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  Context


  Born in Birmingham, Alabama on June 19, 1945, Tobias Wolff's boyhood was plagued by dysfunction and hardship. Wolff's parents divorced when he was still very young, and Wolff moved from state to state with his mother while his older brother, Geoffrey, remained in the custody of their father. It would be six years before the brothers were reunited. Although Geoffrey was raised with relative privilege and Wolff grew up in poverty, both brothers were victims of serious domestic abuse and neglect.


  Wolff was to suffer a difficult adolescence filled with fistfights, drinking binges, and poor grades. Wolff often told lies, both to himself and other people, as a means of escape from his miserable situation. In his imagination, Wolff believed himself to be an athlete, a scholar, and a merit-winning Eagle Scout. He was forever trying to convince himself of his status as an upright citizen. Wolff's father was also prone to destructive bouts of deception, and was eventually committed to a sanitarium after a severe mental breakdown. Throughout Wolff's youth in the industrial town of Chinook, Washington, there was not much for him to do but get into trouble and long for the day he could leave. That day finally came when, after sending in a falsified application, Wolff was accepted to the elite Hill Preparatory School on the east coast. Wolff was expelled after two years at Hill for failing grades, but although he was disappointed, he was not disheartened. After his expulsion from Hill, Wolff joined the army. During his four years in the service, Wolff was appointed an advisor to the South Vietnamese during the ##Vietnam War# Wolff describes this experience in his second memoir, In Pharaoh's Army: Memories of the Lost War. After the Vietnam War, Wolff was accepted at prestigious Oxford University in London, where he earned his Bachelor's degree in 1972, followed by a Master's degree in English Language and Literature in 1975. Following his graduation from Oxford, Wolff worked as a reporter for the Washington Post. Shortly after, Wolff was awarded the Stegner Fellowship to Stanford University, where he earned a Master's degree in English in 1978. It was at Stanford that Wolff met and befriended renowned writer Raymond Carver, who was to help and encourage Wolff throughout his years as a new, struggling writer. After receiving his Master's from Stanford, Wolff began writing in earnest. He published his first novel, Ugly Rumors upon his graduation from Oxford in 1975. He published a number of stories in Atlantic Monthly, and, subsequently, a collection of stories titled In the Garden of the North American Martyrs. Wolff was awarded a National Endowment for the Arts Fellowship in creative writing, the St. Lawrence Award for fiction, and a Guggenheim Fellowship for fiction. Wolff continued to garner praise and awards from his later novels and memoirs, including The Barracks Thief and The Night in Question. Wolff's brother Geoffrey also became a novelist. In addition to writing literature, Wolff also teaches the subject. After seventeen years as Director of Syracuse University's Creative Writing Program, Wolff accepted that same position at Stanford, where he has been teaching since 2000.


  Plot Overview


  In 1955, Toby Wolff and his mother are on their way to Utah to make their fortune by mining uranium. While in Utah, Toby changes his name to Jack in honor of the author ##Jack London# and also to remove himself from his father, who abandoned Jack and his mother shortly after Jack was born. Jack's father is now living in Connecticut with Jack's brother, Geoffrey, a student at Princeton, and is married to a millionaress.


  Jack shares an intimate closeness with his mother who, because of her own abusive childhood, habitually involves herself with violent and volatile men. First, there is Roy, Rosemary's second husband, who follows Rosemary and Jack from Florida to Utah. When Roy leaves them, Rosemary moves with Jack to Seattle, where she meets Dwight, who seems harmless until Jack moves to Chinook to live with him, where Dwight reveals himself to be cruel and petty. Dwight criticizes and berates Jack for real and imagined flaws, and his rants are constantly at the forefront of Jack's mind. Dwight assigns Jack chores for no reason other than to exhibit his power and control over the household. Dwight also forces Jack to deliver newspapers and takes the money Jack earns for himself. The only time Dwight expresses a genuine interest in Jack is when he teaches Jack how to fight. Dwight is excited by Jack's display of aggression, especially because it will be directed against Arthur Gayle, a notorious "sissy" who has a short-lived friendship with Jack.


  Jack takes refuge in his unusually vivid, imagination. Dwight's abuse and Jack's own general unhappiness in Chinook only fuel Jack's fantasies. Jack longs to escape from Chinook so that he can recreate himself, but he can only live the life he wants for himself in his own mind. Jack essentially creates his own reality, as is evidenced when he forges ecstatic letters of praise for his application to private boarding schools. In school, Jack tends to run with a dangerous crowd, often getting into trouble with the authorities, but in his applications to private schools, Jack writes that he is an A-student, star athlete, and good citizen. Jack is obsessed with the idea of himself as a virtuous and gifted young man, and has no trouble believing his that lies are the truth.


  Jack has many dreams of running away, but he never succeeds in actualizing them. Jack's first real attempt at running away involves a plan to flee to Alaska with Arthur. Jack plans to make his getaway after a Boy Scout meeting in another town, but he ends up befriending a group of boys from another troop, distancing himself from Arthur, and being conned out of all of his money. Later, Jack tries to take refuge with his older brother, Geoffrey, at Princeton, but this plan goes awry when Jack is caught forging a bank check.


  Jack finally gets the opportunity to leave Chinook and start anew when he is accepted to the elite Hill School. Mr. Howard, an alumnus of Hill, interviews Jack and serves as Jack's mentor. Later, when Mr. Howard and his wife have Jack fitted for a new wardrobe, Jack is warmed by their attention and affection, which he has experienced very little of at home.


  Before Jack leaves home for Hill, he and Rosemary leave Dwight after Dwight shoves Jack in front of her. Rosemary arranges for Jack to live temporarily with his friend Chuck Bolger. Although Jack promises his mother that he will be on his best behavior while at the Bolgers', he breaks his promise and is caught stealing from gasoline from the nearby Welch farm. Jack feels terrible about stealing from the Welches, but cannot bring himself to apologize, which infuriates Mr. Bolger. Mr. Bolger, arranges for Jack to work at the Welch farm, but the Welches refuse Jack's help.


  Meanwhile, Chuck Bolger is about to be arrested for the statutory rape of a girl named Tina Flood, who is pregnant, possibly by him. The sheriff offers to excuse Chuck if he to marries Tina, but Chuck refuses. Chuck is on the verge of being sent to jail when he is rescued by another of the defendants, Huff, who agrees to marry Tina in his place.


  The summer before Jack is due to begin at Hill, he goes to stay with his father in California to spend some time with his father and his brother. Immediately after Jack arrives, however, his father leaves for Las Vegas with his girlfriend. When Jack's father returns, he is arrested and later committed to a sanitarium, where he remains for the rest of the summer. Not surprisingly, Jack cannot make the grades that Hill demands, and is expelled midway through his senior year. After he is expelled from school, Jack joins the army and serves in the ##Vietnam War#


  Character List


  
    Jack Wolff - The author and protagonist of the autobiography, Jack leads the reader through his troubled boyhood, which is plagued by domestic abuse and misbehavior. Despite his grim upbringing, Jack remains hopeful and is convinced that he is capable of a better life. In elementary school, Jack change his name from Toby to Jack, after the author ##Jack London# which his mother begrudgingly allows him to do.

  


  
    Rosemary Wolff - Jack's mother struggles financially to support herself and her son, but though she is neglectful at times, she loves Jack very much. Rosemary was abused as a child and cannot bring herself to inflict violence or any sort of punishment on Jack, even though she has the habit of taking up with violent men who inflict that same abuse on both of them.

  


  
    Dwight - A cruel and violent man who convinces Rosemary to marry him and move to Chinook to live with him. Dwight is especially resentful of Jack and treats him with the utmost brutality. Dwight drinks to excess, steals Jack's and Rosemary's money, and often instigates physical altercations with Jack.

  


  
    Geoffrey Wolff - Jack's kind older brother, who is a student at Princeton while Jack is still in high school. Geoffrey has grown up in his father's custody and goes for years without seeing Jack. Six years after their last meeting, he and Jack begin corresponding by mail. When Jack tells Geoffrey of the abuse he endures in Chinook, Geoffrey encourages Jack to apply to private schools on the east coast and arranges for them to meet during the summer. When they do meet, Geoffrey cares for Jack like a father.

  


  
    Arthur Wolff - Jack's biological father is a compulsive liar, who makes promises to Jack that he cannot keep. When Jack goes to stay with Arthur for the summer, Arthur leaves for a vacation with his girlfriend on the day of Jack's arrival. When Jack's father returns, he is arrested and committed to a sanitarium, where he remains for the rest of Jack's visit.

  


  
    Arthur Gayle - The overweight, outcast boy who spends most of his time with his dog, Pepper, and eventually becomes Jack's best friend. After Jack calls Arthur a sissy, they get into a fistfight. After the fight they become friends, although ultimately, because of Jack's insensitivity, that friendship does not last.

  


  
    Chuck Bolger - The son of a minister, Chuck Jack's gentle, somewhat alcoholic friend who impregnates Tina Flood, an overweight and promiscuous fifteen-year-old girl at their high school. Chuck refuses to marry Tina, and is pardoned when his friend Huff agrees to marry her instead. Jack lives with Chuck for a short period.

  


  
    Jerry Huff - A short but physically strong boy, Huff is popular with the girls at school and is exceptionally vain. Huff bullies even those who have beaten him in fistfights. He later marries the pregnant Tina to save himself from doing jail time as an accessory to statutory rape.

  


  
    Roy - Rosemary's alcoholic and abusive ex-husband who follows her and Jack from Sarasota to Salt Lake City after she has fled from him. Roy is extremely possessive of Rosemary and checks up on her obsessively. Roy has a fascination for guns, and gives Jack his Winchester .22.
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