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THE TERMS – Mike McCormack 


THE TERMS


On the very evening I burned down the left wing of our house my father told me that he hated me. He just stood there in the shadow of the gutted roof thumbing a shell into the rifle, making no bones about it nor putting a tooth on it in any way, just telling me quietly and for the last time that every​thing about me made him sick, everything: the massive dome of my head with its lank fringe, my useless legs and piping voice — most of all the lack of shame and outrage in my heart. He told me again that all the cruelty and mis-shapen ugliness of the world was summed up in my body and that he could not suffer it a moment longer. Then he told me that he was going to kill me. Frankly this wasn't news to either of us. Somehow we seemed to have always known that our relation​ship would come to this; it had been fated from the beginning to end in some swift settlement of accounts, some bloody reckoning. Putting it another way, neither our house nor our world was big enough for two people such as us.


Lately however, and for some reason I could not fathom, I had begun to dream of something else. My sleeping hours had been filled of late with shapeless images of truce and accept​ance, compromises, it is true, which fell a long way short of love and redemption but nevertheless something to be getting on with. However, when I saw my father thumbing home that shell I realised that he knew nothing of my dreams.


'I'm going to shoot you stone dead,' he said evenly. 'And what's more, I'm going to shoot you in the back.'

'It's not going to be a fair fight then. I don't have any weapons to hand.'


'I'm going to give you a fighting chance,' he said. 'You're going to get a fifty-yard start over open ground and I have only one shot. If you make it don't come back. Here's two hundred and fifty pounds to help you make a start in the world just in case. Invest it wisely. I'd recommend government bonds.'


He handed me a wad of notes and I made some quick calculations. Normally my father was an excellent shot. In clear light I had seen him drop fleeing rabbits at one hundred yards. Now, however, there were other factors to consider. It was late evening and the autumn sun was well in decline. Shadows crawled everywhere and gave shapes and profiles an enormity they did not truly possess. Also I could see that my father's temper had begun to smoulder; little things gave him away. A tremor had entered into his white-knuckled hand as he gripped the rifle and a bead of sweat had broken out under his nose. Already I was beginning to fancy my chances but I still wanted further adjustments to be on the safe side.

'How about a head shot?' I said. 'You're always telling me that my head is too big for my shoulders.'


'Only at forty yards, beyond that white thorn.'


'OK.'


'Plus ninety quid.'


'That's down to four pound a yard. It started out at five.' 'That's the law of diminishing returns. Take it or leave it.' I thumbed the notes of the wad and handed them over.


'How do I know you'll only take the one shot?'


'One is all I'll need. Besides, I've only got one shell in the breech and if I have to reload you'll have gained another twenty-five yards. At that distance you'll be well in the clear.'


'What happens if I only get wounded? Suppose I take it in the lung and lie there bleeding to death?'


'Then I will leave you there and the crows will make short work of you. I'll walk out every day for as long as it takes and see how your death is progressing. On the day of your death I'll dump a bag of lime over you and within two weeks there won't be a trace of you except for a small, damp pile of chalk in the middle of that field.'

 
'A bag of lime isn't much of a memorial.'


' You're not much of a son.'


'Suppose I make a miraculous recovery and wake up to find that you have come and stolen my fortune? What then?'


'That won't happen. Whatever else I am I'm not a thief.'


'You won't try and profit from my death? A young, smooth body like mine would fetch a fair penny from research in​stitutes or on the organ donor market. It would have consid​erable freak value. You might take off to Latin America with a mistress.'


'No, there will be no profiteering. This is a matter of principle not profit. Besides, there's not much of you in it and I'd prefer you to go to hell all in one piece.'


'I'm glad. I don't fancy the idea of some clueless medical student with a hangover poking around in my guts. The thought of it alone would put me off my stride. Nevertheless, you'll have a lot of explaining to do.'


'I'll tell everyone that you set fire to the house and took off in shame and fright. I'll dissuade any search party by telling them that you know every one of these hills and forests and that you will probably return in your own good time. I'll tell them that you were depressed lately on account of your condition.'


'That's a dirty lie. I've never once been depressed by what I am.'


You haven't but / have. Every time I look at you I sink deeper into misery and despair. Right now I'm so low that if I sank any lower I'd disappear into the ground.'


By now the sun was a heavy rind over the hills and the earth glowered in shadow. The terms had been set out and I could think of nothing else I wanted to add to them. I was very calm and confident. I believed that at that moment I possessed every piece of worthwhile wisdom and knowledge in the entire world, every axiom and formula and instruction that was going to enable me to live longer. Nevertheless I won​dered, did my father have any parting words to send me on my way?


'You're not going to wish me good luck or anything?' 

'There's no point in wasting fortune on a dead man.' 

'Then I guess I'll be on my way.'


'We seem to have covered everything.'


I jogged out to the starting post, moving at a steady lope, conserving energy. The ground was even and the going firm, a wide stretch of pasture sloping away from the gable of our house to a downhill finish running into the conifer plantation at its furthest edge, about one hundred yards distant. I had no worries that my father would cheat and shoot me in the back within the agreed range. This was his game and he had defined the terms and hc would honour them with that vain integrity that only the truly wretched possess.


Ten yards from the white thorn I burst into a sprint, running in a sharp zigzag from left to right and rolling my head. I passed the bush and veered wildly into its shadow, putting it between my father and myself. Ten yards beyond the bush and I was making good ground, breathing evenly and almost in the safety zone. Then there was a massive explosion in my head, a sunburst of white light and I was cast up into the air as if by a giant hand, hurtling forward almost on the verge of flight. I pitched through the gloom like a missile and then all was darkness.


Jesus, I had to hand it to the little runt, he wasn't going to make it easy for me. There he was, running faster than I would have thought possible on those useless little legs of his and jogging that massive head from side to side as if it were some sort of beach ball.


I knew the moment I lifted the gun to my shoulder that I'd been hoodwinked. The little bastard had kept me talking just long enough for the sun to disappear beyond the hills. His head was nothing more than a blur between the ridged walls of the gunsights and he was darting from side to side, shorten​ing and lengthening each burst at random. He was now abreast of the bush and he suddenly veered behind it and disappeared from sight. The canny bastard had put the bush between us and, with the field dropping away behind it, he would now never emerge into the open. I would have to shoot through the tree. I saw a gap in the foliage and sighted through it, waiting for his head to bob into the open space. When it did, filling the bottom of the space, I waited a split instant before the rifle boomed and recoiled heavily in my shoulder. I saw his small body come hurtling sideways out of the silhouette, swimming through the air before crashing to the ground and tumbling head over heels in an untidy mess of arms and legs. And I knew then that it was all over; I knew that my son and only child, Edward Coon the second, was dead.


Edward was neither dead nor seriously wounded, he was just out cold with barely a scratch on him. The bullet had grazed the top of his head, parting his thick hair with a terrific red lesion which cut through to the bone of his skull. He just lay there on his back breathing lightly as if he had lain down for a nap.


I saw straight away that his condition placed him outside the terms of our agreement. He was neither dead nor seriously wounded but the danger now was that he might wake in a matter of hours and wander off into the world as an imbecile with neither wit nor memory, easy prey for thieves and malefactors. This was not what we had settled on. I wanted him either dead or alive, not queering up creation further as an idiot.


I picked him up and turned to the house. His head lolled heavily off my elbow and a thin rivulet of blood seeped through his hair. His tongue lolled thickly from his mouth. As I gazed upon him I saw for the umpteenth time how everything rank and mis-shapen in the world was summed up in this small bundle of flesh and bone. This child of mine seemed the very distillate of all the world's cruelty and malice. But beneath my disgust there welled also a deeper, more unspeak​able feeling. It rose through my heart and leaked into my throat, swelling it and threatening to choke me. It had the same intractable presence as the rifle which lay across my son's chest. For the first time in my life I recognised clearly that every​thing in my son which repulsed me was nothing more than my own mirror image.


I woke with a brutal headache; some implacable demon was working in my skull with a lump hammer. My room, a horrid prospect, smelled of charred timber and petrol. Shafts of light spilled through the shattered roof, settling in the room like converged lances. I walked through the ruined hallway and into the kitchen clutching my head in my hands. My father sat at the table cleaning the rifle, yanking a pull through from the barrel.


'You don't look like God and you're not forking stiffs into a furnace. What happened?'


'I creased your skull and you fell unconscious.'


'And you took pity on me?'


'No, I just honoured the terms of our agreement. Have a drink, welcome home so to speak.' He pushed a bottle of whiskey across the table to me.


'No thanks, you know well I'm only a minor.'


'Suit yourself. I would have thought that any man who had come within a hair's breadth of hell would want to celebrate his deliverance.'


'I'm not in the mood for festivities, I just want to get my head together.'


I pulled up a chair and watched him cleaning the gun. No matter how many times I had seen him do this simple task, the way he worked those stubby fingers of his still enchanted me. The guile and seamless grace of his movements. I had often reflected that somewhere in him there was a craftsman howl​ing to get out, someone with patience and poor eyesight who worked with precious materials and terrifying degrees of ac​curacy. He laid down the rifle suddenly and stared into space for a long moment.


'We can't go on like this,' he said finally. 'It's nothing personal but this has got to end. People like you and me have no place any more in the world, Edward. We'd be better off dead.'


'Speak for yourself '


'That's what I'ms doing. I am so lost, so lost. It's a matter of scale, I think. We're told every day that the world is getting smaller and smaller and that distances are narrowing down, bringing the peoples of the world together in harmony. But for people like you and me it just gets bigger and bigger until we've dropped right through the meshes of it and into this pit. We have no life any more.'


'Was it ever any other way?'


'Yes,' he said vehemently. 'Yes, it was. There was a time when we had status and valuable skills. It's hard to believe that people like us were passed down from kings to princes as part of inheritances and that we were privy to their inmost thoughts. And it's harder to believe that some of us were real artisans and craftsmen, shoemakers and fullers and spinners of gold thread, diamond prospectors even. Did you know our forebears trafficked in foundlings for depleted bloodlines and that we made ends meet with a bit of cradle-snatching? All honourable trades in their own worlds. But not any more, that's all gone now. Now we're not even good circus material. History has passed us by, Edward, and we're dead men, dead men both of us.'


'That's not unusual. The world is full of people who have been passed over by history — gypsies, tinkers and so on.'


'Yes, but none have fallen so low. We are the lowest of the low; right now we are neither men nor beasts, we're just nightmare creatures stalking a no man's land between myth and history.'


'You're just full of self-pity.'


'Don't patronise me, Edward. I've lived long enough to be able to distinguish pity from disgust. I cried for six months when your mother died and I couldn't eat for two after the first time I held you in my arms. I'm not likely to confuse the two. At this moment I'm so sickened by myself I couldn't summon up the energy to puke. And while we're on the subject of disgust, tell me, why did you burn down the left wing?'


'That was an incomplete job. If you hadn't come along I'd have burned down the whole house. I was hoping that when you came back the whole thing would be destroyed and we could go off together and make our way in the world. wanted a new start. There was a time when I thought this house was our sanctuary and refuge. And it was too for many years — our own little scooped-out space in the world where we were safe and without enemies. But over the years this sanctuary has turned into our prison; there's no house around here for miles and we have no friends or function any more. Now I think it is time to up roots and move on. Somewhere out there, in the vastness of the world, I know there is a small place where we can find our niche.'


'Doing what?'


'I don't know. I was thinking in terms of adventure and destiny, taking every day as it comes, you and me facing fortune head on.'


He closed his eyes as if experiencing some vast weariness. 'That's a young man's game, Edward. I'm too old for that kind of optimism.'


He was right. I saw for the first time how all his years of rancour and bitterness had eaten away the fabric of his soul. He had about him now an air of utter defeat. It ran in every line of his body, coursing through his arms and legs and chest and into the curve of his blunt spine. Some terrible weight seemed to have settled upon him and it came as an immense shock to see that he was now almost shorter than myself.


By this time the gun was cleaned and he was tidying away the oil and the lint. I hadn't seen the hacksaw on the table and I noticed also that a piece of the barrel was lying loose beside it. He had sawn another inch off the stock, customising the gun yet further. He handed it to me.


'Take it,' he said. 'It should handle lighter — I've shifted the balance nearer the stock. Today it's your turn. The same terms and no arguments.'


I felt my eyes start in their sockets.

'I can't do that,' I whispered in disbelief, 'I can't. It's just crazy.' 

I retreated a few steps from the gun he was holding at arm's length. 

'I can't.'


'Take the gun, Edward,' he insisted. 'Take it.' He thrust it suddenly onto my chest.


'No,' I yelled, 'no!' I fended the gun off wildly with my hands.

'This isn't an ,order, Edward, it's a request.' He had me pinned against the wall now, laying the rifle across my chest. He took his hands away suddenly and I found myself holding it. A calm, solemn note entered his voice.


'I've hated you from the moment you entered the world and I've hated you all the more because you are my son. I didn't think the world could commit the same atrocity twice in the same place. But I was wrong. And worst of all I've felt neither shame nor remorse for my hatred. Now, not once in all these years have I ever asked you for anything, not once because what did a wretch like you have to offer, you who had less grace than I did? But now I'm asking you for this one thing. Take the gun and be my son, just this once and final time.'


The gun burned in my hand but I could not let it go.


'Is it what you really want?' I blurted.


'Yes, it's what I really want. I cannot suffer this any more.'


He turned and made his way quickly through the back door and outside he stood facing towards the field. The day was cruelly lit; a high, unseasonable sun flared in the sky like magnesium, casting neither shadow nor illusion. My father turned into the field and I could see by the way he moved, the slouched gait and the hopeless slope of his shoulders, that he wasn't going to make it. I was filled with sudden panic.


'Dad,' I cried.


'Yes.' 


Run hard.'


He turned without a word and continued on his way and when he got to the starting post he just kept on walking.

