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“I’ve been a boy, and I’ve been a  father, and I’ve been a boy without a
father, and I know one thing – a boy needs a  father.”  

That line was in a play I wrote a few
years ago called Cyber, and it sparked
more than one annoyed female snort in
the audience.  That line wasn’t
something I made just up, though, it
was something I lived.  My father died
at twenty-seven when I was three years
old, leaving behind four kids and a
pregnant wife.  One of the most
wrenching elements in A Death in the
Family is the knowledge that, despite
his loving mother and supportive
family, little Rufus Follet is in for a
difficult life.  His creator, Rufus James
Agee, knew it better than anyone.

“Where’s daddy?” drives the very best
dram atic plots .  The greatest p lay,
Hamlet; the finest American literary
work, The Adventures of Huckleberry

Finn; and the preeminent motion picture,
Citizen Kane – all tell the story of a boy
with an absent father.  Fatherlessness
has a particular affinity with the cinema: 
it is a key theme in the most revered
Western film, The Searchers; in science-
fiction classics from The Day the Earth
Stood Still  to Star Wars  to E.T. the Extra-
Terrestrial; and in favorites as diverse as
Silence of the Lambs, Barry Lyndon, The
Exorcist, Cinema Paradiso, Forrest
Gump, and Toy Story.

The real-life results of Life Without
Father are  seldom as uplifting, of course. 
The odds against the Rufus Follets of
America are head-spinning.   As a
fatherless child, he is five times more 
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James Rufus Agee,
1909-1955.

likely to kill himself; ten times m ore likely
to abuse drugs; fourteen times more
likely to rape; twenty times more likely
to do prison time.  A list of fatherless
figures from history includes the
assassins of Lincoln and both
Kennedy victims, Billy the Kid, most
serial killers  you’ve
heard of, and Hitler. 
Moreover, there are
three times more
fatherless boys
today than there
were when I became
one.

If any other proof is needed of the cost
of fatherlessness, one need look no
further than Agee himself.  In effect
young James lost both parents,
because soon after his father’s death
his mother shunted him off to a
boarding school.  As an adult, his
demons and insecurities destroyed
two marriages and badly soured a
third.  Agee’s self-destructiveness was
epic, voraciously smoking and
drinking despite worsening heart
disease.  He was just forty-six when he
died – forty years to the day after
losing his father.

Whether it’s death or divorce that
takes the father away barely matters.  A
father absent due to divorce can
almost be harder, for the message to
the child is:  dad is alive, he just
doesn’t want to be with you.  All too
often between man and former wife,
the kid becomes the battlefield.  Men
resent having to pay support for kids
they don’t get to see much; women
resent men for not paying.  When
children are stretched by this tug-of-
war, their first impulse is to blame
themselves for causing all the trouble. 
As adults, many spend their lives

waiting for the other good things to
disappear – partners, especia lly –
grabbing hold of them and hanging on
far longer and harder than they usually
should.

For someone who lost their father when
young, A Death in the Family’s greatest
glory lies in its perfect remembrance of
the anxious confusion that ensues when
Daddy disappears.  Divorce, let alone
death, is beyond the comprehension of
most small children.  It’s amazing how
little the surviving grownups are able to
tell you, even if they try.  For years after
my father died, no one took me aside to
explain w hat leukemia was, no one told
me anything about him.  A few months
after my mother was widowed, a
photographer was summoned to the
house to take portraits of each of her
kids.  It’s one of my earliest, rawest
memories.  We had to dress up, and sit in
front of lights that were hot and bright. 
One by one, we had our picture  taken. 
When the photographer began to pack
his gear and leave, I became indignant,
yelling at my mother: “He has to take a
picture of my daddy.  He has to stay and
take a picture of my daddy.”  I don’t
remember any response from an adult,
even when I began to weep and flail. 
Only my sister – she was six, Rufus’ age
– was able to pull me outside into the
garage and hold me until I cried myself
calm.

Dan Sanders is a writer in Santa Monica,
California.
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QUESTIONS

1.  Describe events in the life of James Agee that
appear in A Death in the Family.

2.  What are som e ways tha t fatherlessness puts
children at risk?  What are some ways it affected Agee
later in life?

3.  What are common behavioral characteristics of
fatherless children?  Cite specific examples from Rufus’
behavior after Jay’s death in the sto ry.

3.  Name three novels, plays or films that use
fatherlessness as a major theme.  Discuss similarities
and differences in how each writer uses the absent
parent device in his o r her work.   Why do you th ink th is
theme is so common in literature and cinema?


