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Moral, Legal, and Psychological Implications in “Killings” 

Morality, whether apparent or not, has become the foundation of society as it is seen today. Besides personal actions, legal and psychological issues are rooted in unwritten code that establishes boundaries for the way people should act and deal with various issues. Robert Frost confronts the issue of morality in regards to human choices in his poem, “The Road Not Taken,” in which he writes, “Two roads diverged in a yellow wood” (line 1), establishing the reality that human choice takes two distinct paths: one where choice is guided by morality and the other where it is guided by irrational thought and selfish desire. Similar to Frost,  Andre Dubus incorporates many of these moral issues, such as adultery, murder, and revenge into his short story, “Killings,” that are the results of irrational human choices.  Matt, the story’s main character, in dealing with the grief he is experiencing over the murder of his son, makes the choice to kill Richard Strout who has shot his son, Frank, over the relationship between Frank and his estranged wife, Mary Ann.  These moral issues lead to legal and psychological issues that plague the characters in “Killings,” forcing them to make choices that are contrary to those in “The Sermon on the Mount,” recorded by St. Matthew.  The effects of murder, adultery, and revenge, in regards to legal and psychological ramifications are highlighted in “Killings” through the irrational actions of the characters.

The first major moral transgression to set off a chain reaction of additional sins which only increase in severity is the act of adultery. Frank, Matt’s son, through carrying on an intimate relationship with a married woman who is estranged from her husband, has clearly violated one of the laws set forth by God in “The Sermon on the Mount.” This law dictates that “Thou shalt not commit adultery,” (St. Matthew 5:27) and further clarifies “That whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart” (5:28). So, Frank, even before he has acted on his relationship with Mary Ann has broken one of the commandments.  It does not matter that he is in love with her and treats her right, she is still married, although estranged, and marriage is a sacred ceremony and meant to be forever. 
Unfortunately, the relationship carried on by Frank and Mary Ann comes to a tragic end when Richard Strout, Mary Ann’s estranged husband, shoots Frank in the chest and in the head. Obviously, Richard’s murder of Frank is driven by the anger of another man preventing the mending of his marriage to Mary Ann.  His good intention on trying to make good on his marriage is heavily overshadowed by the fact that he has committed murder, an action that is completely reprehensible.  “The Sermon on the Mount” dictates the consequences of such actions in terms of life after death: “Whosoever therefore shall break one of these least commandments, and shall teach men so, he shall be called the least in the kingdom of heaven [ . . . ]” (5.19). The quality of life led in terms of morality is a key factor in how “The Sermon on the Mount” predicts the quality of life after death.  Richard cannot murder Frank and be moral at the same time.  The divergent paths of sin and morality are best exemplified in Robert Frost’s, “The Road Not Taken,” in which he writes, “Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,/ And sorry I could not travel both” (1-2).  The roads being spoken are those of morality and of sin.  These two roads can never travel the same path and coincide.  Traveler must choose one and is oftentimes regretful for choosing the wrong one.  There is no doubt that Strout, Frank, Mary Ann, and Matt have chosen the wrong one and have suffered the consequences.
Furthermore, the murder of Frank does not end this vicious cycle of sin in “Killings.”   For instance, because of the death of his son, Matt’s psychological state becomes more and more unstable.  All that he can think about is his disapproval over his son’s relationship with Mary Ann and his inability to convince his son to end it.  These thoughts lead him to consider the murder of Richard Strout, in order to avenge his son and lessen the amount of guilt that he is stricken with.  Rather than “Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you [. . .]” (St. Matthew 5.44), Matt solidifies his resolve to take the law into his hands and dispose of the man who he feels has not been taken care of justly by the legal system.  Once this is decided upon, Matt plans accordingly so that all trails do not trace back to him.  Steadfast in his decision to kill Strout, Matt is embarking down a road of sin that once he starts, he cannot return.  Frost echoes this when he pens, “Yet knowing how way leads on to way, / I doubted if I should ever come back” (14-15).  One sin spawns another, and as each sin progresses, morality becomes increasingly non-existent.
However, a dent begins to appear in the armor of Matthew as he is executing his plans.  He begins to experience moments where he falters in his resolve, as a result of instability of his psychological state, which becomes more and more apparent: “As they drove back through town, Matt’s body sagged, going limp with his spirit and its new and false bond with Strout, the hope his lie had given Strout” (Dubus 500).  This faltering is not, however, to deter Matt from his intended actions.  It can be said, then, that his morality is not strong enough to overcome his desire to take out revenge on the murderer of his son.

After Matt has killed Strout and has arrived back at home, it is apparent that his psychological state has not balanced out again and he is still suffering mentally from the aftermath of the murder he has just committed.  The last glimpse that Dubus gives of Matt’s mental state occurs when he lies in bed next to his wife and “shudder [s] with a sob that he kept silent in his heart” (503).  Apparently the murder of Richard Strout has done nothing to alleviate the guilt and grief over his son’s murder; it has only served to multiply it.  This epiphany of Matthew’s demonstrates that personal choices are extremely vital in influencing emotional and psychological states of human beings.
Dubus, through “Killings,” shows how the morality of society has diminished in the face of living a life that meets selfish needs.  These selfish needs do not strengthen morality, but rather weakens it and makes a person defenseless in the face of sin, thus strengthening the power of sin over the souls of mankind.  This problem concerning morality has a profound effect in terms of legal and psychological matters.  So, Dubus illustrates that lack of morality is both psychologically debilitating and legally punishable, regardless of the “moral” rationalizations of immoral behavior.  
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