
F I C T I O N

MY SON THE 
MURDERER 

Flesh of my flesh he is, bone of my bone—why 
can’t he talk to me already? 
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He wakes to a feeling his father is in the hallway, listening. Listening to 

what? Listening to him sleep and dream. To him get up and fumble for his pants. To him 
not going to the kitchen to eat. Staring with shut eyes in the mirror. Sitting an hour on 
the toilet. Flipping the pages of a book he can’t read. To his rage, anguish, loneliness. 
The father stands in the hall. The son hears him listen. 

My son the stranger, he tells me nothing. 

I open the door and see my father in the hall. 

Why are you standing there, why don’t you go to work? 

I took my vacation in the winter instead of the summer like I usually do. 

What the hell for if you spend it in this dark smelly hallway watching my every move. 
Guessing what you don’t see. Why are you spying on me? 

My father goes to his room and after a while comes out in the hallway again, listening. 
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I hear him sometimes in his room but he don’t talk to me and I don’t know what’s what. 
It’s a terrible feeling for a father. Maybe someday he’ll write me a nice letter, My dear 
father…. 

My dear son Harry, open up your door. 

My son the prisoner. 

My wife leaves in the morning to be with my married daughter who is having her fourth 
child. The mother cooks and cleans for her and takes care of the children. My daughter 
is having a bad pregnancy, with high blood pressure, and is in bed most of the time. My 
wife is gone all day. She knows something is wrong with Harry. Since he graduated 
college last summer he is nervous, alone, in his own thoughts. If you talk to him, half the 
time he yells. He reads the papers, smokes, stays in his room. Once in a while he goes for 
a walk. 

How was the walk, Harry? 

My wife told him to go look for work and a few times he went, but when he got some 
kind of offer he didn’t take the job. 

It’s not that I don’t want to work. It’s that I feel bad. 

Why do you feel bad? 

I feel what I feel. I feel what is. 

Is it your health, sonny? Maybe you ought to go to a doctor? 

Don’t call me by that name. It’s not my health. Whatever it is I don’t want to talk about 
it. The work wasn’t the kind I want. 

So take something temporary in the meantime, she said. 

He starts to yell. Everything is temporary. Why should I add more to what is already 
temporary ? My guts feel temporary. The world is temporary. On top of that I don’t want 
temporary work. I want the opposite of temporary, but where do you look for it? Where 
do you find it? 

My father temporarily listens in the kitchen. 

My temporary son. 



If the worry is about somebody else, that’s the worst kind. That’s the real worry 
because if he won’t tell you, you can’t get inside the other person and find out 
why. 

She said I’d feel better if I work. I deny it. I’m twenty-two, since last December, a college 
graduate and you know where you can stick that. At night I watch the news broadcasts. I 
watch the war from day to day. It’s a large war on a small screen. I sometimes lean over 
and touch the war with the flat of my hand. I’m waiting for my hand to die. 

My son with the dead hand. 

I expect to be drafted any day but it doesn’t bother me so much anymore. I won’t go. I’ll 
go to Canada or somewhere, though the idea is a burden to me. 

The way he is frightens my wife and she is glad to go off to my daughter’s house in the 
morning to take care of the three children. I’m left alone, but he don’t talk to me. 

You ought to call up Harry and talk to him, my wife says to my daughter. 

I will sometimes, but don’t forget there’s nine years’ difference between our ages. I think 
he thinks of me as another mother around and one is enough. I used to like him, but it’s 
hard to deal with a person who won’t reciprocate. 

She’s got high blood pressure. I think she’s afraid to call. 

I took two weeks off from work. I’m a clerk at the stamps window in the Post Office. I 
told the superintendent I wasn’t feeling so good, which is no lie, and he said I should 
take sick leave, but I said I wasn’t that sick. I told my friend Moe Berk I was staying out 
because Harry had me worried. 

I know what you mean, Leo. I got my own worries and anxieties about my kids. If you 
have two girls growing up you got hostages to fortune. Still in all, we got to live. Will you 
come to poker Friday night? Don’t deprive yourself of a good form of relaxation. 

I’ll see how I feel by then, how it’s coming. I can’t promise. 

Try to come. These things all pass away. If it looks better to you, come on over. Even if it 
don’t look so good, come on over anyway because it might relieve the tension and worry 
that you’re under. It’s not good for your heart at your age if you carry that much worry 
around. 

This is the worst kind of worry. If I worry about myself I know what the worry is. What I 
mean, there’s no mystery. I can say to myself, Leo, you’re a fool, stop worrying over 



nothing—over what, a few bucks? Over my health that always stood up pretty good 
although I’ve had my ups and downs? Over that I’m now close to sixty and not getting 
any younger? Everybody that don’t die by age fifty-nine gets to be sixty. You can’t beat 
time if it’s crawling after you. But if the worry is about somebody else, that’s the worst 
kind. That’s the real worry because if he won’t tell you, you can’t get inside the other 
person and find out why. You don’t know where’s the switch to turn off. All you can do is 
worry more. 

So I wait in the hallway. 

Harry, don’t worry about the war. 

Don’t tell me what to worry about. 

Harry, your father loves you. When you were a little boy, every night when I came home 
you used to run to me. I picked you up and lifted you to the ceiling. You liked to touch it 
with your small hand. 

I don’t want to hear about that anymore. It’s the very thing I don’t want to hear about. I 
don’t want to hear about when I was a child. 

Harry, we live like strangers. All I’m saying is I remember better days. I remember when 
we weren’t afraid to show we loved each other. 

He says nothing. 

Let me cook you an egg. 

I don’t want an egg. It’s the last thing in the world I want. 

So what do you want? 

He put his coat on. He pulled his hat off the clothes tree and went downstairs into the 
street. Harry walked along Ocean Parkway in his long coat and creased brown hat. He 
knew his father was following him and it filled him with rage. 

He didn’t turn around. He walked at a fast pace up the broad avenue. In the old days 
there was a bridle path at the side of the walk where the concrete bicycle path was now. 
And there were fewer trees now, their black branches cutting the sunless sky. At the 
corner of Avenue X, just about where you begin to smell Coney Island, he crossed over 
and began to walk home. He pretended not to see his father cross over, although he was 
still infuriated. The father crossed over and followed his son home. When he got to the 



house he figured Harry was already upstairs. He was in his room with the door shut. 
Whatever he did in his room he was already doing. 

Leo took out his key and opened the mailbox. There were three letters. He looked to see 
if one of them was, by any chance, from his son to him. My dear father, let me explain 
myself. The reason I act as I do is…. But there was no such letter. One of the letters was 
from the Post Office Clerks Benevolent Society, which he put in his coat pocket. The 
other two letters were for his son. One was from the draft board. He brought it up to his 
son’s room, knocked on the door and waited. 

He waited for a while. 

To the boy’s grunt he said, There is a draft board letter for you. He turned the knob and 
entered the room. Harry was lying on the bed with his eyes shut. 

You can leave it on the table. 

Why don’t you open it? Do you want me to open it for you? 

No, I don’t want you to open it. Leave it on the table. I know what’s in it. 

What’s in it? 

That’s my business. 

The father left it on the table. 

The other letter to his son he took into the kitchen, shut the door and boiled up some 
water in a kettle. He thought he would read it quickly and then seal it carefully with a 
little paste so that none leaked over the edge of the flap, then go downstairs and put it 
back in the mailbox. His wife would take it out with her key when she returned from 
their daughter’s house and bring it up to Harry. 

Harry, I’m frightened. Tell me what’s the matter. My son, have mercy on me. 

The father read the letter. It was a short letter from a girl. The girl said Harry had 
borrowed two of her books more than six months ago and since she valued them highly 
she would like him to send them back to her. Could he do that as soon as possible so that 
she wouldn’t have to write again? 

As Leo was reading the girl’s letter Harry came into the kitchen and when he saw the 
surprised and guilty look on his father’s face, he tore the letter out of his hands. 



I ought to kill you the way you spy on me. 

Leo turned away, looking out of the small kitchen window into the dark apartment-
house courtyard. His face was a mottled red, his eyes dull, and he felt sick. 

Harry read the letter at a glance and tore it up. He then tore up the envelope marked 
personal. 

If you do this again don’t be surprised if I kill you. I’m sick of you spying on me. 

Harry left the house. 

Leo went into his room and looked around. He looked in the dresser drawers and found 
nothing unusual. On the desk by the window was a paper Harry had written on. It said: 
Dear Edith, why don’t you go fuck yourself? If you write another such letter I’ll murder 
you. 

The father got his hat and coat and left the house. He ran for a while, running then 
walking, until he saw Harry on the other side of the street. He followed him a half block 
behind. 

He followed Harry to Coney Island Avenue and was in time to see him board a 
trolleybus going toward the Island. Leo had to wait for the next bus. He thought of 
taking a taxi and following the bus, but no taxi came by. The next bus came by fifteen 
minutes later and he took it all the way to the Island. It was February and Coney Island 
was cold and deserted. There were few cars on Surf Avenue and few people on the 
streets. It looked like snow. Leo walked on the boardwalk, amid snow flurries, looking 
for his son. The grey sunless beaches were empty. The hot-dog stands, shooting 
galleries, and bathhouses were shuttered up. The gunmetal ocean, moving like melted 
lead, looked freezing. There was a wind off the water and it worked its way into his 
clothes so that he shivered as he walked. The wind white-capped the leaden waves and 
the slow surf broke on the deserted beaches with a quiet roar. 

He walked in the blow almost to Sea Gate, searching for his son, and then walked back. 
On his way toward Brighton he saw a man on the beach standing in the foaming surf. 
Leo went down the boardwalk stairs and onto the ribbed-sand beach. The man on the 
shore was Harry standing in water up to his ankles. 

Leo ran to his son. Harry, it was my mistake, excuse me. I’m sorry I opened your letter. 

Harry did not turn. He stayed in the water, his eyes on the leaden waves. 

Harry, I’m frightened. Tell me what’s the matter. My son, have mercy on me. 



It’s not my kind of world, Harry thought. It fills me with terror. 

He said nothing. 

A blast of wind lifted his father’s hat off his head and carried it away over the beach. It 
looked as if it were going to land in the surf but then the wind blew it toward the 
boardwalk, rolling like a wheel along the ground. Leo chased after his hat. He chased it 
one way, then another, then toward the water. The wind blew the hat against his legs 
and he caught it. He pulled the freezing hat down tight on his head until it bent his ears. 
By now he was crying. Breathless, he wiped his eyes with icy fingers and returned t his 
son at the edge of the water. 

He is a lonely man. This is the type he is, Leo thought. He will always be lonely. 

My son who became a lonely man. 

Harry, what can I say to you ? All I can say to you is who says life is easy? Since when? It 
wasn’t for me and it isn’t for you. It’s life, what more can I say? But if a person don’t 
want to live what can he do if he’s dead? If he doesn’t want to live maybe he deserves to 
die. 

Come home, Harry, he said. It’s cold here. You’ll catch a cold with your feet in the water. 

Harry stood motionless and after a while his father left. As he was leaving, the wind 
plucked his hat off his head and sent it rolling along the sand. 

My father stands in the hallway. I catch him reading my letter. He follows me at a 
distance in the street. We meet at the edge of the water. He is running after his hat. 

My son stands with his feet in the ocean. 

Father and Son
Yusuf / Cat Stevens
It's not time to make a change  

Just relax, take it easy 

You're still young that's your fault 

There's so much you have to know

Find a girl, settle down  

If you want, you can marry 

Look at me, I am old but I'm happy
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I was once like you are now  

And I know that it's not easy 

To be calm when you've found  

Something going on

And take your time, think a lot 

Think of everything you've got 

For you will still be here tomorrow  

But your dreams may not

How can I try to explain?  

When I do, he turns away again  

It's always been the same  

Same old story

From the moment I could talk 

I was ordered to listen  

Now there's a way and I know  

That I have to go away 

I know, I have to grow

I was once like you are now  

And I know that it's not easy 

To be calm when you've found  

Something going on

But take your time, think a lot 

Think of everything you've got 

For you will still be here tomorrow  

But your dreams may not

And all the times that I've cried  

Keeping all the things I knew inside  

And it's hard but it's harder to ignore it

If they were right, I'd agree  

But it's them they know, not me  

Now there's a way and I know  

That I have to go away 

I know, I have to grow




