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Chapter 1

model account

Summary

We meet Jack, the first person narrator, who relates the circumstances surrounding his father's death: He was 14, it was summer and he sat outside their house when a lorry pulled up with a load of cement. Before Jack, attempting to appear adult and in control, managed to say a word, his father came out and supervised the unloading by the two lorry drivers of 15 sacks of cement into their coal hole. 


At night, Jack's parents argued over the purchase of the cement bags, his mother demanding that they be returned because of the little money they had. His father refused, and as the argument continued, Jack disappeared with Sue and Julie, his two sisters, upstairs to Julies bedroom where they played a, it seems, recurrent sex game, undressing, inspecting and caressing Sue, after which Jack went to the bathroom to masturbate.


Next morning Jack inspected their cellar with Tom, his younger brother. Upon getting ready to go upstairs they met their father coming down, asking could Jack give him a hand with the sacks. Julie had said that their father, being a semi-invalid after a heart attack, had to compete with Tom for their mother's attention.


Back in the large room, Tom watched them as they arranged the sacks against the wall, during which Jack made sure his father did his part even though he was not supposed to do this kind of work. Jack asked what all the cement was for and learned that it was for their garden.


It appears that their father had spent years constructing a very elaborate garden with narrow paths, varying levels and so on, and just before his first heart attack, he had plans of walling it in to keep out the weeds from the empty adjoining grounds. 


Jack then goes on to explain how his father enjoyed ridiculing the rest of them and how, that night, he and Julie prepared a joke to get back at him. Their father finished his meal and left the table, their mother stating her disapproval. Julie was ready to apologise, and when his father finally spoke to him after a couple of days, Jack was greatly relieved.


As his father felt unable to keep the garden anymore, he decided to cover it all with cement, and Jack helped him. At some point, however, Jack felt the need to masturbate, but while doing so in the toilet, proudly ejaculating for the first time, his father collapsed, leaving a mark in the cement, which Jack carefully smoothed away after his parents had left in an ambulance.  

Questions

1. What is the effect of the first sentence of the novel?

2. How does the narrator’s age show?

3. What is the symbolic significance of the garden?

4. What do you think of the relationship between Jack and his sisters?

5. How do you feel about the main character after reading chapter 1? 
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