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Plot Summary

Ash McAndrew, singer and serious Bursary scholar, has his life ‘sussed’, although he is less than happy with his family situation.  He does not like his hard drinking, argumentative step-father while Sam, his step-brother who breezes in from Wellington, is a handful.  While Ash is focused on study, Sam is eager to party and get ‘wasted’.

When Ash and Sam go to Linda Dawson’s party they become involved in a fight which results in the death of a fellow-student.  As Ash has remained sober he is able to give useful evidence at the trial, but the experience shocks both Sam and him.

Sam decides that life in Hamilton suits him better than life with his mother in Wellington, although he doesn’t get on with his father any better than Ash does.  For a time he accompanies Ash to school and seems to settle down, but it cannot last and, finding it difficult to take the pressure, Sam disappears again.

Ash’s mother is critically injured when her drunk husband crashes the car.  It seems that all she wants is to see Sam again before she dies, so Ash and his friends have to find him. After some fruitless searching, Sam is finally discovered in the middle of New Year’s Eve riots in Whangamata.  Ash and Sam make it to the hospital just in time for Ash’s mother to make it clear that she wants the two boys to stay together when she is gone.

The two boys finally get together in a flat in Auckland.  Ash is at university and Sam intends returning to school to get the qualifications necessary to become a policeman.

Themes

Several thematic threads are woven through this story.  Foremost among these is the question of family relations.  Ash and Sam represent two fragmented families and their attitudes and the attitudes of family members towards them force the reader to think about the importance of having family support.  Sam’s alienation from the Wellington family is made clear by his description and comments when he first arrives in Hamilton.  The imminent arrival of a new baby is enough to convince him that he is no longer wanted in that household.  Later in the story when Sam’s step-father emphasises that he is no longer wanted.  Ash who loves his mother dearly, cannot understand how she could be satisfied with someone as repulsive as Rex.  When she says “I know he will never hit me, no matter how drunk he gets” we, like Ash, have to wonder at the logic.  Positive parental influence is seen in the person of Selina’s aunt who is prepared to give the young people space and trust, and Ash’s mother who is always supportive and loving.

Violence is another thread present in Further Back Than Zero.  The story makes it clear that violence comes in many different forms but, no matter which form it takes, it is damaging.  Physical violence is seen in the fights at the party, in the school grounds and at Whangamata.  The death of Alex Smillie is the ultimate result of physical violence.  Sexual violence is seen when boys take advantage of Marie at the party, and the chilling story told in assembly by Candice Shuker underlines the possible consequences of such attitudes.  Verbal and mental violence examples are dotted throughout the story – both Sam and Rex use bad language and are abusive, especially when they are drunk.  The scene when Rex is determined to drive home despite the fact that he is drunk gives us some insight into the mental cruelty Ash’s mother has to put up with, and her migraines are further proof of this.

Closely associated with the idea of violence is the danger of drinking.  While Ash no longer drinks, Sam uses alcohol as a means of escape.  It is not difficult to see that, without intervention, Sam could easily end up like his father.  The descriptions of drunk teenagers are not pretty and the story could well serve as a disincentive to young drinkers

Finally, and on a more positive note, readers get the message that maintaining high standards of personal behaviour pays off.  Ash is a ‘good boy’, although he is forced to confront his own attitude towards women when Marie lets him know how cruel he has been to her.  The fact that Ash always looks out for Sam, often with nothing but abuse for thanks, makes the reader think about the value of friendship and the responsibilities it brings.

Content Test

1. How did Sam get from Wellington to Hamilton?

2. Who organised a moth-eating contest?

3. What did Ash do to prove he was sober after Alex Smillie is killed?

4. Where is Further Back Than Zero sung?

5. What was so shocking about Candice Shuker?

6. Who masterminded the attack on Tattoo and Earring?

7. Which song does Ash’s mother like him to sing for her?

8. Who sent flowers and a note to Ash when his mother was injured?

9. Where did Ash finally find Sam?

10. What job is Sam thinking about taking up at the end of the book?

Answers

1. Hitch-hiking

2. Sam

3. Blood alcohol test

4. Alex Smillie’s funeral and assembly

5. She was dying of Aids

6. Sam

7. Amazing Grace

8. Marie

9. Whangamata

10. Policeman

Activities

______________________________________________________________

1. One of the things which helps this story seem realistic is that none of the relationships portrayed is ‘perfect’; however, some of the relationships are more stable and have more potential than others.  According to your reading of the story, which relationships are likely to last, and which are likely to fail?

2. The characters of Ash and Sam change during the story.  Choose an incident near the beginning of the story which involves both of these characters and rewrite it, according to how it would have worked out had it occurred towards the end of the story, after the characters had changed?

3. One of the things Ash does for Sam, and which Sam does not always appreciate, is that he ‘looks out’ for Sam – he tries to stop Sam getting drunk, he keeps Sam out of fights and he provides a positive role model for Sam.  But what does Ash get out of his relationship with Sam?

4. One of the big ironies in the story is that Sam, who hates ‘cops’, states his intention to become one at the end.  What is it that Sam does not like about the police, and what reasons could you suggest for his change of heart at the end?

5. It is clear from this story that the author is well aware of the dangers alcohol poses for young people.  What different ways can you find for getting this message across to the reader through the story?

6. Choose a part of the story that deals with a situation you have never experienced.  What would you do if you were in that situation?

