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“MY BROTHER, GARY GILMORE”

By Mikhal Gilmore
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was born in Utah in 1951 and was raised in a violently abusive

alcoholic family in Portland, Oregon. His brother Gary was an

infamous convicted murderer who campaigned to be executed by

firing squad—a sentence carried out in 1977. The following essay,

which Gilmore later developed into an award-winning

autobiography entitled Shot Through the Heart (1994), originally

appeared in Granta, a literary magazine, in Autumn of 1991. His

most recent books are Sinatra (1998) and Night Beat: A Shadow

History of Rock and Roll (1999).

I am the brother of a man who murdered innocent men. His name was Gary

Gilmore. After his conviction and sentencing, he campaigned to end his own life,

and in January 1977 he was shot to death by a firing-squad in Draper, Utah. It was

the first execution in America in over a decade.

Over the years, many people have judged me by my brother’s actions as if in

coming from a family that yielded a murderer I must be formed by the same causes,

the same sins, must by my brother’s actions be responsible for the violence that

resulted, and bear the mark of a frightening and shameful heritage. It’s as if there is

guilt in the fact of the blood-line itself. Maybe there is.

Pictures in the family scrap-book show my father with his children. I have only

one photograph of him and Gary together. Gary is wearing a sailor’s cap. He has his

arms wrapped tightly around my father’s neck, his head bent towards him, a look of

broken need on his face. It is heart-breaking to look at this picturenot just for the

look on Gary’s face, the look that was the stamp of his future, but also for my

father’s expression: pulling away from my brother’s cheek, he is wearing a look of

distaste.

When my brother Gaylen was born in the mid forties, my father turned all his

love on his new, beautiful, brown-eyed son. Gary takes on a harder aspect in the

pictures around this time. He was beginning to keep a greater distance from the rest

of the family. Six years later, my father turned his love from Gaylen to me. You

don’t see Gary in the family pictures after that.

Gary had nightmares. It was always the same dream: he was being beheaded.

In 1953, Gary was arrested for breaking windows. He was sent to a juvenile

detention home for ten months, where he saw young men raped and beaten. Two

years later, at the age of fourteen, he was arrested for car theft and sentenced to

eighteen months in jail. I was four years old.

When I was growing up I did not feel accepted by, or close to my brothers. By

the time I was four or five, they had begun to find life and adventure outside the

home. Frank, Gary and Gaylen signified the teenage rebellion of the fifties for me.
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They wore their hair in greasy pompadours and played Elvis Presley and Fats

Domino records. They dressed in scarred motorcycle jackets and brutal boots. They

smoked cigarettes, drank booze and cough syrup, skippedand quitschool, and

spent their evenings hanging out with girls in tight sweaters, racing souped-up cars

along country roads outside Portland, or taking part in gang rumbles. My brothers

looked for a forbidden lifethe life they had seen exemplified in the crime lore of

gangsters and killers, They studied the legends of violence. They knew the stories of

John Dillinger, Bonnie and Clyde, and Leopold and Loeb;1 mulled over the

meanings of the lives and executions of Barbara Graham, Bruno Hauptmann, Sacco

and Vanzetti, the Rosenbergs;2 thrilled to the pleading of criminal lawyers like

Clarence Darrow and Jerry Giesler.3 They brought home books about condemned

men and women, and read them avidly.

I remember loving my brothers fiercely, wanting to be a part of their late-night

activities and to share in their laughter and friendship. I also remember being

frightened of them. They looked deadly, beyond love, destined to hurt the world

around them.

Gary came home from reform school for a brief Christmas visit. On Christmas

night I was sitting in my room, playing with the day’s haul of presents, when Gary

wandered in. “Hey Mike, how you doing?” he asked, taking a seat on my bed.

“Think I’ll just join you while I have a little Christmas cheer.” He had a six-pack of

beer with him and was speaking in a bleary drawl. “Look partner, I want to have a

talk with you.” I think it was the first companionable statement he ever made to me.

I never expected the intimacy that followed and could not really fathom it at such a

1 John Dillinger (1902?–1934) was a notorious American bank robber and killer. Throughout

1933, Dillinger and his gang terrorized the American Midwest. Dillinger himself reportedly

killed sixteen people and was finally gunned down by FBI agents on a street in Chicago.

Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow were infamous American robbers who traveled the central

United States during the 1930’s holding up banks, stores, and gas stations. Nathan

Freudenthal Leopold, Jr. (1904-1971) and Richard A. Loeb (1905-1936) were wealthy

students who murdered 14-year-old Bobby Franks in 1924 in the attempt to commit the

perfect crime. They were sentenced to life in prison plus ninety-nine years.

2 Barbara Graham, a convicted murderer, was born Barbara Elaine Wood (1923-1955) and

executed in the gas chamber for beating a woman to death during a 1953 robbery. Her story

was dramatized in the 1958 film I Want to Live! for which actress Susan Hayward won an

Academy Award. Bruno Hauptmann (1899-1936) was sentenced to death for kidnapping

and murdering the 20-month old son of legendary pilot Charles Lindbergh. Sacco and

Vanzetti were Italian-American anarchists who were executed in 1927 for murdering two

people, although they were widely believed to be innocent of the crimes. Julius Rosenberg

(1918–53) and his wife Ethel (1916–53) were executed in 1953 for passing nuclear secrets to

the Soviet Union. Many people at the time felt they had not received a fair trial or that death

was too harsh a penalty for their alleged crime.

3 Clarence Darrow (1857-1938) was a lawyer known for defending the underdog. He

prevailed in the 1925 Scopes Trial, thereby enabling evolution to be taught in public schools,

and was a well-known opponent of the death penalty. Jerry Giesler (1886-1962) was an

American criminal defense attorney who defended such famous clients as actors Errol Flynn

and Robert Mitchum, director Busby Berkeley, comic Charlie Chaplin, and gangster Bugsy

Siegel.
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young age. Sitting on the end of my bed, sipping at his Christmas beer, Gary

described a harsh, private world and told me horrible, transfixing stories: about the

boys he knew in the detention halls, reform schools and county farms where he now

spent most of his time; about the bad boys who had taught him the merciless codes

of his new life; and about the soft boys who did not have what it took to survive

that life. He said he had shared a cell with one of the soft boys, who cried at night,

wanting to disappear into nothing, while Gary held him in his arms until the boy

finally fell into sleep, sobbing.

Then Gary gave me some advice. “You have to learn to be hard. You have to

learn to take things and feel nothing about them: no pain, no anger, nothing. And

you have to realize, if anybody wants to beat you up, even if they want to hold you

down and kick you, you have to let them. You can’t fight back. You shouldn’t fight

back. Just lie down in front of them and let them beat you, let them kick you. Lie

there and let them do it. It is the only way you will survive. If you don’t give in to

them, they will kill you.”

He set aside his beer and cupped my face in his hands. “You have to remember

this, Mike,” he said. “Promise me. Promise me you’ll be a man. Promise me you’ll

let them beat you.” We sat there on that winter night, staring at each other, my face

in his hands, and as Gary asked me to promise to take my beatings, his bloodshot

eyes began to cry. It was the first time I had seen him shed tears.

I promised: Yes, I’ll let them kick me. But I was afraidafraid of betraying

Gary’s plea.

Gary and Gaylen weren’t at home much. I came to know them mainly through

their reputations, through the endless parade of grim policemen who came to the

door trying to find them, and through the faces and accusations of bail bondsman

and lawyers who arrived looking sympathetic and left disgusted. I knew them

through many hours spent in waiting-rooms at city and county jails, where my

mother went to visit them, and through the numerous times I accompanied her after

midnight to the local police station on Milwaukie’s Main Street to bail out another

drunken son.

I remember being called into the principal’s office while still in grammar school,

and being warned that the school would never tolerate my acting as my brothers did;

I was told to watch myself, that my brothers had already used years of the school

district’s good faith and leniency, and that if I was going to be like them, there were

other schools I could be sent to. I came to be seen as an extension of my brothers’

reputations. Once, I was waiting for a bus in the center of the small town when a

cop pulled over. “You’re one of the Gilmore boys, aren’t you? I hope you don’t end

up like those two. I’ve seen enough shitheads from your family.” I was walking

down the local main highway when a car pulled over and a gang of older teenage

boys piled out, surrounding me. “Are you Gaylen Gilmore’s brother?” one of them

asked. They shoved me into the car, drove me a few blocks to a deserted lot and

took turns punching me in the face. I remembered Gary’s advice“You can’t fight

back; you shouldn’t fight back”and I let them beat me until they were tired, Then

they spat on me, got back in their car and left.

I cried all the way back home, and I hated the world. I hated the small town I

lived in, its ugly, mean people. For the first time in my life I hated my brothers. I felt
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that my future would be governed by them, that I would be destined to follow their

lives whether I wanted to or not, that I would never know any relief from shame

and pain and disappointment. I felt a deep impulse to violence: I wanted to rip the

faces off the boys who had beat me up. “I want to kill them,” I told myself. “I want

to kill them”and as I realized what it was I was saying, and why I was feeling that

way, I only hated my world, and my brothers, more.

Frank Gilmore, Sr. died on 30 June 1962. Gary was in Portland’s Rocky Butte

Jail, and the authorities denied his request to attend the funeral. He tore his cell

apart; he smashed a light bulb and slashed his wrists. He was placed in “the

hole”solitary confinementon the day of father’s funeral. Gary was twenty-one.

I was eleven.

I was surprised at how hard my mother and brothers took father’s death. I was

surprised they loved him enough to cry at all. Or maybe they were crying for the

love he had so long withheld, and the reconciliation that would be forever denied

them. I was the only one who didn’t cry. I don’t know why, but I never cried over

my father’s deathnot then, and not now.

With my father’s death Gary’s crimes became more desperate, more violent. He

talked a friend into helping him commit armed robbery. Gary grabbed the victim’s

wallet while the friend held a club; he was arrested a short time later, tried and found

guilty. The day of his sentencing, during an afternoon when my mother had to

work, he called me from the Clackamas County Courthouse. “How you doing

partner? I just wanted to let you and mom know: I got sentenced to fifteen years.”

I was stunned. “Gary, what can do for you?” I asked. I think it came out wrong,

as if I was saying: I’m busy; what do you want?

“I … I didn’t really want anything,” Gary said, his voice broken. “I just wanted

to hear your voice. I just wanted to say goodbye. You know, I won’t be seeing you

for a few years. Take care of yourself.” We hadn’t shared anything so intimate since

that Christmas night, many years before.

I didn’t have much talent for crime (neither did my brothers, to tell the truth),

but I also didn’t have much appetite for it. I had seen what my brothers’ lives had

brought them. For years, my mother had told me that I was the family’s last hope

for redemption. “I want one son to turn out right, one son I don’t have to end up

visiting in jail, one son I don’t have to watch in court as his life is sentenced away,

piece by piece.” After my father’s death, she drew me closer to her and her religion,

and when I was twelve, I was baptized a Mormon. For many years, the Church’s

beliefs helped to provide me with a moral center and a hope for deliverance that I

had not known before.

I think culture and history helped to save me. I was born in 1951, and although

I remember well the youthful explosion of the 1950s, I was I too young to

experience it the way my brothers did. The music of Elvis Presley and others had

represented and expressed my brothers’ rebellion: it was hard-edged, with no

apparent ideology. The music was a part of my childhood, but by the early sixties

the spirit of the music had been spent.

Then, on 9 February 1964 (my thirteenth birthday, and the day I joined the

Mormon priesthood), the Beatles made their first appearance on the Ed Sullivan

Show. My life would never be the same. The Beatles meant a change; they promised
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a world that my parents and brothers could not offer. In fact, I liked the Beatles in

part because they seemed such a departure from the world of my brothers, and

because my brothers couldn’t abide them.

The rock culture and youth politics of the sixties allowed their adherents to act

out a kind of ritualized criminality: we could use drugs, defy authority, or

contemplate violent or destructive acts of revolt, we told ourselves, because we had a

reason to. The music aimed to foment a sense of cultural community, and for

somebody who had felt as disenfranchised by his family as I did, rock and roll

offered not just a sense of belonging but empowered me with new ideals. I began to

find rock’s morality preferable to the Mormon ethos, which seemed rigid and

severe. One Sunday in the summer of 1967, a member of the local bishoprica

man I admired and had once regarded as something of a father figuredrove over

to our house and asked me to step outside for a talk. He told me that he and other

church leaders had grown concerned about my changed appearancethe new

length of my hair and my style of dressingand felt it was an unwelcome influence

on other young Mormons. If I did not reject the new youth culture, I would no

longer be welcome in church.

On that day a line was drawn. I knew that rock and roll had provided me with a

new creed and a sense of courage. I believed I was taking part in a rebellion that

matteredor at least counted for more than my brothers’ rebellions. In the music

of the Rolling Stones or Doors or Velvet Underground, I could participate in

darkness without submitting to it, which is something Gary and Gaylen had been

unable to do. I remember their disdain when I tried to explain to them why Bob

Dylan was good, why he mattered. It felt great to belong to a different world from

them.

And I did: my father and Gaylen were dead; Gary was in prison and Frank was

broken. I thought of my family as a cursed outfit, plain and simple, and I believed

that the only way to escape its debts and legacies was to leave it. In 1969 I graduated

from high schoolthe only member of my family to do so. The next day I moved

out of the house in Milwaukie and, with some friends, moved into an apartment

near Portland State University in downtown Portland.

In the summer of 1976, I was working at a record store in downtown Portland,

making enough money to pay my rent and bills. I was also writing freelance

journalism and criticism, and had sold my first reviews and articles to national

publications, including Rolling Stone.

On the evening of 30 July, having passed up a chance to go drinking with some

friends, I headed home. The Wild Bunch, Peckinpah’s genuflection to violence and

honor, was on television, and as I settled back on the couch to watch it, I picked up

the late edition of the Oregonian. I almost passed over a page-two item headlined

OREGON MAN HELD IN UTAH SLAYINGS, but then something clicked

inside me, and I began to read it. “Gary Mark Gilmore, 35, was charged with the

murders of two young clerks during the hold-up of a service station and a motel.” I

read on, dazed, about how Gary had been arrested for killing Max Jensen and Ben

Bushnell on consecutive nights. Both men were Mormons, about the same age as I,

and both left wives and children behind.
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I dropped the paper to the floor. I sat on the couch the rest of the night,

alternately staring at The Wild Bunch and reading the sketchy account. I felt shocks

of rage, remorse and, guiltas if I were partly responsible for the deaths. I had been

part of an uninterested world that had shut Gary away. I had wanted to believe that

Gary’s life and mine were not entwined, that what had shaped him had not shaped

me.

It had been a long time since I had written or visited Gary. After his resentencing

in 1972. I heard news of him from my mother. In January 1975, Gary

was sent to the federal penitentiary in Marion, Illinois. After his transfer, we

exchanged a few perfunctory letters. In early April 1976, I learned of the Oregon

State Parole Board’s decision to parole Gary from Marion to Provo, Utah, rather

than transfer him back to Oregon. The transaction had been arranged between the

parole board, Brenda Nicol (our cousin) and her father, our uncle Vernon Damico,

who lived in Provo. I remember thinking that Gary’s being paroled into the heart of

one of Utah’s most devout and severe Mormon communities was not a great idea.

Between his release and those fateful nights in July, Gary held a job at Uncle

Vernon’s shoe store, and he met and fell in love with Nicole Barrett, a beautiful

young woman with two children. But Gary was unable to deny some old, less

wholesome appetites. Almost immediately after his release, he started drinking

heavily and taking Fiorinal, a muscle and headache medication that, in sustained

doses, can cause severe mood swings and sexual dysfunction. Gary apparently

experienced both reactions. He became more violent. Sometimes he got rough with

Nicole over failed sex, or over what he saw as her flirtations. He picked fights with

other men, hitting them from behind, threatening to cave in their faces with a tire

iron that he twirled as handily as a baton. He lost his job and abused his Utah

relatives. He walked into stores and walked out again with whatever he wanted

under his arm, glaring at the cashiers, challenging them to try to stop him. He

brought guns home, and sitting on the back porch would fire them at trees, fences,

the sky. “Hit the sun,” he told Nicole. “See if you can make it sink.” Then he hit

Nicole with his fist one too many times, and she moved out.

Gary wanted her back. He told a friend that he thought he might kill her.

On a hot night in late July, Gary drove over to Nicole’s mother’s house and

persuaded Nicole’s little sister, April, to ride with him in his white pick-up truck. He

wanted her to join him in looking for her sister. They drove for hours, listening to

the radio, talking aimlessly, until Gary pulled up by a service station in the small

town of Orem. He told April to wait in the truck. He walked into the station, where

twenty six-year-old attendant Max Jensen was working alone. There were no other

cars there. Gary pulled a .22 automatic from his jacket and told Jensen to empty the

cash from his pockets. He took Jensen’s coin changer and led the young attendant

around the back of the station and forced him to lie down on the bathroom floor.

He told Jensen to place his hands under his stomach and press his face to the

ground. Jensen complied and offered Gary a smile. Gary pointed the gun at the base

of Jensen’s skull. “This one is for me,.” Gary said, and he pulled the trigger. And

then: “This one is for Nicole,” and he pulled the trigger again.

The next night, Gary walked into the office of a motel just a few doors away

from his uncle Vernon’s house in Provo. He ordered the man behind the counter,
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Ben Bushnell, to lie down on the floor, and then he shot him in the back of the

head. He walked out with the motel’s cashbox under his arm and tried to stuff the

pistol under a bush. But it discharged, blowing a hole in his thumb.

Gary decided to get out of town. First he had to take care of his thumb. He

drove to the house of a friend named Craig and telephoned his cousin. A witness

had recognized Gary leaving the site of the second murder, and the police had been

in touch with Brenda. She had the police on one line, Gary on another. She tried to

stall Gary until the police could set up a road-block. After they finished speaking,

Gary got into his truck and headed for the local airport. A few miles down the road,

he was surrounded by police cars and a SWAT team. He was arrested for Bushnell’s

murder and confessed to the murder of Max Jensen.

Gary’s trial began some months later. The verdict was never in question. Gary

didn’t help himself when he refused to allow his attorneys to call Nicole as a defense

witness. Gary and Nicole had been reconciled; she felt bad for him and visited him

in jail every day for hours. Gary also didn’t help his case by staring menacingly at the

jury members or by offering belligerent testimony on his own behalf. He was found

guilty. My mother called me on the night of Gary’s sentencing, 7 October, to tell me

that he had received the death penalty. He told the judge he would prefer being shot

to being hanged.

On Saturday 15 January, I saw Gary for the last time. Camera crews were

camped in the town of Draper, preparing for the finale.

During our other meetings that week, Gary had opened with friendly remarks

or a joke or even a handstand. This day, though, he was nervous and was eager to

deny it. We were separated by a glass partition. “Naw, the noise in this place gets to

me sometimes, but I’m as cool as a cucumber,” he said, holding up a steady hand.

The muscles in his wrists and arms were taut and thick as rope.

Gary showed me letters and pictures he’d received, mainly from children and

teenage girls. He said he always tried to answer the ones from the kids first, and he

read one from an eight-year-old boy: “I hope they put you some place and make you

live forever for what you did. You have no right to die. With all the malice in my

heart. [name.]”

“Man, that one, shook me up for a long time,” he said.

I asked him if he’d replied to it.

“Yeah, I wrote, ‘You’re too young to have malice in your heart. I had it in mine

at a young age and look what it did for me.’”

Gary’s eyes nervously scanned some letters and pictures, finally falling on one

that made him smile. He held it up. A picture of Nicole. “She’s pretty, isn’t she?” I

agreed. “I look at this picture every day. I took it myself; I made a drawing from it.

Would you like to have it?”

I said I would. I asked him where he would have gone if he had made it to the

airport the night of the second murder.

“Portland.”

I asked him why.

Gary studied the shelf in front of him. “I don’t want to talk about that night any

more,” he said. “There’s no point in talking about it.”

“Would you have come to see me?”
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He nodded. For a moment his eyes flashed the old anger. “And what would you

have done if I’d come to you?” he asked. “If I had come and said I was in trouble

and needed help, needed a place to stay? Would you have taken me in? Would you

have hidden me?”

The question had been turned back on me. I couldn’t speak. Gary sat for a long

moment, holding me with his eyes, then said steadily: “I think I was coming to kill

you. I think that’s what would have happened; there may have been no choice for

you, no choice for me.” His eyes softened. “Do you understand why?”

I nodded. Of course I understood why: I had escaped the familyor at least

thought I had. Gary had not.

I felt terror. Gary’s story could have been mine. Then terror became

reliefJensen and Bushnell’s deaths and Gary’s own impending death had meant

my own safety. I finished the thought, and my relief was shot through with guilt and

remorse. I felt closer to Gary than I’d ever felt before: I understood why he wanted

to die.

The warden entered Gary’s room. They discussed whether Gary should wear a

hood for the execution.

I rapped on the glass partition and asked the warden if he would allow us a final

handshake. At first he refused but consented after Gary explained it was our final

visit, on the condition that I agree to a skin search. After I had been searched by

two guards, two other guards brought Gary around the partition. They said that I

would have to roll up my sleeve past my elbow, and that we could not touch

beyond a handshake. Gary grasped my hand, squeezed it tight and said, “Well, I

guess this is it.” He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

On Monday morning, 17 January, in a cannery warehouse out behind Utah State

Prison, Gary met his firing squad. I was with my mother and brother and girlfriend

when it happened. Just moments before, we had seen the morning newspaper with

the headline EXECUTION STAYED. We switched on the television for more

news. We saw a press conference. Gary’s death was being announced.

There was no way to be prepared for that last see-saw of emotion. You force

yourself to live through the hell of knowing that somebody you love is going to die

in an expected way, at a specific time and place, and that there is nothing you can do

to change that. For the rest of your life, you will have to move around in a world

that wanted this death to happen. You will have to walk past people every day who

were heartened by the killing of somebody in your family—somebody who you

knew had long before been murdered emotionally.

You turn on the television, and the journalist tells you how the warden put a

black hood over Gary’s head and pinned a small, circular cloth target above his

chest, and how five men pumped a volley of bullets into him. He tells you how the

blood flowed from Gary’s devastated heart and down his chest, down his legs,

staining his white pants scarlet and dripping to the warehouse floor. He tells you

how Gary’s arm rose slowly at the moment of the impact, how his fingers seemed to

wave as his life left him.

Shortly after Gary’s execution, Rolling Stone offered me a job as an assistant

editor at their Los Angeles bureau. It was a nice offer. It gave me the chance to get

away from Portland and all the bad memories it represented.
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I moved to Los Angeles in April 1977. It was not an easy life at first. I drank a

pint of whisky every night, and I took Dalmane, a sleeping medication that

interfered with my ability to dreamor at least made it hard to remember my

dreams. There were other lapses: I was living with one woman and seeing a couple

of others. For a season or two my writing went to hell. I didn’t know what to say or

how to say it; I could no longer tell if I had anything worth writing about. I wasn’t

sure how you made words add up. Instead of writing, I preferred reading. I favoured

hard-boiled crime fictionparticularly the novels of Ross Macdonaldin which the

author tried to solve murders by explicating labyrinthine family histories. I spent

many nights listening to punk rock. I liked the music’s accommodation with a

merciless world. One of the most famous punk songs of the period was by the

Adverts. It was called “Gary Gilmore’s Eyes.” What would it be like, the song asked,

to see the world through Gary Gilmore’s dead eyes? Would you see a world of

murder?

All around me I had Gary’s notoriety to contend with. During my first few

months in LAand throughout the years that followedmost people asked me

about my brother. They wanted to know what Gary was like. They admired his

bravado, his hardness. I met a woman who wanted to sleep with me because I was

his brother. I tried to avoid these people.

I also met women who, when they learned who my brother was, would not see

me again, not take my calls again. I received letters from people who said I should

not be allowed to write for a young audience. I received letters from people who

thought I should have been shot alongside my brother.

There was never a time without a reminder of the past. In 1979, Norman

Mailer’s The Executioner’s Song4 was published. At the time, I was living with a woman

I loved very much. As she read the book, I could see her begin to wonder about

who she was sleeping with, about what had come into her life. One night a couple

of months after the book had been published, we were watching Saturday Night Live.

The guest host was doing a routine of impersonations. He tied a bandana around his

eyes and gleefully announced his next subject: “Gary Gilmore!” My girlfriend got up

from the sofa and moved into the bedroom shutting the door. I poured a glass of

whisky. She came out a few minutes later. “I’m sorry,” she said, ,”I can’t live with

you any more. I can’t stand being close to all this stuff.” She was gone within a

week.

I watched as a private and troubling event continued to be the subject of public

sensation and media scrutiny. I watched my brother’s life and in, some way, my life

become too large to control. I tried not to surrender to my feelings because my

feelings wouldn’t erase the pain or shame or bad memories or unresolved love and

hate. I was waiting to be told what to feel.

Only a few months before, I had gone through one of the worst times of my

life—my brief move to Portland and back. What had gone wrong, I realized, was

4 Norman Mailer’s The Executioner's Song—Mailer (1923-2007) was a celebrated American

writer whose works include The Naked and the Dead (1948), An American Dream (1966), and

The Armies of the Night (1968). In 1979, he was awarded a Pulitzer Prize for The Executioner’s

Song, his novelistic book about Gary Gilmore.
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because of my past, something that had been set in motion long before I was born.

It was what Gary and I shared, more than any blood tie: we were both heirs to a

legacy of negation that was beyond our control or our understanding. Gary had

ended up turning the nullification outward—on innocents, on Nicole, on his family,

on the world and its ideas of justice, finally on himself. I had turned the ruin inward.

Outward or inward—either way, it was a powerfully destructive legacy, and for the

first time in my life, I came to see that it had not really finished its enactment. To

believe that Gary had absorbed all the family’s dissolution, or that the worst of that

rot had died with him that morning in Draper, Utah, was to miss the real nature of

the legacy that had placed him before those rifles: what that heritage or patrimony

was about, and where it had come from.

We tend to view murders as solitary ruptures in the world around us, outrages

that need to be attributed and then punished. There is a motivation, a crime, an

arrest, a trial, a verdict and a punishment. Sometimes—though rarely—that

punishment is death. The next day, there is another murder. The next day, there is

another. There has been no punishment that breaks the pattern, that stops this

custom of one murder following another.

Murder has worked its way into our consciousness and our culture in the same

way that murder exists in our literature and film: we consume each killing until there

is another, more immediate or gripping one to take its place. When this murder story

is finished, there will be another to intrigue and terrify that part of the world that

has survived it. And then there will be another. Each will be a story, each will be

treated and reported and remembered as a unique incident. Each murder will be

solved, but murder itself will never be solved. You cannot solve murder without

solving the human heart or the history that has rendered that heart so dark and

desolate.

This murder story is told from inside the house where murder was born, it is

the house where I grew up, and it is a house that I have never been able to leave.

As the night passed, I formed an understanding of what I needed to do. I would

go back into my familyinto its stories, its myths, its memories, its

inheritanceand find the real story and hidden propellants behind it. I wanted to

climb into the family story in the same way I’ve always wanted to climb into a dream

about the house where we all grew up.

In the dream, it is always night. We are in my father’s housea charred-brown,

1950s-era home. Shingled, two-story and weather-worn, it is located on the far

outskirts of a dead-end American town, pinioned between the night-lights and

smoking chimneys of towering industrial factories. A moonlit stretch of railroad

track forms the border to a forest I am forbidden to trespass. A train whistle howls

in the distance. No train ever comes.

People move from the darkness outside the house to the darkness inside. They

are my family. They are all back from the dead. There is my mother, Bessie Gilmore,

who, after a life of bitter losses, died spitting blood., calling the names of her father

and her husbandmen who had long before brutalized her hopes and her

lovecrying to them for mercy, for a passage into the darkness that she had so long

feared. There is my brother Gaylen, who died young of knife-wounds, as his new
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bride sat holding his hand, watching the life pass from his sunken face. There is my

brother Gary, who murdered innocent men in rage against the way life had robbed

him of time and love, and who died when a volley of bullets tore his heart from his

chest. There is my brother Frank, who became quieter and more distant with each

new death, and who was last seen in the dream walking down a road, his hands

rammed deep into his pockets, a look of uncomprehending pain on his face. There

is my father, Frank, Sr., dead of the ravages of lung cancer. He is in the dream less

often than the other family members, and I am the only one happy to see him.

One night, years into the same dream, Gary tells me why I can never join my

family in its comings and goings, why I am left, alone, sitting in the living-room as

they leave: it is because I have not yet entered death. I cannot follow them across

the tracks, into the forest where their real lives take place, until I die. He pulls a gun

from his coat pocket. He lays it on my lap. There is a door across the room, and he

moves towards it. Through the door is the night. I see the glimmer of the train

tracks. Beyond them, my family.

I do not hesitate. I pick the pistol up. I put its barrel in my mouth. I pull the

trigger. I feet the back of my head erupt. It is a softer feeling than I expected. I feel

my teeth fracture, disintegrate and pass in a gush of blood out of my mouth. I feel

my life pass out of my mouth, and in that instant, I collapse into nothingness. There

is darkness, but there is no beyond. There is never any beyond, only the sudden,

certain rush of extinction. I know that it is death I am feelingthat is I know this is

how death must truly feel and I know that this is where beyond ceases to be a

possibility.

I have had the dream more than once, in various forms. I always wake up with

my heart hammering hard, hurting after being torn from the void that I know is the

gateway to the refuge of my ruined family. Or is it the gateway to hell? Either way, I

want to return to the dream, but in the haunted hours of the night there is no way

back.
