in a small but important way. It was the first that revealed feelings Id been trying to hide.





A FILM REEL OF CLIPS FROM OUR PAST TOGETHER MIGHT MAKE my apprehension in the wake of the earthquake seem strange. Since his early boyhood, the first weekend of every month Elliot and I had gone out alone together for an activity of his choosing, and although I always worried as he grew older he would begin to postpone these dates, so far he had made careful plans for every one. In the evenings, when I settled in the basement fixing our toaster oven or cleaning the contacts on our water heater, he often slipped onto a stool with a stack of comic books to share my space in a silence so full of quiet affection, I was afraid to rupture it with speech. Even that Friday, the week I first noticed signs that things were changing, he phoned me at my office.


Its me, he said.


In the background, boys were yelling. Car doors slamming. Three fifteen: he was just getting out of school. There was a familiar rustle that meant he was holding the receiver against his T-shirt, talking to a friend. I looked out my window. On the street below, a fat man in a suit dropped his keys and stared at them where they glinted. Elliot took the receiver away from his shirt; child noise replaced the static. So theres this great-sounding party tonight.


Wonderful.


Lots of guys from school are going, and Antonios mom can bring me home. Can I go?


Of course, I said, and braced myself.


He said, Why not?


He had grown skilled at this. There was a sharp note of irritation in his voice that I never heard from him except over the phone, when he pretended I would not give him what he wanted. Behind him, I could hear a boys voice say, Told you. Another said, Man, an expletive among them for complaint. Id found through experimentation that at this point it was best to remain quiet. I used to worry that he just hadnt heard me correctly, but reiterating my consent sometimes confused him and made his act difficult. Once Id tried speaking nonsense to him between his complaints, a private joke between us: Mercury vapor, I had said. Rings of Saturn. But the pause this engendered made me think I had upset his rhythm, and I didnt want to risk embarrassing him in front of his friends. And the few times I had considered participating in his act, making up reasons why he could not go, I began to sweat. In the end, my silence seemed to work best for both of us.


Now he let it last, allowing time for a tirade of parental insensitivity. Then this: You never let me do anything! and the clatter of the phone in its cradle.


For over a year, Liz had assured me that this refusal of invitations to parties was born of a misconception about the after-school world of his peers that he would soon correct on his own. It was out of the sight of adults, she said, in fast-food parking lots and converted basements, that children forged their adult identities, and they did this by testing out views and postures more extreme than those they felt. Elliot would start going to parties when he figured out his friends were just exaggerating the secret feelings he was wrestling with himself. Until then, adults would seem safer. He would seek the stability of a world he felt he could predict and understand.


It assuaged my fearsboth the plausibility of her explanation and the sound of her voice when she made itbut tonight for the first time I suspected him of an ulterior motive as well. When I got home, he was already there, sitting on the kitchen counter. Every Friday night, Liz experimented with a new cuisine, and that week she had asked Elliot to choose. The kitchen smelled sharply of fresh pineapple. She had cut one down the center, spilling its juice. Don Ho was playing on the stereo, and she had tucked a blossom behind one ear. As I came through the door, she was laughing, and immediately I was struck by the strange thought that he had been making jokes at my expense. In all honesty, in almost every case entering a room and catching a glimpse of the intimacy between my wife and son in their shared laughter or silence made me feel a large-hearted satisfaction, but from time to time I feared without proof that what drew them together was commiseration about me.


Tell him, Luther, Liz said. Men hula in Hawaii. They do warrior dances, a high-stepping kind of thing. Its not only for girls.


Elliot grinned. Now that I had noticed it, I could detect his mustache in any light.


She said, Big musclemen with swords. Sometimes they do it with fire sticks. Really, it can be very tough.


He turned to me, and in a show of ignoring her, slipped for the last time into one of our old routines, one hed picked up proudly years ago from listening to banter between me and Liz. How was work? he said.


Excellent.


Move any mountains?


Just some rivers, I said, but we both looked at the floor. In fourth grade he had learned that the California Aqueduct was visible from space, and for the first time my job had appeared heroic. A small part of me had panicked every time I fueled this fire, but then I thought its not so bad for a boy to lionize his father.


Hey, Liz said to him. Hey, you. Her hair fell over her shoulders, the iridescent blonde that lines the inside of some seashells. She enjoyed his show of neglect for the adolescent affection it was, but as he drew it out, spots of red appeared above her collarbone. His love meant too much to both of us. What about my dance?


Elliot slid off the counter and put his hands together, tracing waves to one side and then the other, shaking his hips. Her hand dropped from her chest to her waist. Don Ho started a new song, Aint No Big Thing, and Elliot shook faster. Liz laughed out loud, her short laugh of surprise, all air, eyes wide. Elliot high-stepped over to her and took her free hand, and when he bumped his hip to hers, she beamed and set down her knife.


During dinner, he told us stories: a split lip on the soccer field; a teacher who had conducted class in whispers to avoid waking a sleeping student. For a moment, they lulled me, but when Liz got up to go to the bathroom, he took his notepad and pencil from his back pocket and laid them next to his water glass.


Whats the most surprising thing your dad ever did? he said. Then he took a bite of his pork.


Let me think about that, I said, and I leaned away from the table into the rungs of the ladder-back chair to make it clear that this was what I was doing. Yesterday, we had spent an hour going over those facts that would form the bedrock of his report: date of birth, siblings, occupation. Now he was moving into what Mrs. Parks called Theme Development, the distinguishing feature of quality biographical research. He had explained that it was a long project, divided into three six-week segments: research, rough draft, and revision. I understood immediately that he would be interviewing me aggressively until Thanksgiving and peppering me with clarifying questions until well after the New Year, and lying in bed later I had settled on a strategy: I would tell no lies, but would rely heavily on omission.


I should pause here and say that I wasnt so blunt-witted that I was incapable of connecting the dots. I knew there was more to his choice of subjects than an interest in pleasing his teacher. The problem was that to reveal why I always avoided talking about my fatherto share the ways in
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