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This book is not a love song for my father; that will be obvious fairly quickly. It is also not devoted to the praise of Full Metal Jacket as either a cinematic work or an artifact of sentimental relevance. This book, and the version of myself presented therein, is often brash and abrasive. In this book, I show and I tell. I give away hard truths about my father, my mother, my life. And I am pervasively and undeniably my old man’s kid. I often revert to a riff on the verbiage and tone of Stanley Kubrick’s characters and (as a result of his obsession with the film) the lingua franca of my father. The title of this book comes from Gunnery Sergeant Hartman’s opening monolog.

The Gunny prophecies that because he’s a hard man the recruits will hate his guts. But, he says, that hatred will make him a better instructor.

Of all the words from Full Metal Jacket which carom around in my mind on any given day, these are the most relevant now. When I hate my father most is when his ghost gives me an epiphany. When I hate the film most is when I realize, once more, how much I have needed it before. When you hate me most, read closely. I can be hard. But I’m fair.

Easier Forgiveness

“It’s easier to get forgiveness than permission,” an old, hackneyed proverb says. While it may be true for some, perhaps most, situations, the author of the aphorism never dealt with Warner Bros. Entertainment, owner of the film Full Metal Jacket. When I approached the film giant about this project, informing them of my father’s suicide and its eerie similarity to events in Kubrick’s masterpiece, they responded with a shadowy denial. “Confidential contractual” issues prevented them from allowing me to quote the film or its script directly. Character’s names and summaries of events are fair use, but the language—the lexicon of hard speech I grew up around—was off limits.

Bear this in mind as you move through the book: in most cases where I originally quoted the film, I was really quoting my father. It pains me not to be allowed to do so here. However, where doing something without permission generally doesn’t result in serious consequences: I can’t afford to be sued. It’s funny, though. Marines can’t die, Hartman says, unless they get permission. My old man died without permission and I still haven’t forgiven him all the way. 

Even in the small defeat of playing by Warner Bros.’ rules, I’m evolving. The book is evolving. In the paraphrasing and approximation of dialogue, reader, I hope you’ll begin to see me—I’ve rotated back to the world and I’m moving in it. Being forced to leave the film’s exactitudes may be a blessing. 

Moving on.

Pray

This is the Rifleman’s Creed, as recited in Full Metal Jacket. It is also a network of experiential fragments in disguise. These are the vignettes which follow.

This is my rifle.

There are many like it, but this one is mine.

My rifle is my best friend.

It is my life.

I must master it as I must master my life.

Without me, my rifle is useless. Without my rifle, I am useless.

I must fire my rifle true.

I must shoot straighter than my enemy, who is trying to kill me. I must shoot him before he shoots me.

I will.

Before God I swear this creed.

My rifle and myself are the defenders of my country.

We are the masters of our enemy.

We are the saviors of my life.

So be it.

Until there is no enemy, but peace.

Amen.
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This is MY . . .

The problem begins here: My.

Dad’s guns were almost all new, out-of-the-box, with the only middleman being the retailer. But the gun he used to kill himself was a preowned Smith and Wesson revolver my mother bought from a now-defunct pawn shop (it’s the St. Louis Turkish Society, at the time of this entry).

It was Dad’s; but it was someone else’s first—the barrel was already christened by another man’s hollow-points or target loads; the gun had lain under that man’s pillow or in his nightstand drawer, a Linus blanket against the specter of home invasion; it had killed a squirrel or blown liquor bottles to smithereens on the outskirts of a bootheel Missouri farm. A boy had tried and failed to earn his father’s approval by squeezing the trigger and wincing against the recoil.

My old man’s inherited .38 witnessed emotions effable only through the weapon’s report. 

And then the gun was hocked. I’ve played with all the possible reasons why. Every storyline about what separated that weapon from its owner: an accidental close call that left a child in tears, a father red-faced, and a mother resolute that there would be no more guns in her home? An overdue gas bill that was just covered by the underbid value of the family firearm? Trading it toward a higher caliber with more stopping power and a rail for mounting a laser sight? Or a simple “fuck it, who needs this thing around”?

This, along with a cache of other histories, I will never know for sure.

It was party to the everyday atrocities of being and unbecoming.

. . . RIFLE.

If it is Christmas, 1974 this would be true. Mom gave Dad a Winchester .22 with a 5X40 Bushnell scope as an “Our First Married Christmas” gift. Her grandmother, my great-grandma Pauline, who gave me half of my middle name, bought Dad a case for that rifle. It was an off-white canvas with a hard leather top, tooled cowhide bottom quarter, and an adjustable strap. It’s a little worn now, but it still looks more like art than armament; I should know, it’s under my bed. Pop’s rifle, too, of course. I take it out and fiddle with it sometimes, usually when I’m drunk and feeling that queer, liminal sensation that straddles nostalgia and morbidity. By now the firing pin would need replacing. I consider taking it to a sporting goods megastore or even a gunsmith. Getting it cleaned, replacing the pin and maybe the barrel, but never the stock—one monument to the weapon’s age and resilience, replete with nicks and gouges.

But why? Do I need to resurrect the dead? And is that the way to do it?

Moreover, if we fast forward to the spring of 1980, the word rifle is at best imprecise; by that time, Dad had a small arsenal—enough artillery to make him feel like one of the mercenaries in Soldier of Fortune or a step-cousin of the folks from Ruby Ridge. They ate up   a lot of closet space too. Probably the crown jewel of the old man’s collection, though, was the self-appointed “Combat Magnum,” officially known as the Colt Python .357. Dad’s was a six-inch, which he swore (according to Mom; I wasn’t born yet) didn’t dampen the recoil as much as he’d expected. The four-inch would’ve acted as a concealed-carry cannon or been tucked under the front seat of his Nova. Nonetheless, it was (and remains, among gun buffs and historians) one of the finest revolvers ever mass-produced. For a few dollars more and a few extra ounces of weight, Dad could’ve had the Dirty Harry elephant gun: Smith and Wesson’s M29 .44 Magnum with an eight-and-a-half-inch barrel; why he settled, I don’t know.

Mom made Dad sell the Colt, along with his pistol-grip .20-gauge Mossberg shotgun and the Springfield Armory 1911, plus the remainder, whose names and specs have gotten lost in the ether of time when she got pregnant with me. They’d been married for ten years and were finally with child. It was all my mother ever wanted: a baby. No amount of trigger locks could change her mind. Zero guns in the house until I was much older.

So began my father’s slavery, as he’d call it later. The long years of emasculation by way of forfeiting firepower.

THERE ARE MANY LIKE IT . . . 

For the old man’s fiftieth birthday, Mom and I went halves on a shotgun—the shotgun, by a lot of standards. Remington’s Model 870 Express, the youngest and most affordable installment of the original 870 Wingmaster. Express came in .12 and .20 gauge; we went with the .12, plus an extended magazine and a twenty-eight-inch supermag barrel to accommodate ballsier ammunition. Its aesthetic was simple and clean, classic: matte blue receiver (which looks black, I don’t care what the catalog says) and a rich, warm, hardwood pump and butt. The only nod to extra comfort was a rubber cap on the butt to protect the shooter’s shoulder. It came in a cardboard box with the image of the weapon’s grandfather model screened on the lid. 

I was twenty-one—had just become old enough to buy my own beer. There was a strange exhilaration in buying a gun, even if it wasn’t my own. Over a decade later, I’ve decided it’s the awesome realization that a person can put that much responsibility in the hands of another. I gave my father what the American Society for Suicide Prevention calls “lethal means.” It’s a contributing factor in a large percentage of suicides. I put the decision to fire outward or inward in my father’s hands, trusting him to make the right call. When he died, he put the yoke of living or dying on my shoulders, an old rucksack for a new soldier. Having marched, as I have, into my thirties and through some emotional jungles (though I’m still hacking through life, sometimes blindly), I can see a wanting in my younger self. A wanting to be like my dad. I can’t explain it now and I would’ve denied it then. But it was there. 

That was two years before Dad died: February of 2005. By 2009, the different iterations of the 870 had sold over ten million units. (Isn’t that a cozy way to think of lethal implements?) Its mammoth commercial popularity was enough for at least one online gun forum to call the 870 “the finest shotgun ever made.”

Our family contributed one more unit to the 870’s overall infamy. Not to be outdone, Dad bought me a piece of my own for my twenty-first birthday the following summer, though he opted for a faux-tactical, black-on-black job.

“You kids like to look cool instead of just gettin’ the job done,” he said. “Form over function. All show.”

“Didn’t stop you from blowin’ a couple hundred bucks on it, did it?” I asked.

“One day your mouth is gonna write a check your ass can’t cover.”

“Runs in the family.”

. . . but this one is MINE.

Behold, the ticklish topic of ownership comes up again.

The day Dad got that shotgun, he ugly-cried; the tired skin under his grey eyes collected rivulets of tears that would, once every few seconds, dribble into the big, wet river of sentiment flowing south from cheeks to jowls. His glasses were on the kitchen table in front of him—brown frames with no tortoise shell or any pattern at all, Coke-bottle-thick lenses with dandruff and dead skin flecked around the edges, and clear demarcations for the bifocal. Mom and I stood there, dumbstruck and a little embarrassed.

“Jeff,” Mom hazarded, “do you like it?”

Stupid questions can often jar loose some dialogue. We were counting on that.

“I love it,” Pop said. His voice was creeping toward a falsetto, something totally mismatched to his body and the gun across his lap. Slowly, he sat the weapon upright on his knee and opened and closed the ejection port. He looked at me, or in my direction (he was legally blind by age twelve). “Free men own weapons. Slaves don’t.” I could hear the phlegm in his throat.

“I’m glad you like it, Dad.” What else do you say to that? I fumbled a cigarette around in my pocket, wondering if I could sneak outside and smoke. It was the first time I saw Dad as a drama queen. “I’m gonna take the trash out,” I said.

I came back seven minutes later, smelling of Marlboro Reds and Tommy Hilfiger cologne. Dad was field stripping the Remington while Mom powerwalked on her treadmill. My grandmother was dying, almost forgotten, in the back bedroom. My dog Buddy was chewing on his hindquarters.

Ennui in the barracks. The intricate and arrogant ballet around the elephant in the room.

*
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Pop never put a single shell through that weapon, instead leaving it to collect dust and look more sad than menacing. After the first week, he didn’t clean it anymore. It’s funny, thinking about the decays our eyes can’t perceive. I’m sure there was oil buildup in the barrel, the sights were out of whack, the trigger pull was loosening and making the weapon imprecise, all manner of things.

We parted with that shotgun forever on June 15, 2007, the same day we parted with Sergeant Dad. My buddy Bradley came by the house in response to my frantic phone call.

“I need you to do me a favor. Big one, and quick as you can,” I said.

“Alright, man. What up?” He’d only lived in Missouri a year, not long enough to cure his Kentucky drawl.

“My dad shot himself out on the patio this morning, man. Blew himself to hell. He’s gone. Mom’s freaked and she wants all the guns out. Cops are all over the fucking place and they won’t even let me pick anything up to make sure it’s not loaded. He used the .38. They’re keeping it as evidence or some shit. But I’ve got everything else here.”

“Jesus . . . give me fifteen, I gotta get the dogs loaded up.” He and his girlfriend had just adopted a Jack Russel and taken in Bradley’s mother’s Doberman mix. This particular morning, Bradley was alone with the pups.

“Okay. Thank you, B.”

I waited on the front porch, wishing I had a smoke. Neighbors were beginning to drive past, gawking at the crime scene tape draped across our open back gate and the ambulances and coroner’s cars half-parked on our lawn. It was brutal hot out that day, pushing a hundred at 0930. Bradley’s Jeep pulled up as an Italian police sergeant, Carmelo, was walking out to ask if I had a shovel in my garage.

“There’s a bit of a mess back there, as you can imagine,” he said. “We’ll try to make it as unobtrusive as we can, but—”

“Hey, brother,” Bradley said, long-striding up the steps. “Fuck me, I’m sorry.”

He and Carmelo shook hands.

“Give this guy your guns,” Carmelo said to me. “Give him your garage keys too.” He took Bradley’s elbow. “Come with me.”

A part of me wants to know, but the majority has enjoyed the ignorance of knowing what happened during the cleanup phase that morning. All I know is the next time I saw Bradley he was pale and his hands were shaking.

“Did you see?” he asked.

“No. Just from way back, him lying there. He had his hands under his head, it looked like. It was really like he was sleeping.”

“Never stop thinking that. Let’s get those gats in the car.”

He took custody of Dad’s shotgun and mine, plus the old man’s .22 and my Ruger .9mm.

“I’ll try to get these back from you as soon as I can, man,” I said.

“No hurry, I got plenty of space. Might take that pistol for a spin, though.” Was he trying to make me smile? Was he conscious of how close to breaking I was, standing in the sun with my life in shambles behind me? Or was that just Bradley making chitchat with his friend? I don’t care, I don’t think.

“Do it, it’s a great gun.”

“Nah, brother. That’d be like you doing stuff with my girl. Just isn’t right.”

“Well then, buddy, you better put a whole lot of bullets through that pistol there, ‘cause me and Elaine . . .”

“Alright, ass, I’m giving you that one on account of you’re having a bad day.”

“Really, B, thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

For a year afterward, we didn’t. Then, after some intense cajoling, Mom reversed her stance and began allowing me to bring the munitions home.

“But nothing is loaded and I keep the bullets,” she said.

“How in the hell am I supposed to protect us from anything with an unloaded gun, Ma?”

“Your shotgun doubles as a boat oar or a billyclub, and your pistol is like big brass knuckles.”

I had no chance of winning any more ground than I had, and we both knew it. There was, however, one point I could negotiate.

“I was thinking Brad could keep Dad’s twelve gauge.”

“Okay,” Mom said. Her voice was neither thin nor far-off. For a woman in a pink nightgown, she was damn firm.

“You’re sure? You don’t care?”

“I gave it to him, he left it to you whether he meant to or not, and if you want to give it to Brad, that’s fine. He’s a good boy, and you tell him I say so.”

*
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Brad was touched by the gesture. He made sure to keep me apprised of where the gun was and what it was doing, such as when, a couple of hunting seasons after he became the weapon’s owner, it killed a doe on the second-to-last-day to bag deer.

He texted me a picture of the carcass, skinned and dripping blood in the basement of his apartment building. It was captioned “Landlord is gonna shit if we don’t get this little lady butchered PDQ! Thanks for the shotty. She did great!”

Only in later years, over bourbon and after Brad became a father himself, would he confide in me how horrible it was, the killing.

“Had to track her for a long way, man. First shot hipped her, second one missed, third one got her in the foreleg or something. She must’ve laid in the leaves waiting for the last one for an hour.”

The last one went through the heart at close range. If you looked at the hide, Brad said, you could see the scorch circle where the muzzle flash had burned the doe’s fur.

“Damn, son,” I said.

We were quiet awhile, only speaking with our eyes and our clinking ice cubes.

“I think I’m going to get one of them shell holsters for the side of the stock,” Brad said.

“Those are badass. You always see ‘em in movies when the SWAT team rolls up.”

“Hell yeah. I’m gonna be hardcore. Like Rambo. Only, you know, not buff or runnin’ around shooting at Brian Dennehy.”

“Might as well join the NRA. Get yourself a discount on merch and maybe a picture with Charlton Heston. Old Moses is gonna die soon, better get it while it’s good.”

We carried on that way, happier all the time to have moved back into fictional violence and the coziness of bullshit bravado. We’re still carrying on, in truth.

Brad showed me another picture of the gun the other day at work, all kitted out with accoutrements.

“Fancy,” I said, gesturing like I might faint.

“That’s not your papa’s shotgun, buddy,”,” Brad said.

We both saw—and regretted—the parallel to Hartman and Cowboy in FMJ. Truth is thoughtless like that, fucking up a tender moment and a joke all at once.

“Nope, sure isn’t.”

There was nothing else to say.

My rifle is my BEST FRIEND.

Mom and I were standing on the curb outside the Scottrade Center after a bull ride. We were into that for a couple of years, and the Pro Bull Riders came through St. Louis in February of each of those years. During that time I started calling my mother Madre, and I’d sometimes refer to myself in the third person as Cowboy. Dad was still Dad, or Pop, never Paco or Padre, and damn sure never Amigo. Whatever we called him, my father was always our ride to those events. Pop dropped us off and was our chauffeur-in-waiting until we were ready to come home. 

It was cold and Madre was only four days outside the worst of a case of walking pneumonia, meaning she probably shouldn't have come. Hindsight. But she did come, and there was another night of action remaining. She was anxious to stop tempting fate and retreat indoors. The venue forbade reentry. Once we went out, we were out. 

We waited, watching traffic and our breath.

I called Dad. Called again. And again. I could fabricate a total amount of unanswered phone calls in the interest of dramatic flourish, but I can only think to say I called every several seconds for twenty minutes and then finally called a cab. In St. Louis, taxis are not a simple thing to procure, especially not in 2006 or 7. In total, Madre and I waited almost an hour, paid twenty-five dollars, and walked into our house to find Dad passed out on the sofa, sitting with his phone on one knee and his pistol on the other. His gut was flumped over a belt buckle with his first name on it, dandruff was caked around the stretched-out neck of his black t-shirt, his work boots were laced loose for easy slipping-on when Go Time came. The TV was playing the end credits to Full Metal Jacket, and there were cotton swabs and paper towels strewn on the cushion next to the sleeping man's ass. 

“Hey, jerkoff,” I shout. No response.

“Thanks for the ride, great provider, wonderful husband,” Mom says, in a louder-than-normal voice. Again the old man is unmoved. Mom goes to kick his shins. I turn off the TV as I stomp toward the kitchen in my cowboy boots.

I don't hear my father bolt awake. Instead, through a cloud of grog and “oh fuck,” I hear: “Goddamn it Janet, I'm sorry, I was cleaning gunk out of the cylinders and watching a movie waiting for you to call. I've already logged sixty hours at work this week and I'll pay the boy back for the fucking cab. Where is the boy, anyway?”

Madre's voice gets tinny when she's that angry, like the blades of a blender chewing up a beer can and wheezing out a cloud of shrapnel. Her words aren't important; I know the gist from other battles.

“I get it, woman, I said I'm fucking sorry. The boy works, too. He had enough to get you back. I'll reimburse him and we'll be square. I failed; I get it. That's what I do. You're never too shy to let me know about it. Believe me, I'm aware. Now where is the boy?”

I am over being nameless in my father's lexicon. I am over being a biological circumstance. I am drunk and I am pissed and there is one more beer in the fridge and I'm drinking it as I reenter the fray of the living room.

“Andrew. I have a name, you fat putz.”

“Watch your mouth. I'm still your father.”

“And that isn't my fault. Mom was kind enough to breed with you and here I be.”

“Who exactly do you think you are, boy?”

“I'm nobody's boy, that's for starters. And I think I'm the one who had to pick up after you when you shirked your commitment to be there for your wife and child. That's who I am. Ain't much thinking to do about it. But you knew that already, didn't you, Dad? That thinking is overrated?”

Toward the end of the opening act of Full Metal Jacket, Joker narrates that the drill instructors are proud of the recruits for growing beyond their control. My father was less proud of me. I could see it in the straight-backed, jaw-locked, still-wrong-but-always-fighting posture in which he lingered on the sofa.

“Son, I'm not going to sit here and say you don't have the right to be angry, but you're out of line. Respect will be paid while you live in my house.”

What stopped the next words from coming, kept me from emancipating myself and going off Huck Finn style down the wild river toward a new story to tell? Not the logistics of taking on all the bills I still didn’t pay myself: phone, car, health insurance, rent. It wasn’t the fear of hearing the old man sigh with relief when I packed my shit and left, or the indifference of the big bad world toward where, or if, I lived.

It was my mother standing at the vertex of the angle between me and the door, stranded. She was unemployed and unemployable. She was Dad's prisoner and I couldn’t replace his wardenship, but I could stay. It's not in FMJ but it's one of the oldest soldiering tropes of them all: Leave no one behind.

I was twirling my invisible rifle on a drill team of shadows and impending regrets and I was damn good at it.

Snap to attention.

“Sir, yes sir.”

It is MY LIFE.

We've seen the power of gun mythos over my father; we've seen how he wished that sway to be hereditary; we've seen a man whose identity and essence are parts of a firearm. But it is not enough to know how my father adored The Weapon, for this is only obvious, myopic.

Dad would agree that The Weapon was his life because of its defensive capabilities—its surety of laying down any man who assailed the castle while my old man sat on the throne. Dicto Simplicitur, all that.

But the Weapon was truly Dad's life because of its ultimate stopping power—its gorgeous gift of an emergency exit. My father's life was not in how it was lived, but in how it ended.

The Weapon was always the endgame. I know this now, too late.

I must MASTER IT.

I was ten years old in the summer of 1994, about to turn eleven. It was the first year of my life there would be no World Series; Major League Baseball was in the throes of a player strike. It was a jading time for me. In retrospect, it was one of those Wonder Years-ish moments that only became a rite of passage later on. I remember crying to my mother that it wasn’t fair.

“Shh,” she cooed. “It’ll be alright. It can’t last forever.” She smelled, always, of vanilla perfume from Target and the decaf coffee she drank because the real stuff gave her panic attacks.

My father had a different reaction altogether. Instead of sympathy, and certainly in favor of babying me, he enlisted a sly, self-serving agenda. He bought me a black, pneumatic pump Daisy air rifle for my eleventh birthday. He bought a plastic target holder and BB catcher too, plus some fancy, yellowed shooting glasses. He fashioned a bench rest out of an old end table and, viola, we had a basement shooting range.

“Forget about baseball, boy,” Dad said. “You’re a man, now. A young man, but a man all the same. No more games. You think Ozzie Smith or Cal Ripken are going to swoop in with a ball bat and protect this house? Bullshit. You take this weapon here. Even if you never have to use it on anybody, it’s fun. Come on.”

He showed me how to pump air into the gun, careful to point it downrange and never pump too many times. Six times, max.
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