







  the theory of light and matter


  the theory of light & matter


  winner of the flannery o’connor award for short fiction


  ANDREW PORTER


  the university of georgia press athens and london


  Published by the University of Georgia Press

  Athens, Georgia 30602

  www.ugapress.org

  © 2008 by Andrew Porter

  All rights reserved

  Designed by Mindy Basinger Hill

  Set in 10/15.25 pt Electra LT Standard

  Printed and bound by Thomson-Shore

  The paper in this book meets the guidelines for

  permanence and durability of the Committee on

  Production Guidelines for Book Longevity of the

  Council on Library Resources.


  Printed in the United States of America

  12 11 10 09 08 c 5 4 3 2 1


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

  Porter, Andrew, 1972–


  The theory of light and matter / Andrew Porter.


  p. cm. — (Flannery O’Connor Award for Short Fiction)


  ISBN-13: 978-0-8203-3209-3 (hardcover : alk. paper)

  ISBN-10: 0-8203-3209-7 (hardcover : alk. paper)

  1. Children—Fiction. 2. Teenagers—Fiction.

  3. Responsibility—Fiction. 4. Ethics—Fiction. I. Title.

  PS3616.075 T47 2008


  813’.6—dc222008023989


  British Library Cataloging-in-Publication Data available


  “Coyotes” © 2003 by the Antioch Review, Inc. First appeared in the Antioch Review 61, no. 1. Reprinted by permission of the editors.


  “The Theory of Light and Matter” reprinted from Prairie Schooner 80, no. 2 (Summer 2006) by permission of the University of Nebraska Press. © 2006 by the University of Nebraska Press.


  “Connecticut” © 2005 by the Antioch Review, Inc. First appeared in the Antioch Review 63, no. 1. Reprinted by permission of the editors.


  ISBN for this digital edition: 978-0-8203-3677-0


  contents


  Acknowledgments


  Hole


  Coyotes


  Azul


  The Theory of Light and Matter


  River Dog


  Departure


  Merkin


  Storms


  Skin


  Connecticut


  acknowledgments


  I WOULD LIKE TO gratefully acknowledge the following publications in which the stories in this collection first appeared, some in slightly different form: “Hole” in Story, Story Competition Winners. (F&W Publications), and Art at Our Doorstep: San Antonio Writers and Artists (Trinity University Press); “Coyotes” in Antioch Review; “Azul” in One Story; “The Theory of Light and Matter” in Prairie Schooner; “River Dog” in Epoch; “Departure” in Ontario Review and The Pushcart Prize XXXII: Best of the Small Presses 2008 (W. W. Norton/Pushcart Press); “Merkin” in Threepenny Review; “Storms” in StoryQuarterly; “Skin” in Other Voices; and “Connecticut” in Antioch Review.


  These stories could not have been written without the generous support of the University of Iowa Writers’ Workshop, the James Michener/Copernicus Society of America, the W. K. Rose Foundation and Vassar College, the Helene Wurlitzer Foundation, the Sewanee Writers’ Conference, and Trinity University.


  I would also like to thank the many teachers and friends who have helped me out with these stories along the way: David Louie and Frank Bergon at Vassar for their invaluable early encouragement and for their continual support and friendship over the years; Marilynne Robinson, Frank Conroy, James Alan McPherson, and Barry Hannah at Iowa, and later, Richard Bausch at Sewanee, for their infinite wisdom and kindness; my dear friends, who have read these stories in many forms and who have helped me out in more ways than they realize: Jonathan Blum, Amber Dermont, Holiday Reinhorn, Seth Hurwitiz, Cyndi Williams, Dan Gluibizzi, Sashi Moorman, Melissa Sorongon, Mike Fallon, David Levinson, and Adam Scott; my wonderful colleagues in the English Department at Trinity University; Hannah Tinti and Maribeth Batcha at One Story; the nice folks at Iowa (especially Connie Brothers); Michael Knight at the Helene Wurlitzer Foundation; and of course Erika Stevens, John McLeod, Dorine Preston, Courtney Denney, Stacey Sharer, and the rest of the incredible staff at the University of Georgia Press.


  Finally, my deepest gratitude to the amazing Jenny Rowe, who has read these stories in so many incarnations she probably knows them better than I do at this point and whose unwavering support and patience over the years has been the main reason I was able to write them in the first place; and of course, most of all, to my family, to Mike and Di, and to my mother and father, who first instilled in me a love of reading. This book is for you.


  the theory of light and matter


  hole


  THE HOLE WAS AT THE END of Tal Walker’s driveway. It’s paved over now. But twelve summers ago Tal climbed into it and never came up again.


  Weeks afterward, my mother would hug me for no reason, pulling me tight against her each time I left the house and later, at night, before I went to bed, she’d run her fingers through the bristles of my crew cut and lean close to me, whispering my name.


  Tal was ten when this happened, and I was eleven. The backs of our yards touched through a row of forsythia bushes, and we had been neighbors and best friends since my parents had moved to Virginia three years before. We rode the bus together, sat next to each other in school, even slept at each other’s houses, except in the summer when we slept out in the plywood fort we’d built under the Chinese elm in Tal’s backyard.


  Tal liked having the hole on his property. It was something no one else in the neighborhood had and he liked to talk about it when we camped out in the fort. The opening was a manhole that Tal’s dad had illegally pried open, and it led to an abandoned sewer underneath their driveway. Rather than collecting their grass clippings and weeds in plastic bags as everyone else on the street did, the Walkers would lift the steel lid and dump theirs into the hole. It seemed like a secret, something illicit. We never actually knew what was in there. It was just a large empty space, so murky you could not see the bottom. Sometimes Tal would try to convince me that a family of lizard creatures lived there, just like the ones he swore he’d seen late at night by the swamp—six-foot-tall lizard people that could live on just about anything, twigs or grass, and had special vision that enabled them to see in the dark.


  That was twelve years ago. My family no longer lives in Virginia and Tal is no longer alive. But this is what I tell my girlfriend when I wake at night and imagine Tal talking to me again:


  It is mid-July, twelve summers ago, and Tal is yelling to me over the roar of the lawn mower less than an hour before his death. His mouth is moving but I can’t hear him. Tal is ten years old and should not be mowing the lawn, but there he is. His parents are away for the day on a fishing trip at Eagle Lake, and Kyle, his older brother, has offered him fifty cents to finish the backyard for him. Tal and I are at the age when responsibility is an attractive thing, and Kyle has been nice enough on a few occasions to let us try out the mower, the same way my father has let us sit on his lap and drive his truck.


  It’s drought season in Virginia. No rain in two weeks and the temperature is in triple digits, predicted to top out at 105 by evening. The late afternoon air is gauzy, so thick you can feel yourself moving through it and when I squint, I can actually see the heat rising in ripples above the macadam driveway.


  Tal is hurrying to finish, struggling through the shaggy grass, taking the old rusted mower in long sweeping ovals around the yard. The back of his T-shirt is soaked with sweat, and from time to time a cloud of dust billows behind him as he runs over an anthill or mud wasps’ nest. It is the last hour of his life, but he doesn’t know that. He is smiling. The mower chokes and spits and sometimes stalls and Tal kicks at it with his bare feet. In the shade of the Walkers’ back porch, I am listening to the Top 40 countdown on the radio, already wearing my bathing suit, waiting for Tal to empty the final bag of clippings into the hole so we can go swimming at the Bradshaws’ pool.


  The Bradshaws are the last of the rich families in our neighborhood. Their children have all grown up and moved away, and this summer they are letting Tal and me use their pool two or three times a week. They don’t mind that we curse and make a lot of noise or that we come over in just our underwear sometimes. They stay in their large, air-conditioned house, glancing out the windows from time to time to wave. We swim there naked all the time and they never know.


  It’s strange. Even now, I sometimes picture Tal at the end of the driveway just after he has let the mowing bag slip into the hole. He is crying and this time I tell him not to worry about it.


  “Let it slide,” I say. “Who cares?”


  And sometimes he listens to me and we start walking down the street to the Bradshaws’. But when we reach their house, he is gone. And when I turn I realize he has started back toward the hole and it is too late.


  In the retelling, the story always changes. Sometimes it’s the heat of the driveway on Tal’s bare feet that causes him to let the bag slip. Other times it’s anxiousness—he is already thinking how the icy water is going to feel on his skin as he cannonballs off the Bradshaws’ diving board. But even now, twelve years later, I am not sure about these things. And I am not sure why the bag becomes so important to him at that moment.


  It is said that when you are older you can remember events that occurred years before more vividly than you could even a day or two after you experienced them. It seems true. I can no longer remember the exact moment I started writing this. But I can remember, in precise detail, the expression on Tal’s face the moment he lost the mowing bag. It was partially a look of frustration, but mostly fear. Perhaps he was worried that his father would find out and take it out on him or Kyle as he’d done before, or maybe he was scared because Kyle had told him not to screw up and he’d let him down, proven he could not be trusted.


  In the newspaper article, the hole is only twelve feet deep; they’d had it measured afterward. But in my memory it is deeper. The bag is at the very bottom, we know that, but even on our bellies Tal and I cannot make out its shape in the darkness. Warm fumes leak from the hole, making us a little dizzy and our eyes water, a dank odor, the scent of black syrupy grass that has been decomposing for more than a decade. Tal has a flashlight and I am holding the ladder we’ve carried from his garage. If Tal is nervous or even hesitant as we slide the ladder into the hole, he does not show it—he is not thinking about the lizard creatures from the swamp or anything else that might be down there. Perhaps he imagines there is nothing below but ten summers’ worth of grass, waiting like a soft bed of hay.


  We both stare into the hole for a moment, then Tal mounts the ladder carefully, the flashlight clamped between his teeth, and just before his mop of blond hair disappears, he glances at me and smiles—almost like he knows what is going to happen next.


  A few seconds later I hear him say, “It smells like shit down here!” He says something else and laughs, but I can’t hear what it is.


  The flashlight never goes on. Not after I yell to him. Not after I throw sticks and tiny stones into the hole and tell him to stop fooling around. Not even after I stand in the light of the opening and threaten to take a whiz on him—even pull down my bathing suit to show him I am serious—not even then does it go on.


  Later, in the tenth grade, a few years after my family had moved to Pennsylvania, I received a letter from Kyle Walker. He was living and working in Raleigh since high school. In the letter, he said he wanted to know what had happened that day. He’d always meant to ask me, but could never bring himself to do it. There was no one else who had actually been there, and it would help him out if he knew the details.


  A few days later I wrote him a long letter in which I described everything in detail. I even included my own thoughts and a little bit about the dreams I had. At the end I said I would like to see him sometime if he ever made it to Pennsylvania. The letter sat on my bureau for a few weeks, but I never mailed it. I just looked at it as I went in and out of my room. After a month I put it back in my desk drawer.


  Two firemen die in the attempt to rescue Tal. Two others end up with severe brain damage before the fire chief decides that they are looking at some seriously toxic fumes and are going to have to use oxygen masks and dig their way in from the sides. Later the local newspaper will say that Tal and the two firemen had probably lived about half an hour down there, that the carbon dioxide had only knocked them out at first, but that the suffocation had probably been gradual.


  There is a crowd of people watching by the time the young firemen carry out Tal’s body and strap it onto the stretcher. He no longer seems like someone I know. The skin on his face is a grayish blue color, and his eyes are closed like he’s taking a nap. Seeing Tal this way sends Kyle into the small patch of woods on the other side of the house. Later that night Kyle will have to tell his parents, just back from their fishing trip at Eagle Lake, what has happened. There will be some screaming on the back porch and then Kyle will go into his room and not come out. For years everyone will talk about how hard it must have been on him, having to carry that type of weight so early in life.


  When the last of the ambulances leave, my mother takes me home and I don’t cry until late that night after everyone has gone to sleep, and then it doesn’t stop. Tal’s parents never speak to me again. Not even at the funeral. If they had, I might have told them what I sometimes know to be the truth in my dream: that it was me, and not Tal, who let the mowing bag slip into the hole. Or other times, that I pushed him in. Or once: that I forced him down on a dare.


  That is the real story, I might say to them. But I will not tell them about the other part of my dream. The part where I go into the hole, and Tal lives.


  coyotes


  MY FATHER IS A FAILED documentary filmmaker. I say failed because he made only one film in his life. But for a short time in the late seventies, when I was growing up, he achieved what he would later refer to as moderate fame. The source of his moderate fame was a short documentary film about a group of Shoshone Indians living in southern Nevada. I doubt that anybody remembers the film now, but in the weeks and months that followed its release, my father received critical acclaim at several small film festivals, earned some grant money, and garnered enough hope and courage to continue making films for another ten years. To my knowledge, he never completed another film after that, but instead spent the next ten years of his life jumping around from one project to the next, shooting for several weeks or months, then eventually abandoning the current film for another that he believed had more potential.


  My mother and I were living in southern California, where she worked as a lawyer, and every few months my father would call from a different part of the country with news of his latest concept—it was always his best yet—and ask my mother to sell something of his, or cash a bond, or take out another mortgage on the house. And finally, when there was nothing left to sell, he began to simply ask her for loans. Technically my parents were separated by then, but my mother was still very much in love with him, never stopped loving him, and worse, she believed with an almost stubborn myopia in his talent. She wanted my father to succeed, perhaps even more than he did, and to this day I still think this was her greatest flaw.


  I can say now, twenty years later, that my father was never destined for the type of fame he once hoped to achieve. He was never meant to be a great filmmaker (few documentarians are), and he was never meant to receive even the lesser distinctions that so many of his contemporaries enjoyed. The small amount of talent he did possess only seemed to serve as a source of frustration for him, a constant reminder of some vague, unrealized potential. But at the time—this was in my early childhood—I believed fully in his potential, and though I missed him dearly, I never once faulted him for being away so often. By the time I was twelve, my mother and I had become more or less accustomed to his absence in our lives. We were used to the way he showed up every few months to edit film stock, the way he promised each time that he would come home more often, and the way he would then leave, a week or so later, just as suddenly as he’d arrived. The few months each year that my father was home, he would spend down in our basement, buried in film stock, researching his next project or sometimes editing footage from past projects he planned to resume. The basement became his refuge. His designated workspace and also his bedroom since my parents had separated. When he was not down there, he kept the door locked at all times, and though it seems strange to admit now, in all the years we lived in that house, I can still remember only one occasion when my father actually allowed me down there. It was the winter I was ten. My father had needed some help carrying some boxes up the stairs, and after several loads, he simply thanked me, patted me on the back, then turned around and locked the door behind him. That was it. I was only down there a matter of minutes, but from what I remember it was nothing special, just a small dark space filled with dusty film equipment. There was a narrow cot in one corner, a few bookcases against the wall. But the rest of the room was just a cluttered pile of old cameras and microphones, editing machines and cardboard boxes, all marked and containing what I assumed to be reels and reels of undeveloped film stock.


  In the evenings—that is, the evenings my father was home—I would spend long hours at the kitchen table, paging through my assigned reading, listening to the click of the editing machine below me. At the time, I was still too young to resent him or hold him accountable for being away so much. Instead, I filled the space he had left in our lives with an idealized image of him: a man on the verge of great fame, a man I would one day be able to brag about. I imagined myself walking into school with a picture of him on the cover of a national magazine. I imagined the large house we would one day own—a large split-level structure up in the Hollywood Hills, a mansion with palm trees and a lit swimming pool in the backyard. And when I found myself bored with my schoolwork, I would walk over to the other side of the kitchen and study the small article my mother kept framed on the wall. The article was about my father’s first film, and though most of the review was favorable, there was one short sentence that always got me—a sentence near the end of the article in which the critic described my father’s film as “the unmistakable work of young genius.” In the years since, I have come to realize that it was probably those words and the weight they carried that allowed me to forgive him for so long. Perched at the kitchen table, I would repeat them in my head like a mantra. I must have believed that if I said them enough times, if I copied their cadence, they would come true.


  The summer I want to talk about—the summer I turned thirteen—my father returned one evening after a six-month shoot in the flat and barren deserts of west Texas. He had been away almost all of the previous year, filming and interviewing migrant workers who lived a few miles north of the Mexican border. He was working on a film about illegal immigration at the time, approaching it from the perspective of the immigrants. But he ran into some legal complications, I think, and also became frustrated by the workers’ unwillingness to be filmed. It had been years since my father had been able to afford a crew. He worked now almost entirely out of the back of his van, storing his cameras and equipment in the cargo space and sleeping in a small tent next to the back door. Earlier in the summer he had come home for a long weekend to edit the small amount of footage he had collected, and then several weeks later, depressed and discouraged, he had come back again. I don’t know what it was that compelled my father to come back from Texas that second time. Maybe he saw something down there that frightened him. Or maybe he just came to a point where he’d been away from us too long. All I know is that he ended up driving for three days nonstop, pulling over only to sleep, and when he finally arrived at my mother’s house he was so tired he could barely stand. To make matters worse, the night he showed up unannounced, my mother was entertaining a man—a colleague of hers from the firm, a lean older gentleman named David Stone.


  The three of us were sitting around the kitchen table when my father showed up looking strung out and disheveled from three days on the road. His face was still unshaven, and there was a large army surplus bag slung over his right shoulder. By then I had become accustomed to these sudden, unexpected arrivals. No phone call or letter. No prior notice of his plans. Just my father—bleary eyed and sleep deprived—appearing with a duffel bag at our door. I could see the genuine alarm in David’s face, but before he could stand up, my mother touched his hand gently and smiled. Then she stood up and hugged my father.


  “You’re back,” she said, trying not to seem surprised.


  “I’m back.” He smiled.


  Over her shoulder, my father winked at me, then regarded David. The two men’s eyes met briefly, then my father slowly released my mother.


  “This is David Stone,” my mother said, motioning toward the far end of the table where David was sitting, blank faced.


  “Nice to meet you.” My father smiled.


  “Likewise,” David nodded. My father said a few more things about his trip—how his van had broken down twice in Albuquerque, how he’d spent the better part of a day in El Paso—and then, claiming to be exhausted, he headed straight downstairs to the basement.


  After he left, my mother looked at David and shrugged. David nodded, as if to say he understood, and then a moment later she walked him to the door.


  At the time, none of this seemed unusual to me. My mother had always dated other men while my father was away, and my father had always seemed to understand this. I don’t think he ever really worried about it. Like me, he seemed to understand that my mother never took any of these men that seriously. They were always the same type: soft spoken and bookish. Men who made few demands of her time and accepted whatever terms she presented. Men who she would later describe as “perfectly fine” or “innocuous, but a little dull.” None of these guys would ever last longer than a few dates before my mother would get bored and cut them loose. But David Stone was different somehow. He was tall and handsome, an ex–air force pilot who was now one of the senior partners at my mother’s firm. He had gone to Stanford Law School and traveled around Europe as a young man, and though I don’t think my mother was in love with him, she didn’t break things off with him either. It’s possible that she just wanted to make my father jealous, or perhaps she wanted to let him know that she was moving on with her life and would not be waiting around for him anymore. Whatever the reason, she continued to go out with David in the evenings after work and my father continued to stay in the house, quietly editing film stock in our basement.


  I have few memories of my father during that time. He stayed down in the basement even more than usual, working ten hours a day, emerging only for the occasional meal. The few evenings that we ate together as a family, he seemed distracted, on edge, talking at length about his project and what he believed to be the “real problem” with illegal immigration. He talked nonstop, and when my mother would break in to say that she was running late, my father would pretend to ignore her. “This problem isn’t going away,” he would say to no one in particular. “It’s not going anywhere.”


  “Well, I have to go somewhere,” she’d smile. “And I’m late.”


  My father never inquired about where my mother went in the evenings, or what she did. I think he was just trying his best to be supportive and understanding. But I also think that he was having trouble with the fact that my mother now had a serious boyfriend, and that this boyfriend drove an Aston Martin and had offered to take my mother and me to a small island off the coast of Mexico. He didn’t talk about these things, though. He kept whatever he was feeling inside to himself. And when my mother mentioned David in conversation, he would simply nod and wait for her to change the subject. There was only one evening that I can remember my father even acknowledging David’s existence. It was the night after my first swim meet of the summer. We were sitting around the table, my father smoking cigarettes, my mother reading over her cases for the next day, and somehow the subject got around to a case David was working on. My father seemed to think that David was misrepresenting his client. He seemed to think that there was something reprehensible about the way David was approaching the case, and before long, he was launching into a series of vague assertions about David’s character.


  My mother listened patiently, neither defending David nor acknowledging the deficiencies that my father seemed to think he possessed. I could see that she wasn’t going to let my father coerce her into bad-mouthing him. But at the same time, I don’t think she wanted a fight. So she just sat there with a bemused smile on her face, and when my father finally asked her what she really knew about this character anyway, she shrugged and said “There’s not much to know. David’s a pretty simple fellow. Never strayed far from the path, if you know what I mean.”


  My father nodded. Then he looked out the window and lit a cigarette. “He’s got money,” he said after a moment. “That must be nice.”


  My mother laughed. “Must be,” she said. “I wouldn’t know.”


  “No,” he said. “I guess you wouldn’t.”


  My mother looked at her watch then. “Yikes, I’m late,” she said. “Will you boys take care of the dishes?”


  I told her we would.


  My father shrugged.


  My mother stood up then, and as she crossed the kitchen, my father looked at her with the gravity of a troubled father addressing his only daughter. “Just remember,” he said. “It’s the ones who appear simple that turn out to not be so simple in the long run.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.” My mother smiled and then she walked out of the room.


  As soon as my mother went into her room to get ready for her date, my father went down to the basement, cranked up one of his rare recordings of Bartók, and proceeded to get stoned by himself. Left to clean the dinner dishes, I stood dutifully at the sink, scrubbing the plates in their porcelain bed, listening to the pulse of the music below me, the frantic whir of the editing machine. On nights like this, my father would stay down there for hours, pretending to work, but really just waiting for the sound of my mother’s car in the driveway. Hours later, when the front door opened, he would emerge from his subterranean bedroom and follow her upstairs. From my own room across the hall, I would hear him talking to her and sometimes even crying. And though I know that she loved him deeply and that some nights she even let him stay with her in her room, my mother also knew better than to get back together with him. I don’t even know if that was what my father had wanted, only that after two weeks of watching her disappear in the evenings, after two weeks of listening to David’s car pull into our driveway, he announced that despite his earlier plans, he would be returning to Texas to finish his project. We were sitting around the dinner table when he brought it up.


  I expected my mother to say something then, to protest as she usually did, but instead she just stood up and began to do the dishes.


  “When are you coming back?” I asked.


  “I can’t really say for sure,” he said, staring at my mother’s back. “It might be a while this time.”


  “Six months?” I said.


  “Six months,” he said. “Possibly a year. It’s hard to say.”


  “A year?” I said.


  He shrugged. “Could be.”


  “Well just let us know,” my mother said from the sink, without turning around.


  “I’ll do that,” my father said.


  He rose from the table then and remained standing in the middle of the kitchen for some time. It seemed like he was waiting for my mother to turn around. But she never did, and after a few minutes he headed down to the basement. The next morning, as the fog was burning off the ocean, I watched his van pull out of the driveway.


  In the evenings that summer, you could sometimes hear coyotes in the hills above our neighborhood. When my mother was out with David, I would often sit on the roof outside my bedroom window and listen for the ones that lived on the steep slope behind our house. You never saw these creatures during the day, but at night, after the sun had descended at the far end of our street, you could sometimes hear them howling, like dogs, in the distance. Across our back lawn, you could see the dark ocean, silvered in moonlight, and beyond that the lights from the tiny houses in the marina. It seemed that I had spent my entire childhood on that roof, staring out at the water, believing that if I stared long enough I might be able to discover something meaningful about the way the world worked.


  At the time, I only had one friend—a very thin Vietnamese boy named Chau Nguyen—and in the evenings after dinner, Chau would sometimes join me on the roof outside my window. Chau and I swam together on the swim team, and sat next to each other in school, but despite our closeness in age—he was only a year older—he claimed to have a lot more of what he called “vast worldly experience.” He had grown up in Vietnam and he liked to tell long and elaborate tales about all the things he had done over there. How he had once been allowed to carry a machete in school and how he had cut people with that machete when they’d mouthed off to him. I knew that most of his stories were flat-out lies, but he had told them so many times and in such vivid detail that half the time I found myself believing them. Chau’s favorite stories, of course, were those that involved women. He once told me that he had six girlfriends back in Vietnam, and that it had taken great skill to manage so many at once. Other times he would talk about the teenage prostitutes—the thanh ngoåi—who he claimed to visit regularly. And yet, for all of his vast worldly experience, for all of his macho bravado and sexual expertise, Chau was still a bed wetter, and for this reason my mother was always reluctant to let him spend the night. I would plead with her—promising that it would never happen again—but she would always come up with some excuse for why it just wasn’t a good night for Chau to stay over. This went on for most of the summer, but then one evening toward the middle of July, as a compromise, she brought home a special protective sheet, a plastic drape, which she made me attach under the regular sheet on Chau’s bed. Chau never said anything to me about this sheet, but I imagine he must have felt it. This was midsummer, a week or so after my father had left town. It was the same evening that David showed up at our front door in a tux, wanting to take my mother to a formal party up in Newport Beach. David had rented a limo that night and bought an expensive bottle of wine, and for a few hours before the party, he and my mother drank and laughed out on the back patio, while Chau and I ate frozen pizzas in front of the TV.


  Later, after my mother and David had left for the party, Chau and I took what was left of their wine out onto the roof and listened for coyotes. It was warm out that night, the sun descending at the far end of the street, and we talked for a long time about what we’d do if we ever saw one. How we believed we could tame them like regular dogs, and let them sleep in our rooms. We stayed up late. Chau had brought a pack of Malaysian cigarettes that he’d stolen from his grandfather’s bedroom, and we smoked each and every one. Later, after he had fallen asleep, I got out of my bed and crawled back onto the roof. Out of habit I never went to bed before my mother got home from her dates. I had convinced myself that it was my duty to wait up for her—to watch over and protect the house—but in reality, it was just hard for me to fall asleep before I heard the sound of her car in the driveway. That night I remained on the roof for several hours, watching patiently for the headlights of the limousine, staring out at the ocean, silvered in moonlight. I wanted to be there when she returned, I wanted to see her expression when she walked to the door. But eventually boredom got the better of me and I went back inside and walked downstairs to get some water. The house was chilly that evening. There was a breeze moving through the air, and as I crossed through the living room into the kitchen I saw what I believed to be the shadowy shape of my father, hunched over the kitchen table, writing in a spiral notebook. As near as I could tell he had wandered into a dream I was having. Or I had wandered into a dream he was having. The patio door was open behind him, and the wind was blowing into the house. He looked up when he saw me, smiled, then went back to writing. I didn’t say anything at first. I just stood there, my mind not quite processing how he could be in our kitchen. After a moment, he tore the paper out of the notebook, put it in an envelope, and handed it to me.


  “I want you to give this to your mother,” he said.


  I stared at him. “I thought you were in Texas,” I said.


  “Not yet,” he said. “I’ve been staying in town. I couldn’t leave at first, but now I can.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “I’m making a clean break this time.”


  “A clean break?”


  He nodded.


  I didn’t understand what he meant by a clean break, but I sensed intuitively that he would not be returning for a while.


  “Do you want to come with me?” he said after a moment. It was the first time my father had ever opened such an invitation to me, and though a part of me wanted to say yes, I knew that my mother would never forgive me if I did.


  “I have swim team,” I said.


  My father nodded. “Swim team,” he smiled. “Oh yes. Right. Of course.” Then, as if that would forever explain the difference between us, he patted my shoulder and disappeared through the sliding glass doors.


  Even now, fifteen years later, my mother and I have never spoken about that letter. After my father left, I just placed it on the counter, and the next morning when Chau and I came downstairs for breakfast, it was gone.


  In the days that followed, I tried to look for signs in my mother’s face that would reveal what my father had written. But she seemed the same—neither excited nor despondent—simply content with whatever terms he had left on. She continued to go out with David in the evenings, and on the weekends she went with him to parties in various beach towns up and down the coast. These parties often ran late. Some nights she wouldn’t return until the early hours of the morning. And yet I continued to wait up for her as I always had, stubbornly hopeful that one night she might return distressed and teary eyed, resigned to the fact that things with David were never going to work.


  Maybe if I had known what my mother was going through that summer, I would have been more sympathetic. Maybe I would have forgiven her for staying out all night with David or for not calling my father on the weekends as she used to. But I didn’t, so I began to purposely put a distance between us. I began staying late at swim practice, eating dinner with Chau’s family, taking late night walks along the beach by myself. I had convinced myself that my mother was somehow trying to hurt my father by dating David. I held her responsible for driving him away, for all the days that had passed with no word from him. It seemed to me that she was somehow trying to replace my father, and I worried that the rest of my life would be spent on the outside: watching my mother and David leave in the evenings, waiting for hours until they returned. The truth was, I didn’t like David. To me, he was just like all the other men my mother dated, full of false flattery and phony affection. The only difference was that he was slightly better looking, and perhaps a little better off financially, and maybe a little more polite, but otherwise he was unexceptional, and I believed that my mother must have known this too.


  Some evenings, while she was changing in her room, David would sit with me out on the patio and ask me questions. He would inquire about my performance on the swim team or my friends at school, and sometimes, when he was tired of my one-word answers, he would simply talk about himself. Before becoming a prosecuting attorney, David had been in the air force and he liked to talk about all the places he had flown over. How he’d been stationed in Southeast Asia during the tail end of the Vietnam War, and how he still thought about that time in his life without regret. He spoke about the war almost romantically, as if it had happened just the other day, and I would think then about Chau’s family—his uncle who had been killed on a jungle road late one night, returning from his girlfriend’s house in a neighboring town.


  “Did you ever kill anyone?” I asked David one night when he was over for dinner.


  My mother gave me a look.


  “No,” he said. “We were pulling out by the time I got over there. It was all over by then, chief.”


  “But you would have,” I said. “If they had asked you to?”


  “Alex,” my mother said.


  “I want to know,” I said.


  My mother stood up then and walked over to the sink. “I want you to go to bed,” she said to me.


  “I want him to answer.”


  She turned then and stared at me, but I didn’t move. I kept looking at David. He sipped his coffee slowly, then looked at me in a way that told me we were never going to be friends.


  “Yes,” he said. “I would have.”


  It would be years before I learned everything that went on between my mother and father that summer. I didn’t know then that my father’s mind was slowly unraveling. I didn’t know that all this time he had been “away,” he’d really been staying at a motel in town. I didn’t know that my mother still spoke to him on the phone or that she went to see him in the evenings after work. What I did know was that things were changing irreversibly in our lives. And what I remember is that one evening after one of my swim meets, as Chau and I were pedaling home on our bikes, I spotted my father’s blue van on the street outside our house. The motor was running, and as I coasted up next to the passenger-side door, my father winked at me and smiled. I could see that he’d broken the edge of his front tooth.


  “Hop in,” he said.


  I stared at him.


  “Take a load off, compadre.”


  “Where are we going?” I asked.


  “Well, that’s where I’m going to be needing your help.”


  I coasted my bike over to the driveway and dropped it on the front lawn, then raced back to the van. I turned to wave to Chau, who was sitting on his bike, confused.


  My father leaned over and unlatched the passenger door.


  “What happened to Texas?” I said, climbing into the front seat.


  “Still there as far as I know,” he smiled.


  “I mean, why aren’t you there?”


  “Long story,” he said.


  “Have you been here the whole time?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Have you been here in town?”


  My father shook his head. “I went back,” he said. “I was in Texas for a while, but then I ran out of money. That’s what I need to talk to your mother about.”


  As we drove, my father explained that he needed directions to the new firm where my mother was working. He said that he needed to discuss some “issues of finance” with her. He stared at the road the whole time, expressionless, and I could tell by the way he wouldn’t look at me, the way he wouldn’t turn his head, that he was lying. I had a sense that he hadn’t gone anywhere. But I nodded anyway, and then told him the quickest way to get to my mother’s new firm. He smoked as he drove, and from time to time, he’d look at me and wink. At a stoplight, he put his hand on my shoulder.


  “I’m curious,” he said. “You think you’d ever like to do something like this for a living?”


  “Like what?” I said.


  “Like what I do.”


  “You mean, make movies?”


  “Films,” he said.


  “Films.”


  “Right.”


  “I don’t know,” I said.


  He laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t,” he said. “Not if you can help it.”


  “What do you mean?” I said.


  But he didn’t answer me. He just smiled. When the light changed, he dropped his cigarette out the window and touched my arm. “Are you okay?” he asked.


  “Yes,” I said. “I’m fine.”


  It was dark by the time we finally pulled into the empty parking lot of the firm. My father parked next to the building, beneath a banyan tree, and turned off the engine. I could see that the light in my mother’s second-floor office was still on, and when she came to the window and stood there, I realized that my father had not come to see her about money at all. He didn’t even seem to want her to know we were down there. He leaned back in his seat, his face hidden in shadow, and as she stood in front of the window in her navy skirt, talking on the phone, I sensed that my father was not seeing the successful attorney my mother had become. I sensed that he was seeing the nineteen-year-old girl he had married, the art student at Berkeley, the star of all his student films, his sole crew member for several years—because he turned to me then and smiled. He said, “There will never be anyone in your life as beautiful as your mother.”


  I nodded.


  “Remember that,” he said, putting his hand on my shoulder. “If you don’t remember anything else, remember that.”


  A moment later, my mother hung up the phone, and as she was packing up her briefcase, I saw David walk into her office. David was holding a stack of papers, legal documents I guess, and as he stood in front of her, talking, my mother sat up on her desk. She said something to him, then he walked over and hugged her. I saw him place his hand on her hip. I saw my mother smile. Then she leaned into him and kissed his neck. They remained like that, embracing, for what seemed like a long time. I had stopped watching by then. I was looking instead at my father, whose face seemed to have lost all its color. He was biting down on the side of his lower lip, and I worried that he might start to cry. But instead he just said, “Explain this to me, son.”


  I shrugged.


  “Can you explain this to me?”


  I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I can’t.”


  He rubbed his face, then rolled down his window and started up the van. I saw him glance up at the window one more time, then shift into gear.


  “Have you seen enough?” he asked, without looking at me. I told him I had.


  That night, driving along the ocean road, my father talked to me as if I were a grown man, as if I were his father. He spoke to me as if he expected me to provide an answer to something he was trying to figure out. But I was too angry to listen to him. I was not angry for what he’d made me see, but for implicating me in his plan. I worried that my mother would find out, and see my assistance as a betrayal. For the first time in my life, I didn’t want to be aligned with him. For the first time I found myself wishing that he had been a different man. Maybe if I had known that it would be years before I saw him again, I might have treated him differently. But I didn’t, so I stared out the window at the ocean, ignoring his questions until he finally stopped asking them.


  When he dropped me off at home that night I imagined that he went back to his motel room by the ocean. I imagined that he maybe had a beer and then went to sleep. I went up to my own room and then out to the roof where I sat, listening for coyotes. I sat out there for a long time, and it wasn’t until later that night, when my mother came bursting through the front door in hysterics, that I realized my father had gone back to the firm. From where I was perched on the roof, I could hear her crying as she stumbled into the house. I ran downstairs to the kitchen and found her sitting at the table, her face cupped in her hands.


  “Mom,” I said.


  But she wouldn’t look at me. Her left hand was bleeding through a paper towel.


  “Are you cut?”


  She shook her head, still looking down.


  “Mom,” I said. “What the fuck happened?”


  Over the years my mother has told me different versions of the story. In one version my father simply pushed David around and threatened him. But in other versions my mother would imply that it had become more violent than that. Years later she would explain that the police had had to come to break things up, that they’d taken my father away and called an ambulance for David. She would shake her head. She would stop for a moment and look at me. “It’s the worst thing in life,” she would say. “It’s the worst thing in life to see someone you love reduced to that.”


  After that night it was several years before I saw my father again. My mother kept his whereabouts hidden from me until I was in high school, explaining only that he was going through a difficult period and that it would be best for everyone if I didn’t see him. I know now that my father spent some of that time in a Los Angeles hospital, where he was treated for severe depression, and then, after that, in a halfway house in Pasadena. In the years since, I have heard from him only occasionally—phone calls on my birthday or Christmas—but even these brief conversations have become less and less frequent as time has passed. I don’t resent him now in the same way I did as a teenager. I know that what happened to him was not in his control, and though I know she still holds herself accountable, I don’t blame my mother either. Still, it bothers me that I have never seen the one film my father finished. He keeps the original print in a safety deposit box somewhere in Los Angeles, and though I have asked him about it on more than one occasion, he will not show it to me. From what my mother has told me, the film is about the spiritual beliefs of the Shoshone Indians, the way they believe that the physical world and the spiritual world are closely connected, almost coexisting, and it is, according to her, the most visually stunning film she has ever seen. There is a picture I have in my living room of my father and her on the night of the premiere. They are standing outside a small theater in New York City, and my father is pointing above him at the lights of the marquee. It is the only time in my life that I can remember seeing my father in a suit, and my mother, next to him, in a long evening gown. They are holding each other and smiling, the two of them, leaning slightly into the wind, bracing themselves against something they cannot yet see.
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