
RYAN TRAUMAN 

Colorless, Odorless Gas 
I sit beside him now in the front seat of our huge station wagon. My father 
is exhausted and weeping. For the first time, I am a ghost haunting his 
sorrow. His brown hair is a little long for 1979. A poorly-trimmed mus
tache stretches between his round cheeks; they are flush with blood. He's 
been laughing too much tonight. He knew better. Inside the house his 
pretty wife and three children sleep. He waits and thinks. He can feel the 
tears returning. He is trying not to think about something. It's in the back 
of his head and is dark and hazy. What little shape it has is the shape of 
dread. The shape of Illy body growing taller and stronger and asking ques
tions. He doesn't understand; he has no answers. It 's getting darker. 

My father is drunk and getting tired. He rests his forehead on the 
steering wheel. He has the impulse to move, but his body is too tired. He 
knows now that he shouldn't have closed the garage door. The darkness at 
the back of his head slowly drifls to the front. He has one last, slow heave 
of adrenaline, as he realizes what's coming, but nothing happens. Now 
there's more black than light. Then no light. And then no breath. Only the 
engine continues to run, pouring the poison onto the garage floor until it 
spills over the doorjamb into the house. 

My father's death was an accident. It was my mother who, 2S years 
ago, found him dead in our orange station wagon. An alcoholic with a his
tory of depression, he pulled into our attached garage, slipped the trans
mission into park, closed the garage door, and fell asleep. What poor 
luck- in that brief second before turning off the ignition- to fall asleep. 
No one knows what time he arrived home that night , but by the time my 
mother found him, our house had filled with enough carbon monoxide to 
almost take us with him. I was only four at the time, my brother eight, and 
my sister still an infant. 

I woke slowly in the hospital the next day, staring out from behind a clear 
green oxygen mask. I was more sick than anyone else in my family, and 
for a while the doctors didn ' t know if I was going to make it. Waking to 
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the antiseptic fiuorescence of my hospital room, I was too groggy to panic 
and too confused to ask why everyone was crying. I remember people 
corning and going behind my mother as she sat in a green vinyl chair 
across the room, staring at me and crying. No one knew what to do. No 
one ever does. 

I remember most of them put their hands on her shoulder, rested them 
there for a while, and she would put her hand over theirs. No one could 
really hug her as she sat tbere in tbat chair; she didn ' t even think to get up. 
That was the first time I saw a certain look in my mother's eyes which, 
over the next fifteen years, would regularly visit her. Even years after her 
death, it's that look which still haunts me. 

She was staring at me, but it was more like she was staring through 
mc. Her eyes were open wide enough to show both the top and bottom 
edges of her iris, but those eyes weren ' t focused on anything, and they 
didn't move. She must have blinked, but not in my memory. Maybe it was 
something like shock; it was more like a superpower, as if she could see 
through every thing- a suspended state of revelation where the answer to 
some secret must have been revealed. Or worse yet, that there was no 
answer. I saw that look many times after that day. Once over a lunch of 
grilled cheese and tomato soup in a much too quiet house. During a 
Christmas Eve sennon at our small Lutheran church. Again in a half-lit 
kitchen fifteen years after his death. Each time I saw it on her face, it was 
as though she were back in that hospital room on a chilly September afternoon. 

I can only imagine how difficult it must have been for her as her fami
ly and friends slowly left my room, leaving her to explain a father's death 
to a four-year-old. I was confused. I couldn't remember looking forward 
to any holidays at this time of year, yet all these people were coming and 
going like it was Christmas or Easter. My father was conspicuously 
absent. For some reason this didn't strike me as unusual , but I asked about 
him because my mother was so upset. The first few times I asked, she said 
nothing, only crying. She told me the simple story of how he accidentally 
fell asleep in our station wagon while it was running in the attached 
garage. She struggled with her tears, which started me crying. "Now he's 
gone away," she said, "and you won't get to see him for a long time." 

"Where did he go?" I asked. 
"He went up to be with the angels," she told me. !t 's been more than 

25 years since that aftemoon, but I can still remember the conversation 
clearly. It just didn ' t make any sense. 

"You mean with God and Jesus?" I asked. 
"Yes, with God and Jesus." 
"When is he coming back?" 
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This time she broke down for a long cry. "He 's not coming back. 
You'll get to see him when you go up to heaven." She struggled to smile. 

Even as a young boy, I was interested in spiritual questions. "You 
mean when I dieT' I was struck, not for the last time, with a sudden mix 
of fascination, longing, and terror. 

"Yes," she replied; she was inconsolable. As there were no more 
answers to any other questions I might have, she pulled me close and we 
both sobbed for a long time. I didn't know why I was crying. I was a little 
afraid of whatever it was that she was afraid of, and I knew I should feel 
the same pain she was feeling. To tell you the truth, though, I didn ' t. 
What I felt was confusion. 

Like most other four-year-olds raised as a Midwestern Lutheran, I 
knew all about Jesus; he was great. He was skinny, had smooth, shoulder
length brown hair, a perfectly trimmed beard, and always wore a confi
dent and caring expression. I especially liked that he lived in heaven 
where he floated around on clouds and exchanged stories with God and 
the angels. He spent the rest of his time listening to our prayers, attending 
the services of our little church, and reuniting everyone who had died. 
Unlike God, the angels, or the Holy Spirit, he was a man. Even after he 
died, he still looked after us, easing our suffering and saving us from sin. I 
couldn't wait to meet him. I couldn't understand why, if my fatber was 
with Jesus, everyone was so sad. 

What I didn't question, though, was how a healthy 29-year-old man 
could accidentally fall asleep behind the wheel of a car running in his own 
garage. From a child's perspective, the story was quite plausible. I doubt 
if I had ever made the hour-long road trip north to Fargo without a good 
nap. There were many times my parents had to wake me from a deep 
sleep as we unloaded the car in that very garage. I had no reason to ques
tion my father'S intentions. We had recently moved into a new house, big
ger than our last one, to accommodate my sister's recent birth. He was 
just settling into his new job as the general manager of the machining 
plant where he worked, and his life seemed to be as good as ever. 

My family had only mentioned the events of his death in passing since 
that day, but fifteen years later, I asked my mother about it again. I had 
come home from college one night to find her crying in our kitchen. She 
explained that my stepfather, whom she had married a dozen years earlier, 
had once again embarrassed her in front of her friends. That night they 
had been at a small dinner party together. Apparently someone said some
thing disagreeable to bim, and he left without telling anyone. She could 
offer them no explanation for his absence. She was mortified . What 
embarrassed her most was that no one felt surprise at his leaving, only 
sympathy for her. This was one of the few times I saw her break down, 
and through her tears, she lamented, "Your dad would have never done 

306 



that to me." 
We both paused a long time. "What was Dad like?" I asked cautiously. 
"He was my best friend ," she said . "We talked about everything. I had 

never had a friend like him, and I probably never will. I loved him so 
much." Her tears had started to subside but now returned. 

" What was he like when he drank?" I asked. She had told all of us 
kids, even when we were quite young, that he had been an alcoholic. 

"He drank a lot, but he never hurt any of us," she said. " He was usual
ly really fun to be around when he was drinking, but sometimes he got so 
depressed." 

"What about when he died?" I asked, still choosing my words carefully. 
"What do you mean?" 
"Was he depressed that night?" 
"Not at all. He was actually really happy." She explained how he had 

gone out drinking with a bunch of his buddies after a long day's work. 
She went on to tell me how much he loved us kids, his new house, his 
recent promotion. And tben she added: UEven the insurance company said 
it wasn't suicide." She explained to me that the in surance company 
wouldn't pay a claim ifsorneone committed suicide, so they conducted an 
investigation and interviewed his family and friends. Apparently be bad 
been drinking heavily and making plans to see some of his friends the 
next day. Everyone agreed that he seemed to be in good spirits. To these 
details, my mother added that be had a habit of falling asleep rather sud
denly in random places. That be'd done it before lots of times. Just not in 
such an unlucky place. 

Looking back now, through the eyes of an adult, the story has begun 
to look awfully tidy. But back when I heard it, I was nineteen and was 
hearing this from my mother. Even before her death, sixteen years after 
his, she had grown into a larger-than-life matriarch. 

When my father died, my mother found herself looking down the bar
rel of some long odds. She was a 29-year-old widow and mother of three 
children. My brother, Jeff, was only eigbt; I was four; my sister, Sarah, 
was not yet two. My motber bad never been to college and was doing 
clerical work for close to minimum wage at the local office of the Federal 
Crop Insurance Agency. Because of my father's recent promotion, the 
two of them had felt confident enough to buy a new home even before 
selling their first , so at the tinae of his death she found herself witb two 
mortgages. None of ber family lived closer than an hour ' s drive. The 
insurance company did, however, provide a meager settlement, most of 
which she had the foresigbt to invest for our educations. 

Within a couple of years, sbe started her own business. Eventually she 
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remarried, sold her business, paid for her own college education with the 
profits, took a job with a bank, and earned a position as a manager. She 
worked long hours, commuted a hundred miles a day for most of ten 
years, and almost never admitted how exhausted she must have felt. Her 
strength, discipline, and focus were almost inhuman. So when she told the 
story of my father's death, and told it as an accident, I never questioned it. 

This acceptance should come as no surprise from a fami ly so deeply 
rooted in apparent contradictions. My brother, a born·again Christian, 
makes more than a healthy living bening on sports over the Internet. My 
sister was married in a shopping mall on Valentine 'S Day by a radio DJ in 
a ceremony with one hundred and four other couples. Not to be outdone, I 
decided to take out big student loans in order to earn a degree in English. 
We're not a family of idiots; we all knew the decisions we were making 
didn ' t make sense, but we needed the fruits of those denials. My brother 
makes a lot of money gambling, and my sister was surprised to find some
one who loved her. A heavily mortgaged graduate degree was my ticket 
out of North Dakota and some desperate distance from a landscape filled 
with too many ghosts. 

I wonder what it is that makes humans so prone to denial. We have the 
gumption to deny even the most basic truths. We smoke cigarettes, get fat, 
and drink before we drive. We bundle uranium rods with pretty bows and 
promise them to our children under bright incandescent lights. We get 
married and sleep with someone else we don't love. My father committed 
suicide, and my mother tells us over and over again how he fell asleep. 
It's a long human tradition. 

The Bible offers three particularly revealing stories. Mary Magdalene, 
finally able to muster the strength to visit Christ's tomb, is not faced with 
the difficult task of accepting his death, but rather a Christ very much 
alive and talkative and reassuring. This is the same man, who upon visit
ing the mourning family of Lazarus, does nothing to help them accept 
their grief, but rather resurrects the dead man and retums him to his fami· 
Iy. Growing up, my favorite Bible story was of the prodigal son. Back 
then I on ly thought ahout it from the son's perspective and his brother's. 
It was dramatic, literary, full of tension, and reassuring for a young boy 
who couldn't wait to grow up and leave town. You' ll always get another 
chance. Now that I'm older and away from home, I hear that story echo 
down the hollow chambers of hope my friends have for estranged parents 
or children, for spouses or lovers grown distant. 

I want to grab them each by the collar, my friends and my fami ly, and 
tell them that grief is real and inevitable and permanent. It is rich and 
shrouded in solitude. It is a dangerous emotion to feel, and it must be 
shared, but only in the past tense. 

308 



There was no resurrection at my father's funeral, no resurfacing from 
below. Nothing lost was found. I can't remember everything. of course, 
but I do recall a few details. The casket was black and shiny and too high 
for me to see what was in it. My aunts and uncles and grandparents all 
wore their church clothes, but we weren't in a church, and everyone was 
still crying. I felt an enormous responsibility to be sad, as so much of the 
attention was focused on me, the son be almost took with him. For a child 
only recently acquainted with object permanence, I had yet to process that 
the object was my father and that death is permanent. I certainly did 
notice that he wasn't around, though. I kept asking, but no one could tell 
me where he was or when he was coming back, I remember my mother 
and her youngest brother talking about something. They were both thin 
and young. She wore a dark dress with tan flowers. 

I remember her wearing that dress to church many times over the next 
several years. Sitting in the pew next to her as the congregation sang, I 
couldn't read the words fast enough to keep up, and I didn ' t know the 
melodies well enough to fake it. She sang with feeling, though without 
much talent. It was her voice, slightly off-key, I could always pick out 
over my head as she carefully enunciated every word of the hymns. I lis
tened particularly for her voice because without her, I couldn't really 
make out the words. Sometimes I watched her mouth. Sometimes I passed 
the time by trying to make sense of the musical notations in the hymnals 
or studied their binding. I remember the moment I realized that designs on 
fabric repeated themselves over and over. I spent time looking for the pat
tern in the arms of that dress. I noticed that the flowers and leaves and 
vines were all one single shade of tan. I noticed that there were far more 
leaves and vines than flowers. I realized that I had never seen a brown flower. 

She was standing there in that dress at my father's funeral talking with 
my youngest and favorite uncIe. She shook her head, burst into tears, 
hugged him for a long rime, leaned back again, nodded, and glanced at me 
as she turned and walked around a set of heavy curtains. My uncle gath
ered himself, approached me, and asked if I wanted to say goodbye to my 
father. I'd heard this kind of question, this tone, before. It 's the kind of 
question to which the answer, regardless of my own preference, is obvi
ously detennined by the person asking it. Sometimes yes; sometimes no. 
"Do you want some ice cream?" "Do you like it when your brother calls 
you mean names?" or "Do you want to wake up grumpy and tired?" I 
always kind of liked those questions. They were reassuring in a way, even 
when I didn ' t like the answer. So I agreed that it was a good idea to see 
my father and say goodbye. 
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Apparently, my mother had gone to get the funeral director. As he 
approached the casket, he carried a small set of steps, black and shiny. No 
one wanted to be close to those steps. Everyone who had been crying or 
holding or talking with one another anywhere near that coffin gave those 
steps their space. This clearing scared me as it was the exact spot to which 
my uncle was leading me. Strong sunlight shone through a set of floor-to
ceiling windows behind the coffin. The glare shifted around the corners of 
tbe coffin's polished black paint as I approached and climbed those few 
steps. Everyone was watching. I was mortified and confused. As 1 
climbed that last step, I wanted to see my father, more so at that moment 
than ever, more so at that moment than since. 1 wanted to pull loose of my 
uncle 's sweaty hand, hop down that little set of stairs, land on the carpet 
in my uncomfortable polished shoes and run. I wanted to run around that 
set of heavy curtains and follow my mother to wherever he must be wait
ing. But I didn't. I climbed that last step and saw my father. 

I realized instantly something about death. I knew that I couldn't wake 
him. If I climbed up into the coffin and snuggled up against him, laying 
my head on his stomach, that the stomach wouldn't rise . I knew I 
wouldn't be able to hear the soft sounds of digestion in his belly. I' m sure 
I didn't have the words for these thoughts. But what I didn't do was reach 
out and touch him. That wasn't my father. That coffin lined with light 
blue, pleated satin, held something else. It was his thick hair and mus
tache. His black, horn-rimmed glasses and round cheeks. His cheap suit 
and dated tie. That's the moment it started, a small seed of something that 
has grown since that day without recession. For the first time in my life, I 
missed my father. 

When someone close to us dies, it is important, for all sorts of reasons, 
that we see the body before it is buried. Our senses need to be shocked 
into belief. As embalming practices continue to improve, bodies look less 
dead. They bave almost no smell at all. Tbey lack more than genms. They 
lack more than life. It's almost as if they lack death. 

Maybe what's missing is the heave and drop of tbe chest. I can 
remember my father lying on the orange-speckled carpet of our tiny living 
room on a Saturday afternoon. I wanted to be next to him. I missed him 
after the long hours he spent away from tbe house during the week. I 
would climb onto his chest and lie there with my ear resting on the cup of 
his sternum. I remember being fascinated at the sounds of his heart pump
ing that two-part rhythm and his lungs breathing another. As I myself was 
falling asleep, I could hear those rhythms slow to a steady and reassuring pace. 

The intimacy of breathing first occurred to me as my mother was tak
ing her final breaths. My brother and sister and stepfather and I had gath
ered around her hospital bed to pray as she lay there unconscious. We 
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held hands and no one spoke. I was relieved about that. I wonder now if 
any of us was breathing. The only sound we heard was the machinery 
keeping her body working: ... ish-Ioo . .. ish-too . . . 

It looked like a paper lantern from an old sci-fi television show. A 
glass tube, maybe four inches in diameter, sealed on both ends with com
plicated stainless steel machinery. Inside the tube, translucent white bel
lows, the color and texture of cheap paper lanterns, rose and fell. [ could hear 
the sound of the rubber gaskets moving along the length of the glass. I could 
also hear the sound of air escaping from somewhere behind the machine. 

The machine would prove futile, however, as she had a massive blood 
clot lodged between her beart and lungs. As the oxygen levels in her 
blood slowly diminished, her heart pumped faster and her lungs did their 
best to keep up. The barrier lodged between them wouldn't budge. 
Eventually even the machines failed. When a person' s breathing stops, we 
notice. The refrigerator stops running. the furnace shuts itself off, my 
mother stopped breathing. 

The blood flowing through our bodies and our lungs is made up largely of 
red blood cells which contain hemoglobin. It's a word that sounds too 
much like goblin. Blood goblins. Angels gone bad. Not so far off, actual
ly, as hemoglobin contains iron, which is the molecule to which the oxy
gen in the lungs sticks. The iron holds loosely these vital molecules as the 
blood flows out into the tissues of the body. The muscles. The stomach. 
The liver. When the oxygen saturation of any tissue gets low enough, the 
iron molecule simply releases the oxygen into the exhausted tissue. The 
process is gentle and elegant. This beauty is lost, however, when the 
blood, at desperate speeds, holds no oxygen. 

My father's blood, that Saturday night as he hit the button on the 
garage door, carried plenty of oxygen. Those red blood cells floated in the 
alcohol of Old Milwaukee beer. There must have been something else 
there, too, but that's not a question for medicine or, apparently, his wife 
and children. 

When carbon monoxide enters the lungs it dissolves into the blood. 
The iron, always ready for a fresh supply of oxygen, mistakenly picks up 
the carbon monoxide instead. Unlike the loose adhesion of oxygen, the 
carbon monoxide takes a death grip upon the iron molecules. The blood 
pumps out into the body carrying molecules worthless to the tissues and 
cannot get rid of the tenacious impostors. The blood returns through the 
heart to the lungs, which add only more of the poison into the blood
stream. Eventually the tissues of the body, starved of oxygen, suffocate 
and shut down. 

That morning, inside the house, my brother and I were watching televi-
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sion, waiting to get rcady for church. Those Sunday mornings, almost 
without fail , we both hoped that we wouldn't have to attend services. I 
was too young to know what was going on. I saw the service only as a 
painfully dull experience in uncomfortable clothes listening to words and 
music that made no sense to me. Every Sunday morning, my brother and I 
would wait impatiently to see if our parents would wake up in time to 
make the 10:45 service. Maybe two or three times ever one of them didn ' t 
feel like going because they were too sick or too tired. We hoped and 
waited until my mother always yelled down into the basement from the 
top of the stairs. It was time to get ready for church. The disappointment 
was almost palpable as it hung in the air. 

What hung in the air that November morning my father died was 
something else entirely. My mother had not called down to us from the 
top of the stairs because she was still sleeping, feeling particularly under 
the weather. I was feeling especially sick and oddly excited, as it probably 
meant that I could stay home tbat morning. I climbed the stairs of our split 
level, waLked down the hall, and walked into my parents' room. My father 
was absent, but my mother lay there fast asleep. I woke her to tell her that 
I felt too sick to go to church. She agreed that maybe we shouldn ' t go and 
let me crawl onto my father's side of the bed. She asked where he was but 
fell asleep before I could tell her I didn ' t know. 

Fifteen years later, my mother sits at the island in our kitchen and 
recounts waking up as he entered her bedroom. "He came into our room 
and grabbed my foot and tried to wake me. I was asleep, but I still saw 
him walk into the room. He was saying something about waking up the 
kids and getting out of the bouse. That's when I woke up. When I actually 
opened my eyes, he wasn't standing where he should have been." She 
explained to me that she thought it was just a dream, and fell quickly back 
to sleep. For some reason, her story, up to this point , hadn't really struck 
me as extraordinary. 

My eyes did begin to widen, however, as she continued her story of 
how, in her dream again, he came back into their room the same way he 
did the first time. He tugged at her foot again, waking her to the empty 
spot where he should have been standing. This time, she got out of bed, 
but before she could get to the bedroom door to open it, she passed out. 
Again, she dreamt the same dream. She woke and opened the bedroom 
door, but before she could make it down the hallway to the steps, she fell 
again. She mentioned that this continued as she made her way down the 
steps to the door out into the garage. She opened tl,e door and took a huge 
gasp of breath when she saw the car still running. Of course that huge 
gasp of air was empty of oxygen. Emboldened by adrena line and a mater
nal instinct, she turned back into the house. collected my brother and me, 
and huffed it over to our next-door neighbor's house to call the ambu-
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lance. By the time it arrived, I was completely unconscious, my father 
was dead, and my mother was alone. 

There are certain questions to which I can offer reasonable answers. We 
get sick because of genns, though we can't see them, and the tide comes 
in because of the moon 's gravity. The force of the car accident which 
crushed my friend's elbow is only a fraction of the force that holds togeth
er a single molecule of water. I take these answers on faith without much 
resistance. Ironically, they help me make sense of the world. Thus, my 
father's death was an accident. Ask my mother. 

For the first couple of years after my father's death, I often had trouble 
falling asleep. I missed my father. I would lie in my bed and cry, knowing 
he was up in heaven. I thought if I cried long enough or loud enough 
maybe God would hear me and let my father come back to visit me. 
However, it was my mother, sleeping in the bedroom above, who heard 
me. Many nights she came into my room and cried with me. She was onJy 
29. She didn't have any answers. Maybe that's how my father 's death 
became an accident- becoming a better answer. 

Death is difficult-especially one's own. I've never thought of suicide as 
the easy way out. Patients waste away in the cancer ward with those cells 
spreading out into their lungs and brains and kidneys. They die long 
deaths. They die short lives. Theirs are the most tragic stories on the plan
et. I've never thought of them as heroes, though I hear it often. Are they 
heroes because it takes courage not to kill themselves? Are they heroes 
because they have hope? Are they heroes because they think it's God's 
plan? To me, choosing death seems hard, too. Choosing to take one's own 
life is the biggest risk of any. There either is or isn't something better than 
this life; maybe there is nothing. That takes strength, even if borne by 
despair. 

My father left no note. That haunts me. He was a man who had to 
drop out of high school to support a family of eight because his father 
abandoned the family with linle notice. My father, who regularly drank 
himself from mindless partying to paralyzing depression, had no impulse 
to tell his own story, no influences to blame. He could find no source for 
his despair. Too often I feel a kindred spirit with him. 

Maybe that was the look in my mother's eyes- a sustained state of 
paralyzed stupor. Realizing there is no answer. That despair has no 
source. Maybe she was wondering how she would explain to her curious 
son what death was, how a father could leave without explanation, and to 
brace himself for something she couldn't articulate. That son needed 
answers, and because she loved that son, she created answers. She told 
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stories. My father's death was an accident. He fell asleep. Even in death 
he tried to save us. Maybe he will. 
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