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TWENTY-ONE STORIES ABouT GuN CONTROL 
Thoma Mill r 

1. 

In 1967, my farh r, a fr hman at Marqu er Univ r 1ry, 
join d ch Army R rv Offi r Training orp . H rood 
ix ft t rhr in h call; hi voi wa low and lightly na al. 

H would tudy omparativ lit racur . On O cob r 17 riot 
brok our nin ry mil away at th Univ r iry of Wi on in 
ov r wh ch r Dow h rni al a n1anufa tur r of napaJm hould 
b p rmitt d to r ruit und rgraduatc . Th adm ini trari n at 
M rqu rte h ar d yn1pathy d mon cration might br ak out 
and d plo d th ROT ro ur high-ri k ar a . B au my 
f: th r and ch r r f rh fre h m n ad c had n t y t r i d 
w ap n training ch w r al l w d t arr nl walki -talki . 
M fach r wa cari n d ar rh ntran f th uni r iry librar 
whi h r Ii d rn rn ch r- h h ,,1 uldn t ha d fi nd d 
an th r buildin n n1pu . 

ral w k lat r hi quad en t r ch ri A r n · wh r 
fr r ral r und f car t pra ti th t k d th tr un 
nd t k a h rt br ath r. Wh n n1 f: th ·r r turn d h had a 

pr bl n1. A h aid r hi drill in rru t r: 
I ant find n1 un. ir. 1 

'Fir c ff n \-VC all it w p n n ta un. nd hor 
the H II did ou lo our 1 eapon! 

B u n1 n1 rher di lik d th id a hildr n pL~ in 
with t , rrun I didn th n until l w 
n1 i n d. u r n1 e i r " n d P '..> t 111 ra 
er c h.: d f u n an p pt t 

B id . , u Id . I pi k up , tr 
n1:tk n1a hin un n .M rn n1 ° 

ld. I didn t 
\J h Ii d a r th 
r 1n pl ith th 111. 

bran h p inc it and 
ntu II · r l nt d and 
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TH MA MILL R 

for Chri tma bought m a Scar War gun a hunky, quari h 
blo k of hard, bla k pla ti with a grip and barr I. tu k on at 
omi al angl . No on would hav mi rak nit for a r al gun. Ir 
hri k din rhr pirche , d p nding on how far ba k you pull d 

ch trigg r- d ah n ch n my mu t hav b n ch ch ory. Ir rook 
four D batteri whi h mad it w igh about two pound and 
mu h b tt r for wha king p pl than a light r mor r ali ti 
looking coy gun. 

My moth r and I h t BB un at th M rn and M 
v rni hr ampour. Wi w r urpri d t l arn h wa a d 

3. marksw man a any f th ub ut m th r th r . h aid 
h w uldn t h v mind d r nin - ar- ld in th untr 
wning a BB un pr vid d th h d t 6 II w th am rul 

w did: rh n1 rh r I d wh n th n h r nd th n I ad 
wh n ch m rh r h t . 

M fifth r, d w nt n, fall n" rur hik , t rh udub n 
nr r. Wi w r I . rnin t id nri diffi r nt tr nd II tin 

r pr r th r b n n h t \ a r pap r. M , 
n1 t nd I w'- n t d u r m'- pl l .. o-l nd '- rl t 

, irh ut r man 111 t h I in ch 111 bur ur p rk ran r 
L1 l d W l[l t ffi r d U th i rn 11 rn 11 i : ln 

r d ak h, p int d end n IC I a l ·u t lik th p int) nd 
f th arr " th r d man u d. 1h whit ak h r und nd 

lik th r und nd f th bull t th whir m n u d. 

h Frida w had an h ur f ru Abu 
du tt n r O.A.R. . whi h wa r u hr b 
ffi r. H wa n duty wh i I t a hi n h w 

R i ran c 
bald p Ii 

r hi utility 
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HARPUR PALATE 

belt with all its equipment. Naturally, Jason Luell asked him if 
he'd ev r killed anybody. He said no, but he'd fired his gun in 
the line of duty. 

"Do you hoot omeon in the leg if they're running away?" 
Jason asked. 

"Never ' the officer aid. "We u e force appropriate co the 
iruation. We hoot only a a la t re ore and we hoot for ither 

th h ad or ch he c. Th y'r d ad in two ond . ' He napped 
hi finger . ' Ju t like chat." 

6. 

In May of chat y ar, th LAPD op who had beaten Rodn y 
King w r a quitted and riot rupt d .in Lo Angele . King 
appear d on t I vi ion and famou ly aid an't we all ju t get 
along? For w ks w all ap d Rodney. Playing dodgeball or 
aptur th Aag: an't w all ju t g t along? [Thwa k!] ant 

w all ju r g t along? 

7. 

Wh nth B 
told u In ch Bo 
murmur from th 
hoorin .] 

8. 

out am to r ruit ch ub our th y 
out w don t hoot BB gun . [R rive 
rowd.] ·we shoot . rifles!' [Ex .it d 

At umm r amp fiv kid at a tin1e lay prone on thin pla ti 
marrr ch to k of their rifle nuggled up again t their 
che ks th butt bra d again t their hould r . The range master 
all d out Put on your eye and ear whi h I thought meant 
Pay arc nrion! bur whi h really meant, Puc on your goggl 

and ear proce tor . 
We u ed bole-a tion .22 , which required u to manually 

eject the asing after each shot and reload a fre h cartridge. Five 

106 
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TH MAS MILLER 

shoes at a target fifty feet di cant. A 'qualifying" target meant 
grouping all five shots closely enough chat a quart r could cover 
chem. Earning the merit badg requir d fiv qualifying target . 
One target with ammunition cost rwenry-fiv c ncs, o it was 
a relatively cheap merit badg , or an exp n iv on , dep nding 
on your aim. 

I wa n ar ight d and had l ft my gla at horn . Wh n 
I ighted in on the targ t all I ould wa a big, bla k blur. 
I'd rak a long a haJf a minut to aim-by my ond hoc 
ch guy were r aming at m to hurry up, v rybody I was 
done air ady-but when I pulled ch trigg r I ouldn r v n 
t 11 wh rher I'd hie th targ t or mi d it nrir ly. I had no 
trouble with th re c of th requir m nt . ome ati ry cuff a 
few que rion we w r uppo d co an w r. w; cov r d it in a 
half-hour on the fir r day. My favorir qu cion wa D rib 
how you would rea r if a fri nd vi icing your horn a k d ro 

e your or your family fir arm( ). Aft r my mart al k 
an w r, the in tru tor a k d 111 again: If your family own d 
firearm( ) . . . He didn t mil . 

My dad came up halfway through ch week for hi thr -day 
hift a an adult leader. He brought m gla es. uddenly I ould 
ee the on entri black ring on the targ t ea h with a whit 

number printed in id . Not that I ould hit th rn but I ould 
ee them. I ne ded rwenry-fiv or thirty targ t to qualify. A .22 

doe n t ki k mu h, bur it do rt of tap your h k a h rim 
you fire. I had a tender pot beneath my I ft ey by the nd of 
the we k. 

My rifleman hip merit badge i wn on my uniforn1 a h 
between my pat he for oin oil ting and fir t aid. 

9. 

Leonard M OoweH, cw nty-two wa a dropout from 
Wauwatosa West the high school I later attend d. On De ember 
1, 1993 he returned co hi alma mater and wand red the hall . 
One of hi former teacher recognized him and immediat ly 
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called th office; they di patched Dale Breiclow, th a ociate 
principal in charge of di ciplin , who had d alt frequ ntly with 
L onard when L onard wa a cud nt. Mr. Breirlow onfronc d 
Leonard, who pulled a pistol from the wai cband of hi pane , 
shoe Mr. Brierlow in the ch rand walked away. A cudenr in a 
nearby la room- a lih guard- act mpr d CPR, bur fail d ro 
r u cicac Mr. Br iclow. 

On hundr d yard w r of ch high hool wa Ei nhow r 
El m ncary wh r my broth r and i c r w r lo k d down. 
On blo k a r of rh high hool wa Whitman Middl hool 
wh r I wa lo k d down along with my fourth p riod rman 
las . AJI w kn w wa chat aft r a rwo-word announ m nc on 

ch PA y r m Frau Wiczk had lo k d ch la room door and 
r Id u w w r nor allow d to I av ch room. h didn t know 
why. W ra k d jok and chr w pap r. No on n d d c go 
co rh barhr m until I a k d if w ould and Frau Wiczk aid 
no. Th n r n ne d d c . 

W did n c I rn what had happ n d until v ral h ur lat r 
wh n w w r di mi d. All ch I al n w raci n av ch 
h ting r und-th - lo k rag and Tom Br kaw l d with 

it n ch NB Nightly New (ch nl rim in n1 hildho d 
Wauwaco a wa m nci n d a id fr m ch E. oli ucbr ak ac 

izzl r ). 
Th p Ii fi und ch un l ing in ch er c n ar ch 

aparcm nc ompl x wh r m fri nd Ju tin Oran Ii d. TI1 
found L onard a~ w h ur aft r char. Th u wa raz 
but n n f u ri d ix rn nth lac r wh n h c li~ in pri n 
in c ad f lih in a m ntal in cicuci n. 

W had ho I ch d a a fr r ch h ting bur n la 
In r ad w had harin i n wh r w talk d ab ur how 
bad w h le r how bad w h lr 6 r Ty Br id w a h ll w nth 
grad r. I pla d nt -r b hind him n rh ba k tball r am and 
had b n a igned to him a a rnath rue r and mo cl what / 
thought wa that hed u it a an x u r a r lik an v n bi g r 
a h I rhan h u uall did. 

10 
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T HOMA MILLER 

I went co the fun ral with my parents. Ty hugged me in the 
receiving line. Hi mother bur t into rear . 

10. 

When I tarred high school, I thought it lent me a rough guy 
legitimacy. Cro country meet, marching band comp ririon: 
Where's that guy from? Nicolet. Oh-rich suburban kid. Where's 
char guy from? To a We c. Oh typical-wait, no ... they were 
the ones that . . . yeah. 

11. 

A dozen kid from my high hool w nt co Fulda G rn1any a 
x hang cud nc . In hi cory . la , I look d at .my ho r-br ch r 

t xrbook. I wa int r t d co how ch rman wror ab ut 
rid War II. Though ch r xr ·wa coo ornpli a t d fi r m t 

follow Ir alized I hadn t nm t f th pi rur b r - non 
of th familiar hoc , no 0-.Da r Yalta nfi r n or aco rn 
b mb. Th nly ph t graph I r gniz d wa n in whi h ix 
Wehrma ht ar pointing th ir rifl at a rinning blindfi Id d 
rn n1b r of ch Fr n h r i ran who i Jin d up a ain t ch 
or n r of a t n barn. H ' p it i n d a c th or n r co pr v n t 

n o h t fro1n r boundin r ward th ldi r utin him. 

1 

I want d to ay m thing ab ut it a Yc u hav all diffi r nt 
pt cur in y ur b ok x pt for chi n whi h I hav n 
b for . Bur it wa a diffi ult nt n ro rran lat and by rh 
ti m e I had par d i r th r a h r had d id d h r la h uld 
hav a qu ti n and an w r i n with th ir vi icor about lit 
in Am .ria.Thywretoakqu tin in Englih andlwa co 
an w r 1n erman. 

I Ameri a a dang rou pla ;> Well part are. But I feel safe 
nearly always. I it v ry viol nt? Your n w is quite viol nt. Yes, 

10 
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HARPUR PALATE 

the news is sometimes quite bad. But mostly it is not like that. Do 
you know people who have guns? Yes. But one must be eighteen 
years old. Also, one must not be a criminal. Would you be able to 
buy a gun? No, 1 am not eighteen. Bur if you wanted, could you 
g t one? No, I could not do that. But perhaps some of my classmates 
could. Doe anyon ver bring a gun to hool? 

Nein, nein, nein. Nie. N v r. In Milwaukee, maybe. Th n 
I realiz d I wa lying. Nor lying, r ally-it had be n fiv y ar 
and I ju t nev r thought about it anymore. So I said, Der 
Hauptman von unsere chule war in 1993 geschossen. Aber nicht 
bei ein Student, bei ein verruckte Mann, der Leonard M Dou1ell 
heisst. Aber das ist sehr untypisch-jederman in der U. 'A hat uber 
das gesprochen. 

hit, ' aid my fri nd E rik Sehl iker aft rward . Ni job. 
Now th y think p opl hoot ea h oth r at Am ri an hool 
all th rim . I i Ir bad about giving th erman th wrong 
impr ion. Th n am 1999 and by th nd of it, it had b gun 
to fe I lik p opl r ally did hoot a h oth rat Am rican hool 
all the time. 

13. 

I took American Publi Policy--civics es enrially- my enior 
year of high chool. During the fir t week our tea her dr w a lin 

n th halkboard marked on ide "I ft and one id right 
and cold u to rand wh re on the politi al pe rrum ·we thought 
we belonged on different i u . Due co a h duling pe uliariry 
rno t tudent in my e rion w re repeating the las , om for 
the cond rime and were shaky on what con tirured liberal 
ver u on ervarive po ition . The a tiviry rapidly degenerated 
into a game of Look at where Tom. randing and figure out if 
you think you re on the same ide or on the other ide. Wh n 
the i ue of gun onrrol came up, I held my po ition on the 
far left ide and a dozen of my classmate bunched around me. 
The teacher asked me to explain what my position was. When 

110 
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THOMAS MILLER 

they heard the words "handgun ban" all but two of the students 
moved co che ocher side. 

14. 

Public chool kid who were member of Sr. Joseph's parish 
didn't gee confirmed until they were ev nee n. I sp nt rhe 
two-day preparatory retreat crying co find a way co spend a 
few minuc s alon with my girlfri nd and p aking a lied a 
po sible in the group di cu ion out oft ar chat I'd be found 
out and sent horn . C'If I chink the c aching of Je u are a good 

rhical code, but don tr ally b lieve more than chat, should I get 
confirmed?" Or, 'Say your engaging in an activity you know 
i inful and chat you feel guilry about but don c wane co top 
doing it. Should you confe chat? ') 

As a bonding a tiviry on the fir t night w at in a cir le on 
wooden chair and answ red que cion that ch group I ad r r ad 
off index card . I got What ch mo tu I invention v r? I 
aid pap rclip. ond tim around I got What the cru I t 

thing om on ha ever aid or don to you? Th onl thing 
I ould think of was D ar Tom I really d n t want to go out 
with you. Sorry. Kri tin. (In th form of a n t d liv r d by a 
third parry.) Only h wa in th room. As wa my infamou I 
j alou girlfriend. o I aid I didn t know. 

'Well, I know aid Ty Breitlow who wa 
Leonard M Dowell hoc my fach r. That 

anybody ev r did co m . H got up from th 
didn t do any mor qu c.ion after that. 

15. 

1tt1ng n xt com . 
the ru I t thing 

ir J and left. Wi 

When rhe math team competed I took both my calculators 
a TI-34 and a TI-85, re tangular machine with heavy black 
pla tic case . I liked co walk into the room where the test wa 
being administered without my backpack. My cal ulacors in my 

111 
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HARPUR PALATE 

back pockets, pencils in my front pocket. Unencumber d, like a 
Wild West gunsling r, all my weapon in easy reach. R moving 
th cov r from the calculator felt lik pulling ba k the slide on 
a pistol, I thought. The clack of the calculator hov d hom in 
it case at th nd of a t t ound d not unlik a fr h magazine 
being ins rt d. 

16. 

In ch forty-four-hour Fir t R pond r our I took b for 
b coming a lit guard w l arned co tr at gun hot wound or 
G W . (Th r had b n hot fired at a ouncy pool th y ar 

b for , but no one had b n hit.) 
Thing b om ompli at d ·wh n rh vi rim i PNB-

pul I n n-br arhin . In gr up of thr r pond r tw 

p rt rm PR and n par h th W o rh vi rim d n t 
bl d ur. Th tri ky pare i k pin ch n k imm biliz d whil 
r llincr rh vi rim t w p th ba k for an xit w und- ou 
a urn that ur vi rim ha a - pin injur and jf th n k 
m h di . M gr up uldn t fi r th lit of u r f ur 
in tru t r) r ll him rr d . w; kill d him rhr t1n1 111 a 
r w. 

y; ah d n r \V rry" b Ut lt h id. AP B W- ur 
n t nna brin him ba k with PR. Ma b n p r nt frh 
nm . L arn m thin el 

17. 

Durin th m r n pr par dn t t that umm r ur 
am in r draft d m t pla th vi rim fri nd in th W 
nari . M j b wa to inform th lit uard that th r wa an 

m r n and l ad ch m r th it of th h tin . Wh n ch 
xamin r aid o I ran up t Tra y ta con and d adpann d 
'Lit guard lit uard om body ju t hot my fri nd! 

Afr rward v ryb dy or th iggl ab ut it. J u you 

J l 
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TH MA MILL ·R 

sound d dumb" Tracey aid. 
What wa I uppo d co ay?, I a k d. 

18. 

'Th t nth word of my fir t r al hort cory wa «gun h c. 

19. 

I r ad Timothy Zahn nov I tar \.\'tars: Heir to the Empire 
wh n I wa I v n y ar Id and cart d working on a qu l 
ch day aft r I fini h d ir. Ov r ch n xt v n y ar , in ch ba k 
of my hool n c b k I d ign d w apon t m for my 
c ri - carfight r and hi ld g n rat r and b d armor nd 
j ti n at . 0 r chr hundr d pag in al l. 

During n1y fir cw k of II I at up n night diagramming 
a bla c r in ch ba k f m ph n t b k. It w a Bia T; h 
DL-44 h av bla t r pi t I- Han I ' pr f; rr d w apon and 
th t un I had wn d a kid. l h uld h b n w rkin 

n a pr bl m c- 1c w du ch n c d - bur it r quir d 
math I had n r n h ·ard f. A half-h ur b f; r I had n "rl 
v alk d ut t ch du.mp c r in ch urcyard and hu k d in 
m . th r I at in m d rn1it r mm n r m 
k c hin , ·w rkin fir r in li hr p n ii rh n ddin hi hli he 

with mark rand baJlp inc p n. l hicld d m drawin v ith 
en b d . I ch u hr chat if I au he a u in 111 , d rm drawin 

un Id pr babl turn him in. r Id at I a t him pl nty 
f pa if I w r in l in b hind him f; r ch h v r. 

0. 

I j 1n d an impr i ati nal om d t am. m f ur 
m mb r had fa rir ffi n iv jok th told ba ksta partl 
t br ak ch t n i n but al in hop the; t ch w uld xhau t 
ch .ir uppl f na tin it w uldn t m uc n ta . R b 

l l 
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Dubbin did an impression of the Kennedy assassination in 
which he played the president, the side of the president's head, 
and Jackie crawling across the back of the limo. He'd studied 
the Zapruder tape, he knew Jack's little ((That's odd-something 
seems to have bitten .me in the shoulder" rn.ove.ment before ch 
durd shot. He understood balli tic , chat the spray of blood 
and tissue particles move in the opposite direction of a bullet, 
because rh bullet create a vacuum behind it. He knew that the 
con piracy buffs who clain1 Lee Harv y O wald couldn t have 
been the real as assin, becau e he would have been shooting from 
the w1ong angl , hav the phy ic ba kwards. 

21. 

Afr r I graduated I mov d into an apartment with two guy 
I found online. On roommat B nny, rook m dicacion for a 
facial tic. H thought our och r roommate Hayd n, whom he 
had met only a coupl of w ek b for wa ome ore of g niu 
who inhabited a world of pure thought-you had to repeat 
om thing four or fiv rim b for Hayd n r aliz d you w r 
p aking to him. I thought Hayd n wa hard of h a ring. 

I came home on aturday aft rnoon to di ov r that B nny 
had allowed th apartm nt to b burglarized. Ir had happ n d 
while he wa in th how r- B nny how r la red a half-
hour the ame I ngth of rim a hi Bon Jovi r p rtoir . He 
had walked out of th bathroom urround d by a whoo h of 
steam, towel wrapped around hi wai t and hadn t b n able to 
find hi glas es which h had left on his dr er. They had been 
knocked to the floor. When h put chem on he di cov red chat 
the candy dish chat he k pt hi hang in wa mpry. He thought 
he heard a door lam. 

I came home two hour lat r. Benny grabbed me by ch 
shoulders and a ked, Where Hayden?' 

(CA k' I "d "Wh t w or . ai . at . . . 
' On a Saturday? When did he leave? 

I 14 
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THOMA MILLER 

"He alway works on Saturday. He left at like seven chis 
. Wh 1" morning. y. 

"Because someone knew I was in the hower.' He explained 
about ch burglary. H 'd lo chi chang , hi watch, and most of 
hi DVD ollection, including Sorority Sex Kittens (which ch 
ops had b n especially int r red in-if ch y bagg d a guy 

with that parti ular film ch y ould trac him co our apartment). 
B nny thought it wa an in id job. Hayden,' h said again. 

Th n why didn't he rak your ompucer?, I a k d. 
'Okay mayb not him, mayb on of th n ighbor ." B nny 

aid. ' I w ar ro od, though if th y cry it again and char guy 
h r wh n I om our of ch how r-BAM! I cak him down, 
and Im not r pon ibl for what happ n n xr. 

It k pr oming ba k com ov r ch following w k a pri kl 
of anti ipation in ch rin1 .it rook m ro wip ch t am from 
ch bathroom mirr r and hang up my cow I and tr cch out 
rh how r urcain co dry. Walk our of th bathroom kin till 
oft and damp war r dripping down ch fold of your ar 

profoundly n ar ighc d and ch r a guy in th living room 
with a knife. B nny had wr cl d at th 185-pound w ighc las 
in colleg -it wa one thing for him to talk about BAM1-ing 
om on while arm d with a bath rob and oap-on-a-rop . But 

I thought Id want om thing mor than that. 
Wh n I ubl t my room ev ral month lat r I call d my 

dad for advi . o I r ay your apartment hyporh cically g t 
brok n into. Do you hav a I gaJ obligation to t II a potential 
ub-le e ? 

Wh n did chi hypocheci ally happen? 
October.' 
Why didn't you ay anything? 
'I didn t want Mom to worry. The n ighborhood at it 

wa ju t ort of a fr ak thing. It happen d while B nny was in 
the shower. They took my am ra.' 

"Uh-huh. 
'You know all chose people who ay they want a gun for 

I 1 5 
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protection? I mean, you'd have to shower with it for it to do 
you any good, but what if you get out and find omebody in the 
living room? You know what I mean?" I straightened a tack of 
books on my desk. «Is that stupid?" 

«Yeah," my dad said. "Yeah, you're right. You have a legal 
obligation to tell them." 

'Thanks," I said. I switched the phone from my left ear to 
my right. 'H y, did you e th gam chi aft rnoon?" 

'~ ah. Favr shot the goddamn light out, didn't h ? ' 

lJ 6 
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