Teacher Notes to “THE STRAY”, by J.R.Poulter,  

from “The Girl Who Married a Fly”, ed., Michael Hyde, (AATE, Pb,’97)  story No. 13

NOTES,  c. J.R.Poulter ‘98

ISSUES: alienation, bullying, disability, aggression, communication - with authority figures & with women as compared to peer group, the need to ‘belong’

Children growing up in an institutional setting lack the opportunity to communicate on an intimate ‘family’ level with the opposite gender & with ‘parent’/’grandparent’ aged persons.  This communication problem is still with us in a dimension, even though the old-fashioned ‘orphanage’ is a thing of the past. Children growing up in dysfunctional families, and to some degree, in single-parent families do not always have the opportunities needed to develop appropriate ‘role models’ and learn the relevant communication skills. In boys particularly, this lack has been linked recently with the growth in personality disorders, emotional problems, youth violence, crime and even suicides.  In girls, there is research suggesting that their ability to ‘mother’ successfully is impaired, increasing the need for parenting skills to be ‘learnt’ at school or under the supervision of social welfare bodies. Needless to say, this applies to boys as well. Parenting skills were once passed on from generation to generation, hands on style.  This is increasingly not so now. 

TOM, the central character of “THE STRAY” is a vivid example of a lack of parenting. I feel there are more children in the classroom than ever before who will identify with TOM, and through talking out his story, be able to gain some perception into and perspective on their own life experience.

Examine TOM’s transition from angry, aggressive, alienated ‘survivor’ to caring ‘big brother’, ready to take the first major step in merging permanently into a stable ‘family’ environment.  A lot leads up to this that takes a couple of years to work through.  This sort of process does not happen overnight. The story “THE STRAY” is based on real life experiences, and a situation that took a lot longer to work through! Psychologists used to say  that children brought up in institutions were so emotionally damaged that they could never lead normal lives, that they were like ‘lifers’ in the jail system, ‘institutionalised’ and unable ever fully to successfully adapt to life in mainstream society. 

DISCUSSION POINTS:

Identify turning points in TOM’S life, eg., (in order of first mention) meeting Jeremy/Jerry, losing Deefa, the first holiday (&first exposure up close to ‘normality’), the wild dog, the derelict (recognition of a commonality that terrifies TOM).  Why are they so important to the central character and to the story?

Identify images that underline the emotional inner workings & conflict that TOM is experiencing, eg., 

the pines (pointers to the emotionally traumatic  ‘coming to a place of decision’), 

seaside (salt smell, waves - cleansing, washing away, healing properties), 

the drowning nightmare - Discuss why this is significant. How does it contrast with the pleasant, happy seaside holiday images, and how does it tie in with the images of the dying fish on the fishing trip with Jerry’s Dad? Think of it in relation to the saying “like a fish out of water”. TOM is “out of his depth”, why? (Feelings of drowning often characterise people on the verge of nervous breakdown.  Everything is literally ‘overwhelming’ them.)

the hidden shells (new feelings, Tom can’t yet share, feelings that have increasing importance to him, but which he fears because of their newness, because of fear of loss, insecurity etc., feelings which he does his best to hide especially from Jerry’s parents, but which, ultimately, he treasures - consider in the light of sayings like “better the devil you know than the devil you don’t”, “a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush”, “better far to run away and live to fight another day” as opposed to “nothing ventured, nothing gained”, “he who hesitates is lost”, “in for a penny in for a pound“.  Remember, TOM is taking a huge emotional risk in letting Jerry & his family invade his feelings.) 

the storm (emotional turmoil, confusion, doubts, decision making, breaking old patterns, feeling raw & exposed), 

fight with the wild dog  (TOM is in a very real way, fighting his own worst inclinations, his own ‘demons’ to use an ‘in’ term, he is fighting the past forces that have formed him and are now trying to hold him back from making the all important break from the past into a new life, he is fighting his own fears;) 

the cave setting (darkness, closed-in to conflict, feeling of being trapped, internal turmoil, cave/womb return to origins, creating a new beginning), 

the death of the derelict ( realisation of exactly what his own position is, of what his choices are; that, if he hides from this opportunity he has with Jerry’s family, rejects ‘normality’ because of his fears & insecurities, his fears & insecurities will hedge him round in such a way that the ‘normal’ world will be his prison setting the way the pines were for the dero - the way out itself will be the closed prison door - the pines also lead to Jerry’s home, the way out), 

the carved dog (hanging on to hope; consider why TOM would want to give it to Jerry),

the present of the puppy (signaling acceptance on both sides by the giving & the receiving)

BULLYING: How was TOM bullied? Consider his surroundings, the very buildings he lives in, the impersonal use of numbers instead of names, the harsh, cruel discipline, the ‘false’ affection of the superintendent’s wife, the teacher’s attitude, TOM’s feelings of being different & looking different (the uniform).  How does TOM, in turn, bully others & express his aggression?

FEMALE CHARACTERS: 

To TOM, women might as well be from another planet, they are so alien to his existence.  He doesn’t know how to approach them or respond to them.  This is something he has to learn over time.  (It seems incredible that someone could grow up completely out of sync with half the human race, but this was the case for boys like TOM, and similarly for girls brought up in institutions.)

Superintendent’s wife - artificiality, officialdom’s ‘token’ acknowledgement of human need for caring (the kiss & lollies, the pocket money)

Jeremy/Jerry’s Mum - the ‘unknown’ and at first ‘unknowable, she becomes accepted initially because of Jerry and his Dad; TOM can accept affection from the father & son but not the mother, yet, she senses this and, at first, wisely takes a back seat to events, the pup present is her idea. Tom gradually accepts her too and comes to the point where he can say “The ache inside was worse. They were tearing me worse than the wild dog, Jerry, his dad, even his mum.”  They are all ‘getting to him’.

The ‘dame’ at the roadhouse - unthreatening, easy going.  Why does TOM feel comfortable with her in a way he does not with Jerry’s Mum or the “Flashy” waitress?

The ‘flashy’ waitress - superficiality, tourist brochure ‘niceness’, insincerity.

The photo of TOM as a baby with his mother - the mystery is deliberately not solved to allow wider identification of the reader with TOM.  What are some scenarios that might solve the mystery? (Widowed, abandoned young wife, single mother etc.,)

Jerry’s Dad’s sister - girls do not feature in the story further than the mention of Tom senior’s sister being separated from him when they were still children. Her subsequent disappearance and his search for her, lead to the discovery that he has a nephew, her son.  I deliberately left the circumstances of her having TOM, and of her death vague. I want as many children as possible to be able to identify with TOM on some level. Consider what might have lead to TOM’s being placed in the home? What might have happened to the friends who were supposed to look after the sister? Perhaps she was a runaway too?

MALE CHARACTERS:

Consider the contrast between the two boys - TOM and Jeremy/Jerry. 

TOM - streetwise survivor, Jeremy/Jerry - vulnerable, innocent, disabled, victim of bullying.  He gives an appearance of outward strength to hide inner vulnerability. The ‘tough’ exterior has parallels to the popular image of ‘the clown who cries on the inside’. (Do others mask/camouflage their feelings because they do not want to be thought ‘weak’, a ‘sissy’, ‘uncool’? Boys were always told to be ‘brave little soldiers’ and not to cry.  But is it becoming more important for women & girls to ‘put on a strong front’, a ‘brave face’?)

Both boys feel deeply, but TOM internalises, denies and avoids, give examples. (eg., running away from the home, fighting, the desire to runaway from Jerry & his family)

Jeremy/Jerry, on the other hand, externalises, unashamedly showing his feelings, crying openly.  This sort of behaviour in boys was often frowned upon in those days (1950s and 60s), seen as ‘sissy’. It says a lot for his parents’ sensitivity and his own inner strength that he was able so to express himself, and that the bullying didn’t ‘get to him’. Jerry,  physically disabled, is treated differently by TOM to Radford, who has a learning disability.

Thomas, Jeremy/Jerry’s Dad - is a strong, sensitive man. Consider the parallels between him and TOM.  Consider the significance of & symbolism in the fishing episodes. Why is it important for him to find his dead sister’s son,TOM? 

The teacher, old Fletcher - insensitive,  way over worked as classes tended to be very large in the 1950s & 60s, has a sense of humour, even if inappropriate.

Radford - dyslexic, at a time when dyslexia was not recognised, and so labeled a fool, victim of bullying. Another disabled figure - learning disability. Compare him to TOM. How does TOM’s treatment of Radford reveal TOM’s own emotional disability? Compare TOM’s treatment of Radford to his treatment of Jerry, why the difference?

the derelict/ dero - the image of what TOM could become; there is a hint that things had been better for this character but that some trauma, or unresolved hurt had led to his abandonment of the world and becoming a human wreck - “Something flickered at the back of his eyes. Everything froze a moment,”. Consider for whom he may have been carving the wooden dog. Why does TOM souvenir the carved dog? The dero is not given a name even in death, this parallels the dehumanising aspect of his life and TOM’s. TOM and his peers in the home are not referred to by name, but are given numbers. (This is true to life!)

police, men in coats, ambulance men - official ‘dismissiveness’ of the human side of the tragedy that is the dero; the sort of dismissive attitude that has characterised the way TOM has been dealt with in the home & at school. 

THE STRAY, the dog image:

The imagery of the fighting dog, the stray, the survivor, pervades the story.  

Deefa  was a stray that TOM took into his heart.  Deefa’s loss was also a loss of hope for TOM and signalled an increase in his aggressive, fighting, survival behaviour.  Why does TOM keep referring back to Deefa?

The dero is compared to a stray cur.  TOM refers to himself as a stray cur. TOM and the dero know the measure of each other, because of their dimension of recognition within each other of similar inner conflicts and a paralleling of paths up to this crossing point in the pines.

The caretaker’s bull terrier cross is another savage dog, another fighter/survivor image.

The wild dog  that TOM fights and kills is important to the story, signifying inner struggle, doing to death ones ‘demons’.  Why does TOM take Jerry and his Dad to the cave? Why does TOM return there with Jerry?  What is the importance of taking the two teeth from the dead dog and of giving one to Jerry? (teeth drawing, symbolic of rendering an enemy impotent, harmless)

The carved wooden dog - this was carved as a gift that might never have even been intended to be given, but the doing of something for someone shows the tatters of humanity, the intent of good.  Why is the carving of the dog significant to TOM?  Why does he give it to Jerry?

The puppy - What does this gift signify?  Why is it so important that TOM is able to accept this gift, & what does his acceptance signify? How does the gift of the puppy round off the story, taking it full circle in a sense? What is the symbolism behind the image of the puppy? (the new beginning, the newness of the feeling of ‘belonging’, of permanency, the new family complete with pet, experience, ongoing, of growing with and into a family - fitting in much as a new puppy might).

PLACES / LOCATIONS

Seaside - see in the section dealing with images.

The home, &  the pines (in the home’s grounds)  - see in the sections dealing with bullying, the dero &  images.

The school - Why does meeting and befriending Jeremy/Jerry change TOM’s outlook on school?  What did he feel about school before this? How did TOM’s change in attitude affect his teacher, old Fletcher’s attitude towards him? What was TOM’s attitude to dyslexic Radford, what did this reveal about TOM? Consider ‘pecking order’.

PHILOSOPHY / LIFE ATTITUDE: Although the number thirteen is repeated twice in the story, the notion of good luck and bad luck has nothing to do with it. Rather, the story reflects that life is a matter of the choices we make, we can choose to be defeated, or we can choose to make the best of it. Discuss this in the light of Jeremy’s Dad’s statement, “Things’re what you make of them.”

 What are some of the significant choices Tom makes?  How do they subsequently change his life?  How do the choices he makes affect others?  Discuss with students, relating it to decisions they have made in their lives, and how the choices/ decisions of others have affected them. 

