Choose a novel or short story that features a relationship between two characters which is confrontational or corrosive. 
Describe how the relationship is portrayed and discuss to what extent the nature of the relationship influences your understanding of the text as a whole. 

‘Father and Son’ by Bernard MacLaverty is a short story in which the corrosive relationship between the two characters is very cleverly explored and exposed to the readers. Through use of structure, foreshadowing and imagery, the author reveals how detrimental a lack of communication is in the breakdown of a family. MacLaverty takes the hostility in ‘Father and Son’ to a point where the damage is irreparable, and in this case, fatal, as an extreme warning to readers about how vital communication is to maintain a healthy relationship. 
Narrative structure is used in a unique way in ‘Father and Son’ to demonstrate how far the relationship between the two unnamed family members has eroded. MacLaverty uses five different narratives throughout the short story to great effect, enhancing the readers understanding of the strained situation in the family’s home that has affected their relationship. Two of these narratives are the father’s and son’s thoughts, which allow the reader a clear look at what the characters actually think of each other and the situation they have found themselves in. Both of their thoughts are fully developed and much more complex than their actual voices which are, in contrast, much blunter and in the son’s case, far more aggressive. The son shows a clear dislike of his father, whom he sees as weak and interfering. He struggles to voice his opinions though, and through the final narrative – a third person omniscient – we see how the son puts up physical barriers between himself and the man he resents calling his father. The father acts in a similar way, unable to say what he is actually thinking, and too scared to ask his son what is happening in his life. He creates plans in his head of what he wants to say, but never plucks up the courage to confront his son. The lack of communication is visibly obvious through MacLaverty’s fragmented narrative and emphasises how the relationship between his two protagonists has corroded to a point where they barely speak to each other. Through this however, the author reveals his message about how important communication is in preserving a relationship. 
The hidden narrative in the story hints at the main reason why the father and son’s relationship has fallen into such disrepair. The father, in one of his thought-processes, wonders if it is his fault ‘a good woman should die’. Later, the son also mentions the absence of a mother in the household, but says he has ‘another one in her place’. The son’s hatred of his father stems from the lack of support he received from his father when his mother died. Rather than caring for him, his father retreated into his shell and the lines of communication between the family members soon deteriorated. Therefore, the son not only lost a mother, but a father too. The sadness at this loss of a key relationship in his life is made even more poignant with hints towards happier times gone by for the father and son. The hidden narrative allows the readers to piece together information about how the father and son used to go fishing together, before their relationship corroded beyond repair with their lack of communication. The readers are forced to piece together the information in a similar way to how the father has to work out what is happening in his son’s life, making sure we empathise with him rather than the son. MacLaverty uses their distressing story to warn readers of how easy it is to let a relationship to fall into disrepair, and that communication is the way to prevent such a thing happening. 
The setting is particularly key in this short story in revealing MacLaverty’s main theme. At the time of the troubles in Ireland, the problems were mainly down to a severe breakdown in communication between the two sides, mirrored in the two characters in ‘Father and Son’. The tension between them is influenced by what is going on outside their door and offers an explanation towards the son’s behaviour, who has been involved in paramilitary activity. It also reveals much about the father’s fear and angst about leaving the house, worried that today will be the day that he becomes a victim of the violence in Belfast. More worried is he though about the safety of his son, who could be targeted for his part in the fighting. He listens to the news everyday, and everyday ‘on the radio, [he hears] he is dead’. He is constantly imagining that his son is dead, and through this MacLaverty creates a sense of inevitability that foreshadows the ending. Whilst the son’s death seems an extreme measure for the author to portray his message that communication is vital in relationships of all kinds, it serves more as a warning than a prediction, that without proper communication, relationships quickly corrode and once at that stage are difficult to repair. 
The corrosion in the relationship is made particularly obvious through an extended metaphor, where the son compares his father to a garden. The son is resentful of the fact that the father seems to have given up on life, no longer the sole provider who ‘grow[s] vegetables and flowers for half the street’, but a shadow of his former self. The father has become so wary of life outside his house that he has completely retreated, and it is for this reason that the son despises him. He’s no longer the father figure in the son’s life; he doesn’t hold any authority and this is what makes it so easy for the son to rebel against him. The metaphor continues later when the son says that ‘the weeds have taken over’. This is both literal and figurative, with the father not tending the garden meaning it has become overgrown, but it also refers to the decay in their relationship. Weeds are known to be pests, you try to pull them up and get rid of them but they always come back again. They strangle and destroy other plants in the garden and are generally ugly looking. This compares to the father and son’s relationship, where no matter how hard either one tries, they cannot open their lines of communication and speak to each other honestly. The son’s paramilitary activity has become the weed destroying their relationship and is the reason why their communication has become so strained. The father is scared to ask for fear of what he’ll hear, worried it’ll only cause him more stress and fear if he knows exactly what is happening in the son’s life. MacLaverty uses this imagery to emphasise how important communication really is, and how quickly things can decay to an irreversible state within a relationship without clear lines of communication. 
The conclusion of the short story is inevitable, and the son is shot on his own front doorstep. There is a lot of irony in the son’s death, the father envying the people at the door talking to his son, assuming they are his friends. The father wishes he is the one his son would talk to, like he is talking to these people, and therefore it is ironic that they are the ones to kill him. The most noticeable irony in the son’s death is that he has died on his own home. The father has always been scared of letting the son out of the house for fear of him getting hurt, and barely left the house himself if he could help it. The fact that the son dies on the threshold of the house reveals how there is no escape from the violence, even in the place he thinks he and his son are safest. The thing the father has feared the most from listening to the news everyday has finally arrived, ‘the news has come to [his] door’ and his son is dead. The real irony in the son’s death though, is that it is now that the father plucks up the courage to speak to his son. In his death, the father can finally hold his son like he always wanted to, but now it is far too late to regain the relationship they once had when they went fishing together. Their communication reached such a point of breakdown and corrosion that it was impossible to repair the damage. It is with the final line ‘my son, let me put my arms around you’ that really emphasises this irony and clearly exemplifies MacLaverty’s message about the importance of communication. 
‘Father and Son’ has a very clear and simple message about how communication is important in maintaining good relationships. The warning from the corrosive relationship between the two protagonists tells the reader to learn from their mistakes and not to let a relationship get to the point where it is too far beyond repair to fix. MacLaverty hints at hope between the characters, but ultimately, they are too far gone to save from the inevitable ending of the son’s death. Whilst obviously most relationships won’t end in such a dramatic way, it serves as a shocking message to make the reader consider their own relationships with their family and friends, and invites them to better their communications so as to never reach such a severe conclusion. 

