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Ted is a WSU
graduate living
in North Bend,
Wash., with his
father and broth
er, waiting for
good things to
happen. He would
like to thank
Paula Coomer for
opening the door,
Peter Chilson for
drawing out the
poison and Jamie
Spivey for making
it all OK again.

From Ted:
"To my family: If
you're reading these
words, please forgive
me.
Thanks, Ted:
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Ted Tremper
I'm wearing a dead man's tuxedo. The dress
ing room was empty the first time I tried it on,
the day before our production of Cole Porter's
"High Society" opened. I don't know whether
his widow offered, or if the director of our musi
cal, Dr. Julie Wieck, asked if we could borrow
it for the show, when Dr. Wieck laid the tux
edo in my hands, she said the owner had been
the conductor of all the musical productions at
Washington State University for a long time,
and started to cry when she mentioned it had
a white bow tie.
I hung it up on the costume trolley and
pulled it off piece-by-piece afraid at first that it
wouldn't fit, though, of course, it did. The jacket
was covered with dozens of white cat hairs, but
the pants were still neatly pressed and clean. As
I describe it, I imagine him coming home from
a performance or a dinner of some kind. He
undoes his bow tie and opens the front door to
his house, and as he steps through the door, he
notices his wife, just standing there by the ban
ister. In my mind, he's skinny and has thinning,
white hair, and wants to cry when he smiles at
how beautiful she is. He takes off his jacket and
tosses it on the floor next to their cat, and then,
they just stand there and look at each other for
a while.
I undressed down to my underwear, pulled
the pants up to my navel and fastened the clasp.
As I took the jacket off the hanger, I was hop
ing that I was more barrel-chested than the man
had been, or that his arms were an inch or two
shorter than mine, but it fit just right.
I cry when I think of the man's wife sorting
through his old clothes to find all the pieces of
the tuxedo. I cry because I remember watching
my father in glimpses, passing by my parents'
bedroom, grabbing handfuls of my mother's
clothes and stuffing them into a black garbage
bag, everything she had ever worn being shoved
into big, black garbage bags like dead leaves.
I never found out whether he took them to
Goodwill or what he did with them. We took all
of our old clothes to Goodwill, but I didn't know
what we should do with hers. I wanted to keep
all of them, just like I wanted the old conduc
tor's wife to have kept the tuxedo in the closet,
but then I think of the cat hairs and know that
wasn't the way it happened. I know she comes

home every day to be alone in a house filled with
her dead husband's clothes, and I wonder if she
misses doing his laundry, folding his underwear,
and hiding the shirt with the holes in it for the
fifth time. I wonder if when she found the tux
edo she tried to pick the cat hairs off and wanted
to tear out her tongue thinking ofevery moment
they ever spent arguing - every instant she took
for granted.
I slipped off the pants and jacket, put both
pieces back on the hanger and got dressed for
the first scene. I ran into Dr. Wieck in the hall
way on the way to the stage.
She is a big woman who wears long, loose
fitting clothes. "I tried on the tuxedo," I said.
Her eyebrows raised waiting for a response. "It
fits like a dream."
She let out an operatic scream ofjoy. "I don't
know what I would have done if it didn't fit!" she
said. "Make sure you're extra careful with it." I
told her I would take care ofit, and went back to
the dressing room to take it off.
Two summers ago, I watched television
and downloaded porn while my mother lay dy
ing in the next room. I would stare at the wall
that separated the living room from my parents'
bedroom, thinking about how one of these days,
I should just go in there and just sit and hang out
with her, but then some more porn would finish
downloading and it would bring me back from
giving a shit. I checked on her as little as pos
sible - sometimes not for hours - just enough to
make sure she was all right. We had a really slow
Internet connection, so it would take all day to
download enough to be able to jerk off to. If I
found a site with a couple of preview videos, I
could look down at the bottom of the window
and get the site's URL. Most porn sites number
their video clips, so if a site showed previews for
MPGs two, three and nine, then I would just
enter the site's URL of three - and six through
eight - and get the videos in between.
This is all just fucking garbage. I feel sick
describing this all in such a bullshit way - I was
trying to get away from what I did. I've been
trying to come up with a clever, artsy way of de
scribing it, so that someone can look at it and
identify with my disassociation, but I'm fucking
tired of that. I'm just going to write it all exactly
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how it happened.
If my mother ever needed something, she
would bang her knuckles against the wall, and
I would zip up or turn off the television, and
come to see what she wanted. It was usually to
ask for more water with lots of ice - she never
called it ice water, always "water with lots ofice. "
Walking around their king-size bed, I kept qui
et. Even if she was awake, I never said anything
besides things like "Here ya go," or "Be careful,
the soup's really hot." There were so many times
I didn't say a word.
I made her cry so many times - out ofjoy
and out of stupid things sons say to hurt their
parents. But the last time I ever saw her cry, it
was both. I took her to my favorite Mexican res
taurant two weeks before she died. I walked into
her bedroom that morning, and asked her what
she wanted for lunch. She asked if I wanted to
go into town and go to that Mexican restaurant
I liked so much. I asked her if she was up for it,
and she said she was.
I don't remember what we talked about on
the way there - probably the ll-day road trip I
was going on the next day.
When we got to the restaurant, the owners
recognized me. My mother was using a walker
now. The host saw us getting out of the car and
held the door for both of us as we entered. We
sat down in a booth next to the window. I was
facing the door. She ate more than I had seen
her eat in years. It was on the ride home that
she cried.
As I drove down the hill back to the free
way onramp - I can remember exactly where it
happened - just over the last hill right before
you need to get into the right turning lane to get
onto 405-N, we were both quiet. It was a beau
tiful day - sunny, but not hot - and "Classical
Gas" came on the radio. All my life, every time
"Classical Gas" came on the radio, my mother
always said, "Oh, this is my absolute favorite
song," and ask me to turn it up. She had a way of
making a smacking sound with her mouth when
she opened it to say, "Oh" - like the sound of
someone blowing a kiss.1his time, though, she
didn't say it. I turned up the radio and looked
over at her. She was crying. I reached over and
held her hand - it was rough and extremely hot.
She tilted her head back, and the tears came

streaming down her cheeks.
"This is just too good," she said, and took
her hand away from mine. "I was telling Dad
that, for all my life, I've been such a stoic, and
I'm making up for it now," she said and laughed,
which made her cry even harder.
I don't remember what I said. I don't re
member anything else other than turning to her.
This was her way of telling me she was going to
die, but the thought never crossed my mind. She
died the day after I got back from my road trip.

She asked me
why I was cry
ing . She told me
it didn't matter
what h appened
because we
would always be
together.
I hadn't tried the entire tuxedo on at the
first fitting. I waited until intermission of our
first dress rehearsal because I was sure the white
shirt would fit if all the rest of it had. Sure
enough, it did. The woman had put all of the
accessories in a white plastic grocery bag. In it,
I found a black, silk cummerbund and a white
bow tie. I finished buttoning the shirt and
grabbed the bow tie out of the bag - it was a
cheap, adjustable bow tie, like the ones you get
when you rent a tux. As I put it on, I saw it had
a ring of sweat on it. One-half of the bow tie
was dirtied with tides of sweat - some reaching
higher than the others - marking each of the
performances the man must have conducted.
I stopped and thought of which one of them
had been "Carmen," which had been "Guys and
Dolls." I thought there must be a recording of
his orchestras somewhere, or that those who had

seen and acted in his musicals would long re
member him, and how good or bad of a conduc
tor he had been, but this was the only physical
proofleft that this man sweated for what he did.
He loved it. He worked for it.
When people ask me what my mom died
from, I usually explain it like this: "It's called
Stills disease; only about 500 people in the world
have it. It's like the opposite ofAIDS in that the
immune system, instead of failing, is bolstered
and it has nothing to fight, so it starts attacking
muscles, joints and bones. So, on a good day, her
temperature would be about 102 to 104 degrees.
Her fevers could get as high as 106 or 108. And
because her immune system doesn't have any
thing to fight, it eats her body alive. She gets
hives and arthritis and osteoporosis, but she says
it's just an inconvenience, nothing that you die
from."
That was what she told me, at least - that
you couldn't die from the disease. I remember
sitting next to her in bed and starting to cry
because I tried to hold her hand and she didn't
want me to. I don't know whether she didn't
want me to because it hurt her too much, or
because she was embarrassed that her skin had
gotten so rough or because of the hives or that it
was too hot because of the fever, but she would
never let me hold her hand anymore. She asked
me why I was crying. She told me that it didn't
matter what happened because we would al
ways be together, and that what she was going
through now was no worse than what it was like
when I was really young. Knowing that made
me feel a lot better. That must have been just be
fore I went of my road trip because I remember
thinking that she was going to live for a long
time before I left.
I knew I never helped her. I never did
anything for Mom besides make soup for her
- bean and bacon, or tomato with a few saltine
crackers on the side with margarine on them.
She never finished it, whatever I made. I used to
think that if I made more food that she would
eat more, but it never worked. My older brother,
Robert, did all the real work. I don't know ex
actly what he did for her, but I knew he was in
there when I wasn't.
Sometimes, he would want a break from
it all, and I never wanted to cover for him. We
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would be standing in the kitchen, and I would
be making something to eat.
"I'm going to go out, so you need to stay
home and take care of Mom," he'd say.
I would usually complain or just say, "Fuck
you."
"You don't do anything for Mom, you
know," he'd say, and I wanted to say that was his
fault. That he was the one who didn't want me
to do anything for her, but I usually just tried to
punch him in the stomach or tackle him, or just
walk up to my room and cry face down on my
bed, until he came up and left me a note telling
me that he knows that I care about Mom.
It didn't matter how little I did. Ignoring
her while she was in their bedroom felt better
than when we had her in the guest room across
the deck from the main house. It was horrible
then. I checked on her even less, and instead of
knocking on the wall, she would have to press
the page button on the phone to get me to check
on her. It was so much worse, and I don't know
why we kept her over there. I know why we
said we did it. My dad is a big man - I've never
known how much he weighs, but I'm 6-feet-3
inches, and he's about twice as wide as I am, and
I weigh 220 pounds. When he would get in and
out of bed, my mom would wake up, and it was
really hard for her to get to sleep because she
was always in so much pain, so we moved her
into the guest bedroom across the way. This way,
we couldn't disturb her with the TV being too
loud or talking too loud. I wanted to say some
thing - that I thought it was wrong. But I never
said anything. I never went over there unless I
had to. I wasted so much goddamn time when
she was over there. I don't want to think about
her being over there anymore, locked up like a
prisoner with nothing to look at but the god
damn river.
I found out from another professor in the
music department that the owner of my tuxedo
died from brain cancer. He learned he had a tu
mor and died a few months later. I could feel the
layers of the suit - the air rushing around in it. I
don't think that it had any magical powers, and
I'm not trying to make it into a symbol or any
thing like that. Looking back at the situation,
I catch myself trying to supplant thoughts into

my head, that maybe I thought that the suit was
made of cancer, or that I would get cancer from
wearing it, but I know I never thought anything
like that. I was too scared his wife was going to
some to see the show. That she would see me
wearing the tuxedo that it would be like tear
ing the scab off. That she would break down and
want him back again, and it would be my fault.
My mother used to get migraine head
aches. That was probably because of the pred
nisone. That was the steroid they gave to her
because they didn't know what else would help.
We still have a bunch of her pills in the cabinet
above the silverware drawer in our kitchen. We
keep our drinking glasses in the same drawer,
and every time I open it up, I see the row of
orange prescription bottles and know that the
little white pills cut into halves killed my mother
while keeping her body alive.
I hate prednisone. They made her go crazy.
She must have hid the rage from us when we
were younger because I know I would have re
membered it if she hadn't. She would just say
she had a migraine and laid down all afternoon.
But when the disease came out of remission
when I was about 17, she couldn't hold back
anymore. We called it "'roid rage," which meant
that if you left your bag on the counter, or ifyou
didn't do the dishes when you were asked, you
got disowned. One time "'roid rage" cancelled
Christmas. "'Roid rage" meant that my mother
would come to me afterwards and tell me that
she was sorry, and remind me that it was just
the prednisone that made her act that way. Then
I would tell her it was no excuse and make her
cry. And "'roid rage" is also why I have more re
spect for my father than any other person I've
ever known.
He dedicated his life to all of us. When I
think about how much he loved her, I want to
collapse in the arms of every person I've ever
met and tell them that I love them, and how
much they mean to me and that they are the
most important thing in the world.
He could make her laugh. He could make
her laugh until tears streamed down her face. He
could make her laugh through 106-degree fevers
and back spasms, broken hips and vertebrae. He
could make her laugh at anything because they
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both knew how much they loved each other, and
that was all that mattered - that and the family.
Before she was completely bedridden, she
used to burn up all of her energy gardening.Je
sus, she was a lousy gardener. It was hilarious. As
a present to her, Robert and my fad made these
two big planter boxes for her off to the left side
of the house. We were all sitting out there, and
my mom came walking out of the house holding
our cat Moe by the scruff of its neck.
"This cat is going to be an outside cat from
now on," she said, and walked in the yard. "He is
no longer an inside cat."
Just before we moved out to the woods,
Mom bought a Newfoundland puppy named
Bear. If you don't know about Newfoundlands,
they are the biggest, sweetest animals on the
planet, but ifyou're a 20-pound cat, they're pret
ty damn terrifying.
"These two are going to learn to get along,"
she said. "Robert, go get a piece of rope out of
the garage."
"Jesus, you're not going to tie them to
gether, are you?" I asked. My brother and dad
laughed.
"No, I'm going to tie Moses to that tree
over there and let Bear get used to him."
"Jesus Christ, Mom, he's going to kill him,"
Robert said, still laughing.
"No, he won't. Now go get some rope out
of the garage."
"All right, but it's not my fault when he
kills him," Robert said as he went to get the
rope. He came back after about five minutes.
"All we have is this yellow nylon stuff."
"That's fine, " my mom said and took it
from him.
She held Moe down and tied a slipknot
around its neck. We were all laughing the en
tire time. She finished tying the knot and
started walking to the tree, holding the end of
her makeshift leash in her hand, but instead of
walking along, Moe just curled up on his back
and started getting dragged across the driveway
by his neck. My mom had no idea. She just kept
on walking until Robert finally noticed.
"Mom,Jesus Christ, stop!" he said.
She turned around saw him curled up there
looking abused, and she started apologizing, but
she also couldn't help but laughing hysterically.

[

'-

"Oh, Moses, I'm so sorry," she said and pet
ted him, but he just sat there on the gravel, look
ing battered. I think it was the look that made
her laugh more. That was the last time I remem
ber her laughing.
Every once in a while, during "High Soci
ety," when I was having too much fun, I would
remember the dead conductor. Whenever I was
feeling really great, I would picture his arms
lifted and waving his baton, and my body would
be filled with hate for a moment. I never hated
my mom after she died, but every time I thought
about her, I felt like I was being hit by light
ning.
For some reason, writing this right now, I
feel like it's a lie - the whole thing. I don't know

I need to get all
this shit out of
my head. I need
to do it, and I'm
going to do it
right now.
how much of this is just snuff. I don't know
whether to write about adult diapers and jars of
urine for a bedridden woman that you will never
meet because she's dead because I couldn't save
her, and I don't know why I'm writing any of
this. You're supposed to write what you know
- that's where stories come from. I just feel
fucking disgusted that my story ends with me
breathing into my mother's mouth and breaking
her ribs doing CPR, trying to bring her back to
life and making her throw up from breathing in
her mouth too hard, and I don't know why I'm
writing this.
Every thought I have when I try to picture
her somehow snakes its way back to me watch
ing her die, and I need to get all of this shit out
of my head. I need to do it, and I'm going to do
it all right now.

The day before she died, I had just gotten
back from an ll-day road trip. I had to stop and
drop my friend David off in Bellevue before I
came home. At David's house, him mom told me
that my mom wasn't doing very well. She gave
me a postcard from her trip to the Grand Can
yon to give to my mom. Mter leaving David's, I
spent about two hours just driving around town
not wanting to go home. I finally did.
When I got there, my dad and my brother
were in her room. She was curled up and shiv
ering from the fever. She couldn't say anything.
She was just staring out of her window towards
the river, and I don't remember what I said. I
don't remember whether I told her I loved her
or not. Robert told me we should go in the liv
ing room. I did and that was the last time I saw
her before she died. I don't remember anything
about the day after that.
The next morning, I woke up late and
wanted to leave, but Robert told me he needed
me around, so I could get him in case Mom
needed something. He checked on her every
15 minutes. I watched TV until he told me that
I needed to go and put some firewood on the
porch.
While I was out moving armloads of fire
wood from around the garage to the back porch,
I thought about her dying and rehearsed what I
would say to people after she was dead. I would
say the things that would make me cry, so that
people would remember what a heartfelt, emo
tional person I am, so they would remember how
much I had been through. She was still alive, but
I was talking about her in the past tense.
When I came back into the house, I made
a plate of food and sat down to watch a movie,
and that was when I could have saved her life.
I was waiting for the movie to come on,
and I ran upstairs to get something, and I heard
her voice calling from her bedroom. I know that
I did, and I think she said my name, but I didn't
turn back. I didn't go in and check on her be
cause I didn't want deal with it, and she would
be dead an hour later, and I don't know what
that could have done.
I ran upstairs and got whatever I needed
to get, and then made a bowl of Grape Nuts
and heated it up in the microwave. My brother
was upstairs, too, in his room. A couple minutes
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later, he came downstairs and went in to check
on Mom. He came back out of their room, and
he was terrified.
"Call Dad right now," he said and ran back
into the room. 1 got up and picked up the phone
and dialed his cell phone, but got his voice mail.
My brother came running back in the room.
"Should 1 leave a message?" 1 asked.
"No." His face was blank, only his eyebrows
were turned down. He was looking for some
thing to do to help. He was so scared. "No, call
911," he said.
1 got up and dialed the phone and followed
my brother back into the bedroom. My mother
was on the bed - her chest was pumping up and
down, but she was hardly breathing. 1 went to
the side of the bed. Her eyes were staring up into
nothing. Then the dispatcher answered.
"I need you to send an ambulance right
away," 1 said.
They asked what had happened, and 1 gave
the phone to Robert.
"1 came into her room ... my mother .,.
and she was collapsed over her walker and she
couldn't breathe, so 1 picked her up and put her
on her bed and then called you ... no, she's on
the bed ... on a flat surface?
"We have to put her on the floor," Robert
said.
Then her body seized up, and she stopped
breathing for the first time.
"She stopped breathing!" my brother yelled
into the phone.
She then came back to life and sucked in
the deepest breath I've ever seen.
Robert moved to where her head was, and 1
hooked her legs with my arms, and we lifted her
up. She didn't weigh anything. We set her down
on the floor next to the bed.
"Get some scissors," Robert said.
1 ran into the kitchen and got them out
of a drawer and ran back into the room. "Cut
her shirt off," he said, pacing with the phone. 1
cut offher shirt, and she was naked underneath.
There was nothing there. She was just a rib cage
and there was nothing else. Her body was gone.
She wasn't breathing. Her knees were just big
balls on flesh, and her legs were nothing. Her
chest was completely bone, all ribs - the skin
was falling off.

"You have to give her CPR. 1 have to go
show the ambulance where the house is," Robert
said. Then he handed me the phone and ran out
of the room.
"You need to do two breaths and then 15
chest compressions," the woman on the phone
said. 1 set the phone down on the carpet and
breathed into her mouth. 1 picked up the phone
and held it with my shoulder and did the chest
compressions.
"One and-" Her chest popped when I
pressed down. It sounded like cracking knuck
les.
"Oh my God, 1 broke her sternum."
"That's OK, just keep going."
"I can feel her ribs breaking."
Every time 1 pressed down, 1 could feel her
ribs breaking every time 1 did it. She started
breathing again for a second and groaned in
pain.
"That's OK, you're doing a great job. Now, 1
need you to do two more breaths."
1 put the phone down again and breathed
into her mouth again, and she threw up a bunch
of black liquid that leaked onto her cheek.
"She threw up."
"That's all right. 1 need you to roll her over
on her side and do a finger sweep to make sure
there's nothing in her mouth."
I knew there wasn't anything there. She
hadn't had anything besides root beer for two
days, but 1 did it anyway. 1 tried rolling her over
on her side, but her body was frozen, clinched
up like a rock. Her bones wouldn't move, and 1
wanted to break every single one of them to get
her on her side. 1 pushed her hard enough to
roll her on her side, and more of the black vomit
dripped onto the carpet. She wasn't breathing. I
picked up the phone again.
She told me to do more chest compres
sions, and 1 did, and 1 was breaking her ribs ev
ery time 1 did it. They were popping and collaps
ing every time 1 pressed down, and 1 wanted to
tell the woman on the phone that she was killing
my mother, but 1 didn't say anything. 1 took an
other breath into her body and 1 forgot to tilt
her head back, and I knew 1 was supposed to do
that because I took CPR in middle school, but
I forgot and she threw up more, and 1 couldn't
tell whether she was breathing or if it was just
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my breaths coming back. Every time I finished,
it just sounded like it was a sigh coming out of
her. I kept breathing in and then doing chest
compressions, and the woman told me to do it
slower. I killed her so much.
I heard the front door open and a man's
voice say, "EMT." I yelled, "In here!" He asked,
"Where?" and I yelled, "In here!" again and got
up to get him. I went to the entrance of my
mother's bedroom, and they were there, a blonde
woman and another guy, carrying a tackle box of
medical gear. I showed them where she was, and
they said we needed to get her into the center
of the room.
They lifted her up and put her down in the
middle of the carpet. They pulled out a bunch
of equipment and put a plastic squeeze bottle
over her face that was supposed to breath for
her. The woman told me to come here and put
pressure on my mom's throat while she pumped
air into her mouth. I didn't want to. I didn't want
to press down too hard and break that, too. The
guy pulled two wires from a box and attached
them to her chest. Then the phone rang. I knew
it was Dad.
"What's going on?" he asked.
The paramedic stood up and started walk
ing to me. He held his hands up, palms facing
me, held his breath and said, "She's dead."
"She's dead, Dad," I said and started to cry.
"You're kidding" was all he said.
I handed the phone to the paramedic and
collapsed in the entryway of the house. My
brother ran in through the open door. I started
sucking in air so hard, I thought my throat was
going to be pulled into my lungs. My brother
and I went out on the porch, and I couldn't stop
crying. I wanted to throw up or cry blood or
something that would make me hurt so I would
feel better.
"Deep breaths," Robert said, rubbing my
back. "Breathe, fuckhead!" He got me some wa
ter, and he made me drink it so I would stop
crying. I didn't stop bawling until my dad got
home.
My mom died at 4:30 p.m. My dad got
home every day at 5:30 p.m., every day of my
life. Today was no different. When he got home,
my brother and I went to his car. There were a
couple police cars and an ambulance there now,

so he had to pull around the side.
He got out of the car, and I could tell he
had already been crying. I had never seen him
cry, but his eyes were red and his lips were
pursed together in a frown. My brother and I
ran to him, and he enveloped us both in his arms
and said he was sorry. He tucked his head down
into the space between our bodies and said he
was sorry. He had never apologized to us before
because he never needed to. He was the best
father in the whole world, and he was crying.
He walked to the house, and I don't remember
anything else until we saw the deer.
Mter everyone left - all the police and
paramedics - my dad came into the kitchen
where my brother and I were sitting. He had a

"One time
around is all I
w ant. This is it,"
she would s ay
and laugh.
great, big smile on his face.
"Hey, guys," he said. "Look out the front
window," he said.
I walked into the dining room that faced
the front yard and looked out the window. There
was a doe grazing in our garden. As soon as I saw
it, I said out loud, "She's free," without thinking
and immediately felt that I had said something
wrong. I felt so much better for a second. My
mom always joked about reincarnation, and how
she never ever wanted to be reincarnated as any
thing. "One time around is all I want. This is it,"
she would say and laugh.
The paramedic had explained that my
mother's blank eyes meant that she had suffered
a massive heart attack and that, even if I'd have
been able to resuscitate her, she would have been
completely brain dead. I think they're required
to say things like that.
The people from hospice showed up later
to take away the body. There were two men. One

of them did most of the talking in a soft voice.
I don't remember anything they said until they
asked whether anyone needed to say good-bye.
Both my dad and my brother said that we al
ready had, but I just said, "No." My dad told
them we might need a little more time.
When I walked into the room, she was lay
ing on the bed with her eyes closed. The para
medics had cleaned up her face and closed her
eyes, but there was still some of the root beer
colored junk on her lips.
It hurts so much. I loved her so much. I
never wanted to do any of this. I don't know
whether it's better it all happened this way or if
I should have been somewhere else. I just don't
know. I don't know what any of it means.
I apologized to her so many times. I walked
to her side of the bed and saw the Muppets fin
ger puppets on the windowsill next to a glass
filled with candy canes, and another with dried
lavender from her garden. I started to cry. I knelt
down beside the bed and cried so hard. I loved
her so much. I put my face down on the bed and
then stood up and paced around and just said,
"I'm sorry," over and over again. "I'm so sorry. I
didn't mean to do any of it."
I knelt back down on the floor and saw the
stain where she had thrown up, and cried more
and put my face down on the bed. I wanted to
touch her and hug her, but I just buried my face
in the blanket at her feet and cried. Every time
I looked at her body, I cried more and apolo
gized more. I stood up and said I was sorry and
touched her hands. They were cold. I don't know
how long I was in there, but that was the last
time I ever saw her.
The morning after she died, I woke up,
and for about five seconds, I didn't remember
anything that had happened the day before. I
just sat up in bed, and for a moment, nothing
had changed. As it all came back, I tried to cry
as hard as I could, but nothing came. I just sat
there in my bed and didn't move. Mter that, I
promised myself never to think about it again,
but then I was cast in a musical where I had to
wear a dead man's tuxedo, and I couldn't help it.
This is the most selfish thing I've ever done,
but I don't care because it's working. I've been
blaming myself for all of this since the day the
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disease came back. I blamed myself for every
thing that happened, even before she died. If
my mom had a bad day with the disease, it was
because I had jerked off the day before, or the
day before that. If she couldn't get out of bed, it
was because I wouldn't go in and see her. But I
don't want that anymore. I want all the rest of
my memories back, and that's what all of this
is for.
This week I remembered the first memory
I've had of her when she was healthy since she
died July 8, 2003. We live on the south fork of
the Snoqualmie River in North Bend, Wash.
The river sweeps through the valley between our
house and the east ridge of Mount Si, reflect
ing a world of light through the trees that looks
something like heaven. The river is all glacial
melt, so it's cold as hell, but when it gets hot
enough in August, the water becomes refresh
ingly hypothermic. Before Robert and I left for
college, we didn't get television at the house so
we spent most of our time outside.
One summer - I must have been about 13
- I invented an exercise called river climbing. By
August, most of the snow in the cascades had
melted, which brought the water level down low
enough so that I could reach some of the larger
stones at the bottom of the river. I would float
down about a hundred yards or so and climb
back up the river by pulling myself from rock
to rock until I got back to where I had started.
Floating down was a blast, but I would occa
sionally jar my tailbone on a rock and have to

stand up and rub it until the pain went away. The
great thing was that the water was so cold, you
couldn't really feel the injuries till the next day.
When I told my parents about wading
down the river and climbing back up, they had
the same enthusiastic response they normally
had before Mom got really sick - they just said,
"Really,» smiled and listened to me tell them
all about it. The next day I was playing in the
river around sunset, and Mom and Dad came
out from the trees that hid the trail leading up
the hillside to our house. I was surprised to see
them.
I can't tell you what they said, and there are
only two images I have from that day, but they
are enough to keep me for the rest of my life.
The first memory is of my father float
ing, buoyant as a seal, bobbing up and down in
the slow part of the river. He's wearing a gray
T-shirt - I think it read "Miles City Montana
Cattle Stampede.» He looks at me and smiles
widely, showing his upper teeth, and then spits a
mouthful of water in my direction, and then the
river rotates him away.
The second memory is ofmy mother stand
ing in the middle of the river, laughing. As I see
it, I cry. This is the first time I have remembered
what my mother looked like healthy and laugh
ing in more than a year. She stands there rub
bing her ass after having slammed her tailbone
into a rock. She looks right at me and laughs.
And at this moment, right now, that is ev
erything I can remember.
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