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For college students, twentysomethings, and anyone else who keeps Dad on speed-dial for car
emergencies, plumbing woes, appliance advice, and more. Take Dad's know-how with you
everywhere you go! This Dad's got all the answers to all the basics, so that you can get it done
and move on. He knows how to hang, unclog, patch, drill, paint, mow, lube, edge, weed, sand,
pack, and more. The Portable Dad is the answer to those panicked late-night phone calls: how to
keep things running, how to maintain the stuff you use, how to get by without getting in over your
head. If Dad doesn't know the answer, you don't really need to do it!

About the AuthorSteve Elliott is an experienced handyman, and has been a professional writer
for over 20 years. He’s coached his children through defragmenting their hard drives, checking
the coolant in their cars, and installing those tricky mini blinds. He took thorough notes and
shares them in his first book. He lives in the mountains of central California. --This text refers to
an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.
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DEDICATION:To Diane, Gina, and Frankie,who give me reason to build.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTSWhen I was seven or eight, my grandpa gave me carpenter’s tools for
my birthday. They weren’t toys, but real tools—a crosscut saw, hammer, square, coping saw, and
tape measure. And he told me that with those tools he could build a house. I never learned how
to build houses, but I did learn how to use tools. More accurately, I had people who taught me.
So Grandpa, Dad, Larry, Scott, and anyone else who ever bought, loaned or taught me how to
use a tool or build anything, thank you. Without you, this book wouldn’t have been possible. I’d
also like to thank Alison Picard, who recognized the potential of The Portable Dad before anyone
else, and Running Press for embracing the concept. Like a talented general contractor, book
editor Kristen Green Wiewora has been tireless in bringing this project to life. She’s made the
writing better and brought in other craftsmen—Carl Wiens and Harry Campbell, who did the
outstanding illustrations, Mathew Goodman, who designed the inside pages, and Erin Slonaker,
who did the copy editing and proofreading—to make the book you hold today a reality. Thank
you all.

INTRODUCTIONThis is not your typical “how-to” book.Typical how-to books are written for
super-handy people, or people who want to be super-handy or people who like knowing how
things work.They are not written for folks like my daughter, Gina, who couldn’t care less how
things work so long as they work, and work right, and work right the first time. About three weeks
after moving into her first apartment, she called home, stuck on her front porch.“My key won’t
work,” she said, quite annoyed.“Are you at the right apartment?” I asked, annoying her quite a bit
more.Her reply was unprintable, and yes, she was at the right apartment. But the lock was
gummed up, and it took some wiggling before the key finally slid in.“The lock’s just sticky” I told



her. “Spray some WD-40 in it, and it’ll be fine.”“What’s WD-40?” she asked.WD-40 is a spray
lubricant that comes in a blue and yellow can, and until that moment I thought it was as
ubiquitous and well-known as milk. I realized right then that there were some important things all
those college-prep courses hadn’t taught her, and I started writing this book.The Portable Dad is
the how-to book for people who don’t really care to know, or who never had the opportunity to
learn, how to. It doesn’t give instructions for dozens of fun and exciting projects like other how-to
books. It won’t teach you how to rewire a lamp, install in-ground sprinklers, or restore a 1964
Chevy pickup. You won’t be wielding weird contraptions by Chapter 9, and if you don’t know
what a torque wrench is now, you won’t by the end of the book, either. (And quite honestly, you’ll
never need to know. Sleep easy.)Instead, The Portable Dad just covers the basics—the stuff you
need to know and need to do to take care of your car, bicycle, computer, and apartment. What
this book will do is give you the basic information to keep your car alive and running—and safe.
It’ll help you keep your computer healthy and running and safe. It’ll get you through the front door
if the lock’s gummed up, get a clogged drain to work, and even help get your deposit back
despite the fact you put 623 holes in your bedroom walls when you weren’t supposed to hang
anything at all. It’ll help you move out and move in, paint an apartment if you really want to, and
take care of a lawn if you have to.It’ll help you with the stuff proud dads everywhere would love to
show you and teach you and do for you if you just lived close enough.

CHAPTER 1:CARSThe great news about cars today is that they are better built and safer than
ever before. (If your grandpa or some other old-timer complains, “They don’t make them like they
used to...” the proper reply is, “Thank God and the Japanese”.) Americans used to accept and
even expect a certain degree of unreliability from their cars, until Japanese imports in the 1970s
spoiled us all by working well pretty much all the time. Newer cars are even better, and with just a
little effort on your part, will get you to and from school, Starbucks, and spring break for many
years to come.This chapter covers the few things you need to do to keep your car running well
and on the road.OILWHAT A DIPSTICK!Nothing is more important to keeping your car alive than
oil. Without oil, your Civic hatch-back dies a quick and ugly death. Here’s why: Inside your
engine, a whole bunch of metal pieces are spinning and sliding against a whole bunch of other
metal pieces, and they are doing it thousands of times a minute. Without oil, those metal parts
rub directly on each other, metal on metal, and the heat and friction grinds your motor to bits in a
matter of minutes. Oil works by forming a sticky film between the moving metal parts so they
don’t actually rub against each other. Instead, they rub against a film of oil very near each other.
It makes all the difference in the world. Drive your car without oil, and your engine becomes a
heavy and expensive paperweight inside two miles. Keep the oil flowing and fresh, and as long
as you don’t drive off the Santa Monica Pier, you can be driving your car after 200,000 miles. So:
check and change your oil regularly. I know your dashboard has a little red light shaped like an
oil lamp and that it’ll light up if your car ever runs out of oil. The problem is, if that ever happens,
bad things are already happening.CHECK YOUR OILYOU’LL NEED: A PAPER TOWEL. YOU’LL



NEED TO: PARK SOMEWHERE FLAT AND DO THIS WITH THE ENGINE OFF.Hood Release1.
Open the hood. The hood release is somewhere under the dash to your left as you sit in the
driver’s seat. In many cars, the parking brake release is down there somewhere too, so if the
lever you pull doesn’t release the hood, keep looking. When you pull the hood release lever, the
hood will pop up maybe an inch or so. It won’t open all the way, because it has a safety latch.
The safety latch keeps the hood from flying open and blocking your view while you’re driving
down the freeway. (Blind driving is even worse than blind dating.) 2 . So step two is to release the
safety latch. Stand in front of the car at the center and reach under the popped-up hood. The
latch will pull, or push, or go to the side—different cars do it differently. Peek under or push
around until your latch releases, then lift the hood. Some cars have springs that hold the hood
up. Some don’t. If yours doesn’t, it’ll have a skinny metal bar that lifts up and props the hood
open. The end of the bar will fit into a slot or hole on the hood to hold it securely. Find it and use it
—dropping a car hood on your head or hands will ruin your whole day.(A) Oil dipstick (B) Oil cap
(C) Brake fluid reservoir3 . Okay, hood’s open. Engine is off. What you’re looking for is the
dipstick (see figure A, page 13). (How “dipstick” became an insulting personal description is one
of those Mysteries of the Universe.) It’ll have a small handle, and if it’s nice it’ll be labeled “Oil.” It
might have that silly oil lamp icon on it. It might be labeled “Engine.” It might have nothing. Look
in the front area of the engine. (There is another dipstick, usually at the back of the engine, to
check transmission fluid, but that’s not the one we’re looking for.) Found it? Good. 4 . Pull it out.
What you’ll find is a flat flexible piece of metal with markings—and a bit of oil—at the bottom
end. Use your paper towel to wipe away that oil, then put the dipstick back where you found it.
Push it all the way in, then pull it back out and hold it sideways to read the oil level. 5 . The
marking closest to the end may be labeled “Low” or “Add.” Maybe just “L.” It could be just a dot or
line stamped into the metal. If the top edge of the oil film that’s sticking to your dipstick is below
that mark, you’ll need to add oil. (We’ll get to how in a minute.) At the top end of the markings,
there’s a full mark. When you add oil, you want to bring it up to that mark but not go over. 6 . If
your oil level is okay, the oil sticking to your dipstick will fall somewhere between the “add” and
“full” marks. If so, you’re perfect. Put the dipstick back, close the hood, throw away the paper
towel, and you’re good to go. If you’re low, the dipstick will give you an idea of how low. A long
way below the add mark means you’ll need to put in a full quart or more—ouch! Just a little
below the mark means a half-quart might do the trick. Either way, you’re going to need some
oil.BUYING OILOil comes in different weights and grades, and any big-box superstore like Wal
Mart, K-mart, or Target will have at least a dozen different brands on the shelves. Auto stores
have even more choices, and even your local grocery or gas station convenience store will have
at least a few different options. Your owner’s manual will tell you what kind of oil to use. If you
don’t have it, you’ll typically want 5W-30 or 10W-40 oil from any of the major brands: Castrol,
Valvoline, Pennzoil, Chevron, Havoline, Quaker State, etc. There are others. If all you want to do
is get your engine topped up with oil, pick any of the major brands off the shelf of any parts store
or discount retailer and take it home. It’ll work, and it’ll be a dang sight better than driving a quart



low. Pick 10W-40 if you live somewhere hot—where it gets to 95 degrees or higher in the
summer. If it’s cold where you live, 5W-30 will be fine. There are synthetic oils and synthetic
blends, but unless your car needs one for some specific reason, you’ll do just fine with regular
(“conventional”) motor oil. It’ll cost you around $2 a quart. Why is it called 5W-30 or 10W-40?
That gets into the “weight” of oil, which has nothing to do with how much it actually weighs. The
“weight” of an oil tells you how thick or thin it is. Smaller numbers mean thin oil. Bigger numbers
are thicker oils. Thin oil gets into narrower spaces and gets there quicker, but it doesn’t protect
as well as thick oil. Thin oils are great when it’s cold and you first start your car. But oil gets
thinner as it heats up, and a thin oil will get too thin. A thick oil provides perfect protection once it
heats up, but it doesn’t cut it in the cold because it’s too thick to flow into the tiny spaces it needs
to get to at startup. That’s why 5W-30 or 10W-40 oils are the best. They are called “multi-weight
oils,” and they combine the best of both worlds. They act like a thin 5-weight oil for the cold, and
like a thick 30- or 40-weight for the heat. (There are single-weight oils on the shelves, and they’ll
be labeled SAE 30 or SAE 40, but the multi-weights are the way to go unless your owner’s
manual tells you otherwise.) One more word about oil. Your owner’s manual will tell you to use an
oil “rated API SJ” or above. Or SH. Or SG. The API is the American Petroleum Institute, and it
sets standards for motor oils. What you’ll find on store shelves is SL-rated oil. It’s fine for your car.
Newer protection standards—the later the letter in the alphabet—incorporate the performance
properties of the earlier standards. As long as you’re working up in the alphabet, you’re doing
right by your car.ADDING OILYOU’LL NEED: OIL, PAPER TOWELS. OPTIONAL ITEM: A
FUNNEL.1. Adding oil is easy. While still parked somewhere flat, and with the hood open, you’ll
need to find the oil filler cap. It’s a gas-cap-sized cap somewhere on the main central part of your
engine. (see figure B, page 13) It should be labeled, and might even tell you what weight and
grade of oil is recommended for your engine. There are other twist-off or pop-up caps scattered
around your engine compartment as well—the power steering fluid reservoir, the brake fluid
reservoir, and even the windshield washer fluid reservoir—but those will all be at the edges of
your engine, around the perimeter. The oil filler cap is the only one directly on the engine
itself. 2 . Okay, now you’ve found it, open it. It’ll twist loose and lift out. Set it upside down
someplace flat on the engine. (You’re trying to keep it clean.)3 . Now, all you need to do is pour
oil from your quart bottle into the hole where the cap was. You can do it directly out of the bottle,
use a funnel, or even make a paper funnel by rolling a sheet of heavy paper into a cone—leaving
the small end open for oil to flow through. Out of the bottle is easiest if you can do it without
spilling. (A little spill is okay—just wipe it up with your paper towel.) 4 . Add half a quart at first,
wait a moment for the oil to flow through your engine and settle at the bottom, then check the
level with the dipstick again. If you’re in the safe zone, great. If not, add some more. Check the
dipstick again. Keep filling and checking until the oil level gets up near or at the full mark. (The
reason you don’t want to overfill your car with oil is that if the level gets too high it reaches up to
where spinning parts are, and just like those fancy milk frothers at coffee bars, the spinning
engine parts can froth your oil. Frothed oil doesn’t protect your engine and tastes lousy in a



latte.) 5 . Once you’ve got the level correct, wipe up any drips, put the cap back on tightly, close
your hood, and be on your way. Save any unused oil for next time in your garage or tightly sealed
in your trunk, and cap any empty containers and throw them away.CHANGING YOUR OIL:
EVERY 5,000 MILESThis is easiest of all. Take your car to an oil changing place and pay them
$20 to $40 to do it for you. You can change oil yourself, but there’s no clean way to do it, and
then you have to take the old oil to a recycling center. It’s a pain, and you don’t even really save
much money. Just pay someone. The part you need to remember is to change your oil every
5,000 miles. They used to tell you to change your oil every 3,000 miles, and not surprisingly, the
oil-changing businesses still recommend having it done every 3,000 miles. Car manufacturers
have raised their recommendations, some to 5,000 miles and some even up to 7,500 miles. A
good compromise is every 5,000 miles, and it’s also easy to remember and notice when you hit
a 5 or 0 on the odometer: 30,000, 75,000, etc. Why do you have to change your oil? Because it
gets used up. Oil traps dirt and contaminants that get into your engine. If you’ve ever seen
someone drain old oil, it’s black and nasty-looking. The new oil you add is clean and light green.
Oil also stops corrosive acids from building up in your engine. If you ignore oil too long, it’ll no
longer be able to trap and hold contaminants, and it won’t stop the corrosion. Let it go too long
routinely, and your engine will wear out long before it should have. Let it go indefinitely, and your
engine will seize up and die. Every 5,000 miles.TIRES
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B. Dudich, “Wonderful graduation present!. I bought this book for my daughter's high school
graduation. It was a hit at the party. Some things she already knew but it doesn't hurt to have a
reminder. She will take it to college with her when and hopefully it will help her out when her dad
and I aren't there to "fix-it"! She asked about how to do something the other day and I said, look
in your book and it was there!  Nice, fun little graduation gift.”

Dave Jones, “Memories of Dear Old Dad. Even if you're handy around the house or apartment,
this book will remind you of all the things you learned from Dear Old Dad. But, if you weren't
paying attention, The Portable Dad will give you a refresher course. Only this dad takes his time,
keeps his cool and makes it fun. And he tells you only what you need to know! From keeping air
in your tires and checking the oil, to buying must-have tools and painting your first room, to
hanging pictures and fixing that running toilet, this book will help you successfully make the
transition from living in HIS house, to living in YOUR house. Oh, and he tells you when
something might be a little too tough to handle by yourself. In which case, you might want to give
Dear Old Dad a call!”

D. Oriti, “A must-have when you're heading out on your own. This is the book I wish I had when I
first moved out on my own. It covers all the stuff everybody should know about safely and
correctly maintaining our cars to computers to house maintenance, such as painting, plumbing,
and electrical, and it does so in a very eye-catching, easy to read, and humorous manner. Not
only is it filled with useful information, but it's just plain fun to read too. It taught me quite a few
things I wish I'd known a few years back.  Highly recommended!”

D. Nelson, “Funny and useful. I did something with my advanced copy of "The Portable Dad" that
I seldom do with an advanced copy - read the whole thing. It's very funny, and useful. It's
amazing how much I didn't know about basic maintenance and repair. The author calls this a
how-to for people who don't really care how-to. That captures it well. It gives me the minimum
info I need to keep my stuff working. And it gives it to me clearly and with a sense of humor. I'll
keep "The Portable Dad" handy.”

The book by Steve Elliott has a rating of  5 out of 3.1. 7 people have provided feedback.
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