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Text Title: Can’t catch me!

Author: Elisabeth Pulford

Synopsis

Alice is a 12 year-old student who attends Henderson School. Her life is that of a typical adolescent girl until her whole world is turned upside down by a tragic accident. Alice is involved in fatal car accident that leaves her with serious eye and facial injuries. Alice’s best friend Hannah is killed in the accident and Alice is left to try and pick up the pieces of her life without Hannah. Alice’s grief is compounded by the fact that she knew the driver of the other car involved in the accident and that she and Hannah were having a stupid fight at the time that the accident occurred. 

Alice’s family are extremely supportive but Alice is not ready to allow them to help her. She feels guilty that she survived the accident and Hannah didn’t. She finds it hard to talk about her feelings and it is soon decided that she should go and stay with Great Aunty Fran on her farm for a while, to give her a change of scenery.  Fran is an eccentric old woman who builds and flies kites. She does not force Alice to talk about her feelings but Alice soon finds herself opening up to the caring and wise old woman. Fran too has experienced grief and can relate to Alice’s pain. Fran introduces Alice to Jessie, a shy and reclusive horse that is shunned by the rest of the horses in the paddock. Alice feels an affinity with Jessie and makes it her mission to socialise the horse before she returns home. Can’t catch me! follows the spiritual and physical journey that Alice experiences as she begins to come to terms with her loss and grief.

Text Type

Can’t catch me! is a realistic and moving novel about loss and grief. Students who have lost a close friend or relative will relate to the main character Alice and the process that she goes through to try and rebuild her life. The story highlights the importance of having a supportive family to help deal with loss, particularly for a young person or teenager, but also anyone. Alice’s family are willing to give her the space and time that she needs to gather her thoughts and reflect on what has happened. The story also shows the reader that a change of scenery can help with the grieving process. Alice finds it easier to talk to Aunty Fran than her own family because she is not so close to her, and Fran has an understanding of what Alice is going through. Jessie is an important figure in the story because her journey mirrors Alice’s. Jessie also gives Alice a focus – she is a welcome distraction from the thoughts and feelings that fly around in her head.

The novel is set in New Zealand. Themes include survivor guilt, dealing with loss, the grieving process and family relationships. The novel also asks the question of what should happen to the perpetrator of a crime – does s/he also deserve our sympathy?

Sharing the novel 

The novel has been divided up as follows: Chapters 1 and 2 (pp. 1-4), Chapters 3-10 (pp. 15-73) and Chapters 11-16 (p. 74-115).

During the shared sessions encourage students to ask questions to clarify their understanding of words and ideas raised in the novel. Have them discuss their own experiences with loss and grief. Encourage students to track the spiritual and emotional journey that Alice undergoes as she learns to accept her friend’s death. Students should be able to identify important themes and ideas raised in the novel and explain how they are developed. The novel contains important symbols that help convey the meaning of the story and students should be aware of these.

Introducing the Novel

Study the front cover of the novel and read the blurb.

· Who is the main character in the story?

· Who was her best friend? What do you think happened to her?

· Why is there an illustration of a kite on the front cover?

· Who does the main character go and stay with?

· Who is Jessie?

· Have you ever lost someone close to you? How did and does this make you feel?  How do/have your feelings changed over time?

Teacher reads Chapters 1 and 2 (pp. 1-14) aloud to the class. Students follow along in their books.

Comprehension Chapters 1 and 2 (pp. 1-14)

· How did Hannah die?

· What injuries did Alice sustain?

· What kinds of thoughts and feelings fly around in Alice’s head as she lies in the hospital bed?

· Why do you think Alice’s parents were reluctant to tell her the truth about Hannah?

· How does Alice feel when her mother suggests that some school friends come and visit? Why do you think she feels this way?

· Who is Linda? Why does she have a certain understanding of what Alice is going through?

· Why did Alice and Hannah fight before the accident?

· Who are Alice’s siblings?

· What does Sandy bring up during her visit? What shocking news does Alice learn from her father?

Discussion

· Why does Alice feel so detached from her family? Why doesn’t she want to talk?

· Alice’s accident will impact on her whole family. What difficulties do her parents face when trying to help her deal with her grief? In what other ways will they be affected?

· Who caused the accident? Why does the fact that Alice knew the person make what happened harder to deal with?

· What do you think is going to happen next?

Students read Chapters 3-10 (pp. 15-73) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 3-10 (pp. 15-73)

· What does the doctor recommend to Alice’s mum to aid her recovery?

· How does Alice feel when the dressings are removed? Why do tears spring to her eyes when she has to say goodbye to Linda?

· Describe Great Aunty Fran. Why do you think Alice agrees to go and stay with her?

· Why didn’t Alice want to attend the funeral? Why do you think she changed her mind? Why do people stare at her?

· Describe Aunty Fran’s cottage.

· How does Alice feel when Fran says she wants her to meet someone? Why does she feel this way?

· What does Alice decide to call her Aunty?

· Who is Jessie? Who does she belong to? Why is Jessie so timid? Why do you think Alice doesn’t want to approach her?

· What does Gaf make in her shed? How does Alice react when she sees them? What causes Alice to break down when she is in the shed?

· Who is Dory? Why do you think he doesn’t attend school? How does Alice respond to his attempts at befriending her?

· Why does Alice decide to approach Jessie? How does Jessie react when Alice gets near her?

· What does Stan tell Alice that Jessie needs to learn to do? How does he try and help her do this? How does Alice send a message to Jessie?

· What do we learn about Alice’s feelings about the accident during her conversation with Gaf? Why do you think Alice is willing to share her feelings with Gaf? What does Gaf tell Alice about loss and grief? How does Gaf know how Alice feels?

· Who rings Alice at the farm and wants to visit?

· Why doesn’t Alice feel ready to go home?

· Who dropped the letter off for Alice? How does Alice react when she learns about the letter?

· What does Alice’s mum mean when she says that Kirk is “suffering too”?

· What does Alice learn about Linda’s family during her visit?

· What does Linda give Alice as a gift? What does she suggest she do with it? 

· Which kite does Gaf give Linda? Why does Linda decide to keep it there?

· Why does Gaf tell Alice off when Dory comes over?

· Why isn’t Dory at school?

· Why does Dory believe that Max is the boss?

· Why does Jessie bolt when Alice goes to pat her? How does bolting put Jessie in danger?

Discussion

· Alice goes to stay with her Aunt after her best friend’s death. Why do you think that a change of scenery can be helpful at times like this?

· Initially Alice doesn’t want to attend Hannah’s funeral. Why is it important to go to funerals?

· Describe Great Aunty Fran. In what ways does she help Alice come to terms with her grief?

· Why does Alice have an affinity with Jessie?

· Predict what is going to happen next.

Students read Chapters 11-16 (pp. 74-115) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 11-16 (pp. 74-115)

· Why is Max in charge?

· What does Stan suggest that Alice can do to help Jessie?

· What does Alice realise when she laughs at what Stan says to her? Why does she feel guilty?

· Who else is on the merry-go-round with Alice? What do you think this symbolises?

· How does Alice calm Jessie down as she leads her across the paddock?

· How does Alice feel when Jessie allows her to pat her?

· Describe Alice’s family’s visit. Why do you think Dory enjoys visiting so much? Why do you think Alice’s mum brings Kirk’s letter, even though Alice told her not to?

· Why do you think Alice changes her mind about reading the letter? Summarise the letter’s contents. How does Alice feel towards Kirk after she has read the letter?

· What does Gaf think will probably happen to Kirk? What does Alice think should happen to him?

· Why does Gaf think that it would be powerful if Alice joined Kirk on his talk?

· Why does Alice like staying with Gaf? How is Gaf different to her mum?

· What does Dory call Alice that upsets her? Who told Dory about the name? Who is the only one allowed to call Alice by her special name?

· What does Alice speak to Jessie about? What does Jessie do that makes Alice think she understands her?

· Why is Alice concerned about what is going to happen to Jessie when she goes home? What idea does she come up with to help the horse? Why does Alice believe that this is something she needs to do on her own?

· Why is Alice reluctant to go fishing with Dory and his family? Why is she glad that she went?

· Who sends Alice a letter? What does the letter say?

· How does Alice feel when she finishes the kite? Who do she and Gaf decide to invite to a kite flying session?  

· Why does Alice get frustrated with Jessie? What does Gaf say to her that makes her less angry?

· Why do you think Alice suddenly decides she wants to go home?

· Where do Linda, Gaf and Alice go to fly their kites? How does Alice feel as she slowly releases the kite? Why is she afraid to let it fly? What does she think about as the kite flies high in the air?

· What does Alice learn about Jessie when she returns to help Gaf with the kite stall?

Discussion

· Identify an important theme in the story and explain how it is developed by the author.

· What do you think Alice’s experience has taught her at the end of the novel?

· How important do you think family are when it comes to dealing with a crisis? How might things have turned out differently for Alice if she didn’t have such a supportive family?

· The novel contains several important symbols. Identify them and explain what they symbolise.

Activities

Plot – Make a timeline of the important events that occur in the novel.

Character – Choose an important character from the novel and describe her. Include information on important actions and behaviour, motivations, thoughts, feelings and quotes that reveal aspects of character.

Plot – Choose an important section of the story and retell it in your own words.

Character – Write a paragraph that explains how Alice changes throughout the course of the novel and explains why these changes occur.

Static image – Design a static image that reveals a theme from the story. Use any medium you like (collage, paint, computer etc). Include a quote from the story that helps show the theme and remember to combine verbal and visual features to illustrate your idea.

Letter – Write a letter to a friend explaining why this would be a good book for anyone who has ever lost someone close to them to read.

Review – Write a book review for Can’t catch me! Include a brief plot summary. Explain the setting and the themes of the story. Include information about the main characters and explain whether you believe the characters are credible. Remember to include your personal opinion about the novel.

Writing – Write a poem that expresses Alice’s thoughts and feelings about the death of Hannah.

Issue – Choose an important issue raised in the story and create a role play about it.

Writing – Write an epilogue for the story that is set a year after the original events took place.
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