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Therapeutic Use of Storytelling for Older 
Children Who Are Critically Ill 

Mark Freeman 

Ltke play a storc can be functtonal and thera- 
peuttc In the care of chlldren dealtng w~th 
chronlc illnesses such as cancer even when 
pattents courses proke termtnal Examples In- 
clude both oral telling and readlng of stones, 
plcturebooks novels and accounts of natural 
phenomena, as well as chtldren s recounttng of 
destres and fantastes The field of therapeuttc 
stones offers unl~mtted opportunttles for both 
practlttoner and parent to learn better ways to 
support chtldren sown Inner processes of tmag- 
tnatton and mottvatlon to strengthen and to 
provlde comfort 

Why do storles have an ablhty to reach chll- 
dren even In the Norst sltuatlons or  when more 
dlrect forms of communlcatlon have become 
problematic' It may be that regression to prlor 
cognltlve levels (P~aget, 1929) allows for a re- 
garntng of earher childhood securlty Or ,  even 
more I~kely, the ut111ty of translt~onal objects 
(Wlnn~cott, 1958) does not end w ~ t h  the baby's 
bottle or  the toddler's teddy bear, but contlnues 
throughout I~fe's stages 

Full dlscuss~on on the mechan~sm of lmagl- 
natlon (lncludlng I~es, storles, dreams, and fan- 
tas~es) as a key to cognitive learnlng and emo- 
t~onal  coplng 1s beyond the scope of thls artlcle, 
but anecdotal examples of story use from late 
school age and adolescence can help to polnt 
out dlrect~ons for further lnqulry 

The  case htstor~es that follow are oresented 
1 

In a form that entwlnes the process of meta- 
phor~cal lnterventlon w ~ t h  elements of the pa- 
t~ent's own story, demonstrated as l~terary nar- 
ratlves Although "fantasy-as-release" 1s often 
notable In the progress of chlldren In medical 

Mark Freeman zs a storyteller and a Famtly Nurse Prac- 
tttzoner who works wrth chtldren facrng chronac allnesses, 
troubled teenagers, homeless adults, and people ltvrng wzth 
human tmmunodejctency vtrus dasease He travels and 
lectures on the therapeutzc uses of storytelltng and can be 
reached c/o Healzng Tales, P 0 Box 77271,  Sun Fran- 
czsco, LA 94107 
Requests for reprznts should be addressed to Mark Free- 
man, RN, FNP, at the same address 

sltuatlons (Oremland, 1988), the Importance of 
play and storles contlnues to be a slgnlficant 
coplng mechan~sm for all ages In faclng health 
problems or  other crlses (Freeman, 1987) 

T h e  p e d ~ a t r ~ c  oncology team of a ternary care 
teachlng hospltal cons~sted of med~cal staff, 
nurses, soc~al workers, chlld I~fe,  occupat~onal, 
and recreat~onal therap~sts, volunteers and oth- 
ers-along w ~ t h  myself, a pedlatrlc nurse w ~ t h  
spec~al~zat~on In storytellrng Three years as Sto- 
ryteller-~n-Res~dence (through a state arts coun- 
c ~ l  program) prov~ded consistent opportunltles 
In the oncology outpatlent clln~c and In the 
hospltal, as weiias at the nearby "Family House," 
to learn from Datlents some of the Darameters 
for the therapeut~c use of story telling and read- 
lng Although, In the cases chosen for thls study, 
the subjects ultimately succumbed to thew 111- 
nesses, most p e d ~ a t r ~ c  cancer patlents now sur- 
vlve Storytelling has wtde appl~cat~ons durlng 
the course of a cure of chronlc illness, ~t 1s also 
a potent~allv valuable adjunct In termlnal cases 

In cancer treatment, the threat of death al- 
ways hangs over the heads of patlents and them 
famll~es, t h ~ s  Sword of Damocles seems often 
ready to fall In many sltuatlons, the use of 
storles prov~des a means of deallng wlth unface- 
able fears and untenable r ea l~ t~es  by dolng so 
lndlrectly (Haley, 1973) Myths and falry tales 
have prov~ded t h ~ s  funct~on slnce anclent tlmes 
In h ~ s  telev~sed lntervlews. the w ~ u l a r  mvthol- 

' 1 1  

oger Joseph Campbell offered a but 
seemingly enlgmatlc, statement on the tradl- 
t~onal  use of storytelling "Mythology teaches 
that our job here on earth 1s to partlclpate 
joyfully In the sorrows of the world "Just as play 
has provided young chlldren of each generatron 
wrth a means to mastery ( O p ~ e  & O p ~ e ,  1969), 
so has the "faclng of death" always been a key 
element to older chrldren's rltes of passage, 
often In com~ng-of-age rltuals where lnltlates 
learn how to deal wlth mortal~ty (Levl-Strauss 
1969) 

P e d ~ a t r ~ c  profess~onals brlng to relat~onsh~ps 
w ~ t h  Datlents thew extenslve first-hand knowl- 
edge of the many stages of normal development 
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By comblnlng t h ~ s  w ~ t h  the child's expertlse- 
h a  or her unlque knowledge and ~magmat~on- 
fantasy skllls can be seen here In use as tools for 
coplng, even In "worst case" scenarios 

Cases 

Timmy (8 to 9 years old) 

E~ght-year-old T ~ m m y  spent h ~ s  last months 
almost entlrely In h ~ s  hospltal room HIS whlte 
blood cell counts were often dangerously low, 
leavlng h ~ m  vulnerable to common lnfect~ons 
Both of h ~ s  remarkable parents were wrth h ~ m  
much of the tlme, and they became expert at 
keeplng hospltal staff vlslts to the mlnlmum 
necessary, thus preserving thew room In t h ~ s  
large lnstltutlon as a relatively safe famlly space 
I had met T ~ m m y  when he had first come to the 
outpatlent clln~c, but durlng the long last 
months In the hosp~tal, I reallzed that he was 
best supported by h ~ s  mother and father Stlll, I 
was able to prov~de books for them to read w ~ t h  
Tim 

One that they part~cularly l~ked was The In- 
dzan zn the Cupboard It 1s the story of a boy, 
who recelves for h ~ s  blrthday two apparently 
lns~gnlficant presents from a k ~ d  brother a small 
plast~c Ind~an figure, and an old medlclne c u p  
board found In the alley W ~ t h  the addltlon of a 
skeleton key that once belonged to h ~ s  grand- 
mother, the cupboard becomes maglc, brlnglng 
the Ind~an to I~fe-small, but fully human and 
full of fight The boy keeps h ~ m  a secret In h ~ s  
room 

T h ~ s  book contamed a plethora of Images and 
poss~blllt~es keys from the past, junk turnlng 
Into treasure, the r ~ g h t  to be angry even ~f you 
are Ilttle, the secret fr~ends of childhood come 
true, the access to an Inner l ~ f e  that can be kept 
locked up or let loose, the natlve's real emotlons 
versus our stereotyped conventions of Amencan 
Ind~ans There IS, of course, no way to know 
exactly whlch images will resonate best wlthln a 
child's own ~nternal l~ fe  and part~cular develop 
ment 

Good storles can prov~de opportunltles to d~s -  
cuss one's "~ssues" and sltuatlon d so w~shed, o r  
the chlld has permlsslon to merely enjoy them 
as a fantasy escape that need not be analyzed 
One great value of storles 1s that they are 1nd1- 
rect-as opposed to pedagogrcal materm], whlch 
"must" be learned Each chlld takes from a story 
only what he o r  she IS ready to find 

A short whlle after h ~ s  qulet death In the 
hosp~tal, Tlm's parents returned the Ind~an 
book, recalling how much he had l~ked ~t They 
had read together one chapter each day, up to 

the day he d ~ e d  My first response was of sadness 
that he d ~ d  not get to fin~sh ~t Yet, here was a 
chlld who exper~enced l~ fe  fully lns~de the con- 
fines of h ~ s  room and d~sease, w~thln the safety 
of h ~ s  famlly and of h ~ s  own m~nd-and who 
beheved, l ~ k e  the e~ght-year-old that he was, In 
the temporary nature of death That story about 
the warrlor, who changes from a toy to Ilve In a 
maglc box, apparently made a good fit w~th  h ~ s  
own wtuatron, h ~ s  deepest bel~efs and hopes, as 
Tim demonstrated to us soon after 

Some of the hosp~tal staff had been startled 
to hear that on one of thew few outlngs, Tim- 
my's father had taken h ~ m  to the cemetery 
There he had an opportunity to see where the 
other members of h ~ s  famlly were already, or 
later would be, burled He also had a chance to 
plck out h ~ s  own coffin, h ~ s  personal cablnet of 
transformat~on T ~ m m ?  proudly reported back 
that h ~ s  would have a red raclng strlpe on ~t 

Roy (9 to 12 years old) 

I met Roy In the outpatlent cllnlc, when he 
was nlne years old Born In Korea, he seemed 
sometimes older, and perhaps more thoughtful, 
than many chlldren born here Though qulet 
and held back, he proved always Interested In 
hearlng o r  readlng storles It uas In the course 
of d~scusslng these storles that he shared wrth 
me much of h ~ s  own h~story He moved from 
Seoul to New York C~ty  for a new I~fe, and then 
five years later moved to Cal~forn~a for cancer 
treatment Roy could speak both Korean and 
excellent Engl~sh, but t h ~ s  w ~ t h  a Brooklyn ac- 
cent When homes~ck, ~t was not for Seoul but 
for h ~ s  old Flatbush ne~ghborhood 

One book we read together over several 
weeks was the illustrated novel Wzngnaan, by 
Dan~el Manus Plnkwater T h ~ s  1s about a con- 
fl~cted Ch~nese-Amer~can boy llvlng In New 
York "At school he was Donald Chen, but at 
home he was Chen Chi-Wing or Ah-U'mg " 
Chen escapes from h ~ s  troubles at school Into 
the fantasy world of comlc books Each morn- 
Ing, he would fill  h ~ s  book bag w ~ t h  them But 
Instead of golng to school, he would walk Instead 
to the George Washington Br~dge and c l~mb up 
Into ~ t s  support system vla steel beams There, 
In the company of seagulls, he could read comlcs 
all day The  book descr~bes how he meets W~ng-  
man, a blrd-l~ke superhero who teaches Ah- 
Wlng the secrets of uslng fantasy and vaualrza- 
tlon to succeed In school and In l~ fe  

Roy was thrilled to find a book about someone 
l ~ k e  thls, so closely relevant Interestingly, how- 
ever, he h~mself was mortally af ra~d of bang  on 
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br~dges He later confided hav~ng felt that way 
ever slnce h ~ s  father (an absent figure whom he 
had not ever ment~oned before) had taken hlm 
to  walk across the wooden Brooklyn Br~dge Roy 
had been terr~fied he was sure the br~dge would 
collapse or  a car would crash r ~ g h t  through and 
kill them both 

Subsequently, I took Roy on a walk In an 
observation area near a large suspension b r~dge  
and offered hlm the chance to cross over ~t w ~ t h  
me He st111 preferred to avold br~dges S o ,  
Instead, we took a walk under the structure It 
was exciting to hear and feel the cars and trucks 
rushlng by 20 feet above our heads while we 
told each other jokes On another day, h ~ s  two 
slsters joined us for a movte and then went for 
a walk at some old ruins by the sea T h ~ s  in- 
volved narrow walkways on old walls between 
sunken pools In order to reach the beach, we 
had to cross these walkways, overcoming no 
small fears In the process 

Certaln metaphors that we found together in 
stones seemed to offer Roy opportunltles to 
v~suai~ze and then to verbal~ze h ~ s  values system 
for me As the only male m a one-parent family 
and a cancer patlent, he was often maklng Im- 
poss~ble choices between two difficult alterna- 
tlves He was always on "the bridgen-and ex- 
pected to  be brave It was finally his choice, 
supported by his mother, to discontinue treat- 
ments as lt became clear they held almost no 
further chance for success 

At such tlmes, qual~ty of l ~ f e  can become of 
greater Importance than ~ t s  duration Among 
Roy's best tlmes were two sprlngtlrnes when he, 
h ~ s  sisters, and their mother jolned our oncology 
famlly overn~ghts at Audubon Ranch for egret 
watching, campfires, and n ~ g h t  walks Roy was 
an lntrep~d hiker (though still not over bndges) 
Another important part of the retreat was the 
fairy tale play, presented annually by the chil- 
dren for the adults, when all the children made 
masks out of castlng materials In whlch to  act 
out thew parts At the second retreat, Roy utr- 
l~zed h ~ s  storytelllng skllls by servtng as co-nar- 
rator And, that year, 6 months before h ~ s  death, 
Roy's mask was the largest of all a great blue 
heron w ~ t h  an Imposing beak When I first saw 
~ t ,  I d~dn ' t  recall the story of Wlngman, the 
superhero who left br~dges below and who could 
fly anywhere by means of lmagnatlon 

Mindy (14 to 16 years old) 

I met Mindy when she was 14, 2 years before 
the end of her ltfe What I remember most of 
all were her eyes large, glowing, deeply kind 

and trustful, but full of unspoken deslre 
"Wouldn't you rather be somewhere else on a 
Fr~day evening‘)," I asked, the first tlme we met 
In her hosp~tal room 

She proceeded to recount to me her fr~ends' 
favor~te weekend n ~ g h t  actlvlty T h e  teenagers 
would go the woods near the coast after dark 
Their favor~te game was "scare the glrls," whlch 
meant the boys clrcllng the girls who wandered 
Into the trees, to  attack when least expected It 
1s a scene remrnlscent of many t rad~t~onal  falry 
tales, as In Stephen Sondhelm's Broadway mus- 
~ca l  "Into the Woods " Thls archetypal teenage 
"courtsh~p" r~tual  is also the bas~s for many 
horror films In the dark lurks the unknown- 
dangerous and exclting 

1 recalled a grown-up short story that m ~ g h t  
fit her needs W ~ t h  "The Company of Wolves," 
a commg-of-age and a femlnlst werewolf tale in 
Angela Carter's The Bloody Chamber, we began 
a relationship based on storytelllng That eve- 
nlng In the hospltal room I read the first part of 
the story to Mlndy and her mother We contln- 
ued the next part of ~t a few days later durlng a 
lumbar puncture (a regular procedure In the 
course of her therapy for braln tumors) T h e  
to-be-cont~nued tale not only provided some- 
thing pleasant to look forward to but also 
blocked fear, stnce ~t 1s not poss~ble to expen- 
ence both posltive ant~cipatlon and negatlve 
dread a t  the same tlme (Erlckson, 1985) Durlng 
a palnful procedure, storytelllng can act as a 
hypnot~c dlstract~on Thls story's effectiveness 
was attested to by the "Freud~an sl~p" of Mlndy's 
post-puncture comment, "I d ~ d n ' t  hear any p a ~ n  
at all!" 

Over the next months, Mlndy talked about 
school, about her plans for re-unltlng with her 
father on a vts~t to Oregon, and then about her 
accompl~shment in doing just that Later her 
attention turned to a boy In the hosp~tal In whom 
she was Interested Perhaps because she knew 
that progress In her treatment had grown doubt- 
ful by t h ~ s  point, she seemed to feel that she had 
to grow up faster than usual She would ask 
several trusted members of the health care team 
such questions as, "What are adults really i~ke'" 
and "What happens after you d~e'" Not havlng 
any easy answers, we encouraged her to talk I 
also looked for stortes One was Natalte Bab- 
b~tt 's Tuck Everlasttng, a novel we began to  read 
chapter by chapter over a number of v~stts In 
lt a young g r l  discovers a fountain of perpetual 
youth and two teenaged boys from a family who 
have already had the mixed blessing of drlnk~ng 
from it They now know that livlng forever can 
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prove sometimes to be a torture Therr father 
confides to her 

Sometrmes 1 forget about what s happened 
to us, forget ~t altogether And then some- 
trmes rt comes over me and 1 wonder why 
~t happened to me We're plaln as salt, us 
Tucks We don't deserve no bless~ngs-rf 
rt IS a blesslng And Ilhew~se, I don't see 
how we deserke to be cursed, ~f ~ t ' s  a curse 
Stlll-there's no use trvlng to figure why 
thlngs fall the wav they d o  Thlngs just are 
and fusslng don't brrng changes " 
I found t h ~ s  an excellent d~scusslon of wh, 

'bad thrngs happen to good people" and hoped 
that the novel would help Mlndy come to grrps 
wlth all the hard changes In her lrfe However 
she drdn't llhe the book much Perhaps ~t 
reemed too young, too sappy, o r  too d~rec t  We 
decrded not to read anv more of ~t 

There eventuallk came a tlme when Mrndy 
uas havlng trouble wlth her thought process 
Thts was a terrrblv frustratrng perrod for her 
for her grown sister (who had become a constant 
companron), and for the entlre team who cared 
for her She began hallucrnatlng that karrous 
nurses' bovfrlend$ were k~dnapptng her She 
now rndlcated a definrte lmparrment In ablllt, 
to transfer back and forth from fantas, to real- 
t t ~  Thrs dld not seem llke the rlght tlme for 
elther a f a w  tale o r  a neu book Instead, I told 
Wend,, s~mplv and concretel~,  about an actual 
hrhe I had taken the ueekend before and hou I 
had thought of her there 

We sat qutetlk together and shared the adven- 
tures of a serles of bubbles that calnd) circulated 
In an edd, of the pool at a u,aterfall's lap small 
bubbles jorned wrth each other to form larger 
ones untrl ecentually the slngle bubble became 
vmply too large to hold together I re-Irked for 
her, the jo, of hrhrng up a path bes~de the fall, 
only to find myself at the base of another uater- 
fall, then another, and another We talked about 
the thlch fog that had completely filled the top 
of the canyon, the tlps of prne trees seen pohlng 
through that fog belou I told her that, slnce 
she was no longer In any physlcal shape to spend 
tlme outdoors herself, I wanted to share that 
place wlth her 

1 dld not know rf Mlndy was able to  hear the 
story of thls hike rn her current state of mrnd, 
but I continued to share ~t wrth her as much for 
my own sake as for hers Luckily, as her health 
rmproved temporarily, her thrnklng also 
cleared A month later, on what was to be her 
last vlslt to the hospltal, her famlly told me that 
she had not only heard, but had also later re- 

counted that hlhe to several of them She had 
taken from m, descrlptlon the preclse meta- 
phors she had uanted the lmages of Christmas 
trees ascending through the clouds, of small 
bubbles bf llfe jolnlng lnto larger meanings, and 
of a flow upuard, which In the vocabularv of 
her famllv's rellglous bellef meant heavenward 

On  several past occasions, Mlndv had told me 
about the book that Mas closest to her heart, 
flattang for Johnny Mzracle I knew that ~t was a 
romance about adolescents tn a hospltal, and 
slnce I'm not b ~ g  on teen romance novels, I 
never pursued the matter But, ~t was at about 
thls trme that she fell In love and began a tryst 
w ~ t h  a boy her age, a neuro-oncologv patlent on 
the same unlt T h e  staff had the good sense to 
g n e  them tlme alone together, the llttle b ~ t  of 
prlvacy that hosp~tal rooms can afford Both of 
them wore caps to cover thew halr loss, and 
thew 'dates" were regularly rnterrupted by one 
o r  the other s n~edlcatron-lnduced nausea l e t ,  
thls relat~onshlp uas, for them, as serlous as are 
most adults llalsons Although both knew that 
her prognosrs ua5 not good thls pro\ed no 
deterrent 

On her last vrsit, M l n d ~  surpr~sed me \\lth a 
cop\ of lZaztzng for Johnny Mzracle She had 
asked her father to find the book. for he1 and 
he had recently come up u lth rt hot \  ~t became 
her glft to share 1 read ~t and found ~t a better- 
than-akerage pulp romance, one that placed 
normal adolescent M ~ s h  fulfilln~ent u ithln the 
I~mltatlons of hosprtal l ~ f e  But, for Mrnd~ , lt was 
l1k.e a dream come true In the book., tun  grrls " 
on a cancer hard scheme to help the one w ho 
u111 not Ilve long to experrence lo\e- and sex- 
before she dtes 7 h ~ s  was her remrnder to me 
that u e  all, for uhateker the length of our llfe 
span, need our stones to b\ 

Catrlna (15 to 17 years old) 

At one of the evenlng storvtelllng sessions at 
"Fanlllv House," u e  finrshed the plcture boohs 
and sent the chrldren back. to thew parents and 
off to bed Mind\ and a frrend named Catrlna. 
a patlent wlth bone cancer who had ahead\ lost 
one of her legs and was to lose both before 
finally succumbing to the d~sease, uere among 
the small group of teenaged glrls relnalnlng 
Thls provlded a good opportunltv for a partlcr- 
patory telling of a Roman/GreeL m ~ t h ,  'Cupld 
and Psvche " It concerns a girl whose beaut\ 1s 
so enbred bv Venu5 that the goddess herself 
sends word bv oracle that the glrl must be sac- 
rrficed bv he1 father to a wlnged creature 
Does her father do  tt; Each g ~ r l  hedrtng the 
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storv had a d~fferent answer to contr~bute to the 
natural course of the narrative 

Several of the glrls answered 'He's more 
a f r a~d  of the monster than she IS'', "He doesn't 
want to but " one s a ~ d  honestly, "I don't 
know " None of the answers was wrong,' and 
each was valtdated by the storyteller, for each 
'told" about how the l~stener 1s personal~zlng 
thew own tale 

Psyche finds herself ln a beaut~ful palace, wlth 
sparkling streams runnlng through the open- 
roofed rooms past beds of moss Yet each n~gh t ,  
there 1s d vlsltatlon by the w ~nged  beast, never 
seen but clearly heard asklng that she not try to 
\leu h ~ m  Only later does the "monster' turn 
out to be Amor, or  Cup~d ,  god of love, so taken 
w ~ t h  Psyche that he pr~cks h ~ s  finger on one of 
h ~ s  own arrows and falls In love u ~ t h  the g r l  
Psvche l~stens to her lealous slsters and ends UD 

woundlng Cupld w ~ t h  a drop of wax as she 
extends a candle over hlm to see h ~ s  face whlle 
he sleeps Should she have2 There are d~fferent 
answers 

She IS. however. banlshed from the ~alatral  
paradlse'and must' go on a long and d~fficult 
odyssey wlth palnful tasks, durlng whlch she 
comes to the end of her deslre to Ilve, but 
ultlmatel) proves herself steadfast Flnally, she 
w~ns  the r ~ g h t  to dwell forever on Olympus as a 
deml-goddess, never agaln to be separated from 
her wlnged lover Each of the gr ls  present could 
relate to Pskche's serles of tr~als and tnbulatlons. 
but each related to one o r  two of the story's 
metaphors In partlcular for one, ~t mlght be the 
lmposs~bl~ unfalr task of separating a mound of 
vdrlous seeds before the sun comes up, for an- 
other, the condrt~on of belng ready to jump 
from a h ~ g h  tower, for vet another, of belng 
exlled from home and held In a strange bed 
Each may, or  may not, express the way she 
lnternal~zes the tale 

It IS not necessary for anyone to draw dlrect 
connections between the elements of a story and 
the reallt~es of hosp~tallzat~on, though tralned 
therapists can find mater~al useful for counsel- 
lng In a med~cal patrent's responses to  storles, In 
play, or in films As In a formal therapy session, 
such communlcatlon can emerge from "mutual 
storytelling" (Gardner, 1986), In group discus- 
slons, o r  In creatlve wrltlng Catnna, a qulet but 
very thoughtful h ~ g h  school senlor, l~stened to 
the tale of "Amor and Psyche" and later wrote 
about a dream she had-one that she bel~eved 
shed l~gh t  on herself and her own dilemma 

"I was walklng through the woods, ~ u s t  
walklng around for exerclse, but canylng 

mv sword, dagger, and my spec~al arrow 
shooter, when I noticed that 1 had become 
bery thlrsty Presently I came upon a small 
house In a tiny clearing I knocked three or 
four tlmes but there was never an answer 
After the fourth knock I dec~ded to just go 
In get a qurck drlnk of water and leave 
Well, I entered the house slowl,, and ~f the 
outs~de of the house was bad, you should'a 
seen the ~ns~de-major gross!! But unfortu- 
nately I was stdl thlrstv Just as I was about 
to see ~f the faucet worked. I heard a rus- 
tllng n o w  behlnd me 

"When 1 turned around I saw a group of 
about twenty savages standrng behlnd me 
Thelr faces were decorated as ~f they were 
about the celebrate a feast, and I hoped 1 
wasn't the maln course Each of them had 
long, sharp, pointed arrows T h e  problem 
was that the arrows ueren't polnted to- 
wards the floor the, weren't pointed up at 
the sky They were polnted at me As I 
reached for my sword one of them shot at 
me, and I ducked just In tlme for ~t to wh~z  
Inches away from my head At once I was 
In battle I kllled so many lt was unbel~eva- 
ble, but eventually I got outsrde, and now 1 
was swlngrng from tree to tree, sw~shlng my 
sword from slde to side, wardlng off these 
newly-made enemles " 
Catr~na's 1s not an unusual dream of chase 

and escape, and IS related to her own condlt~on 
deallng wlth hosprtal~zat~ons, med~cal staff, ra- 
d ~ a t ~ o n  therapy, and the recent amputatron 
Early In the dream she 1s walklng In the forest, 
as ~f In dreams ne~ther  of her legs had any 
problem But later when she must flee rap~dly, 
~t 1s her arms she uses both for escape-swlnglng 
through the trees-and for revenge She IS, rn 
fact, remarkablv well armed w ~ t h  a sword and a 
dagger and a valuable "spec~al arrow shooter " 
T h e  partlcular Imagery of arrows may o r  may 
not have had to do  w ~ t h  the story of Cup~d ,  o r  
the cathart~c nature of one story may have en- 
couraged her to  wrlte her own 

"In fact," Catrlna added when she wrote up 
her dream to be prlnted In d famlly support 
newsletter, "almost all my dreams were related 
to that one In one way o r  another It was my 
way of deallng w ~ t h  cancer Pecul~ar, you m ~ g h t  
thlnk, but ~t worked " 

DISCUSSION 

Those chlldren whose llves are touched on 
here, two latency-aged boys and two adolescent 
grls ,  each found stones useful rn h ~ s  o r  her own 
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way The youngest, Tlmmv, was enveloped In a 
supportive and protectlve famrly who were al- 
ready helplng hlm to thlnk about h ~ s  upcomlng 
death Intervention In t h ~ s  case was best accom- 
pl~shed by provldlng helpful tools to the parents 
What proved useful was not one of the books 
dlrectlv on death and dylng but was an adven- 
ture story that allowed for a w ~ d e  range of 
fantas~es based upon the comlng and golng of 
lrfe of a plast~c toy translt~onal object T h ~ s  story 
offered valldat~on to Tlmmy that small need not 
mean powerless, and ~t reflected h ~ s  own pre- 
adolescent bel~ef In the impermanence of death 
Thls was affirmed by h ~ s  reframlng of a coffin 
as a raclng car, a powerfully qulck vehlcle to a 
place of securlty where famlly can contlnue for- 
ever 

Roy was merely one year older, but by clrcum- 
stances, he was already forced to face a real~tv 
of lnsecurlty, of the llmlts of famlly HIS sepa- 
ratlon from a father who had abandoned them 
remalned unresolved When offered a trlp of 
h ~ s  cho~ce by "Make-A-W~sh," he d ~ d  not go to 
D~sneyland nor to Korea, as h ~ s  mother w~shed, 
but back to Broohlyn to look for Dad Later, h ~ s  
treatment optlons narrowed to a nonmatchlng 
bone marrow transplant that offered scant hope 
of success and prom~sed months of ~solat~on In 
a hated hospltal In cons~derlng the deadly o p  
tlon of no further treatment, he also faced sep- 
aratlon from h ~ s  mother 

Nothlng makes such adult dec~s~ons easy for 
a twelve-year-old ch~ld who has grown up too 
fast, but the novel he related to may prov~de a 
hey to h ~ s  own coplng caught between two 
worlds, the character finds a way off the br~dge, 
learnlng that h ~ s  Internal powers of lmaglnatlon 
can carry hlm far Roy's cho~ce to avo~d entertng 
the hosp~tal agaln may have reflected a vlctory 
for Internal bravery (a superhero who teaches 
mental strength) over external bravery (adult 
med~cal volces suggesting Roy "shouldn keep 
trylng at all costs to surv~ve phys~cally) F~nally, 
Roy had found that he could become the nar- 
rator of hls own story 

For teenaged ~ l n d ~ ,  the developmental task 
at hand Included the usual adolescent need for 
control, as well as her deslre to take r~sks and to 
try out new ldentlt~es Thls lnvolved comlng to 
terms both wlth sexual romance and curloslty 
about death-areas for an adolescent that are 
dark, forb~dden, and fascinating F ~ c t ~ o n  was 
particularly lmportant for thls patlent but, as 
she made clear, the cho~ce of story had to be 
based on her needs and cho~ces, not mlne The 
tale of Tuck Evcrlashng dldn't work for her 

(though ~t d ~ d  for me), Watttng for Johnny Mtracle 
was what she needed (desplte my own balue 
judgments on ~ t )  Later, when her normal de- 
velopmental skllls were curtailed by tumor-ln- 
duced thought disturbance, ~t became Important 
as a caregiver to prov~de clear and slmple com- 
munlcatlon that was nonthreatening In content 

The  Greek myth that was told to Catrlna and 
her adolescent fr~ends probrded an entlre set of 
potent~ally relebant Imager? d~sgu~sed as meta- 
phor, that permlts an w~de  range of otherw~se 
unacceptable emotions, such as despalr In the 
face of rejection by family (a common teenage 
theme), loss of a love object (the first 1s felt even 
more strongly, perhaps, than later losses), con- 
s~deratron of sulclde (often related more to the 
yearnlng for 'surcease of sorrow that Edgar 
Allen Poe mentlons In h ~ s  poem The Raven, or 
w~th  the pun~shlng of slgnlficant others, rather 
than actually u~shlng death), and the lrrat~onal 
des~re  for a paradlsal lmmortalrty In the face of 
I~fe's unfairness and d~fficulty A teenager can 
choose what she l~kes from thls menu Catrtna's 
own dream reveals eplc elements that her sub- 
conscious has created for her use swords and 
arrows more potent than the svrlnges and scal- 
pels encountered In hosp~tal, a means of escape 
uslng hands only (certainly a valuable coplng 
strategy and fitting Image for an amputee), the 
outsmarting and overcoming of powerful ene- 
mles 

CONCLUSION 

Stones are appropriate In d~fferent ways at 
ever). stage of growth, and can be part~cularl) 
helpful near l~ fe  s end for chlldren wlth I~fe- 
threatening Illness Quest~ons of qual~ty of l~ fe  
durlng these important days and months do not 
always lend themselves to study In quantltatlve 
form, but storles prov~de a valuable resource of 
coplng skllls Our ablllty to care for and maln- 
taln two-way communlcatlon between ourselves 
and pat~ents, and t h e ~ r  famll~es, can be aug- 
mented by storles we share, and by those we 
hear chlldren tell 

Any ch~ld faclna med~cal or emot~onal chal- " 
lenges (such as long-term hosp~tahzat~on, home- 
lessness, or aftereffects of war) can benefit from 
the close, carlng communlcatlon lmpllclt In the 
storytelling relat~onsh~p Obv~ously, the use of 
tales can also be of mportance as a source of 
support and expression among patlents who w11l 
survlve, thew famll~es, and caregivers All the 
cruc~al "loss" Issues (V~orst, 1986)-the fear of 
mortal~ty, anxlety about separation, terror 
around d~sfigurement-are relevant whether or 
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not the patlent IS expected to lire or succumb 
to illness Stones can even help In cases when 
treatment falls or where treatment IS not an 
optlon 

T h ~ s  lmmedlacy of crltlcal emot~onal chal- 
lenge-removed to other characters and con- 
texts-~~ one of the ways storytelllng and met- 
aphor "work " Flrst of all, the story m~ght reflect 
a child's own Internal Iife-the fears and fanta- 
sles approprlate to that age and ~nd~vrdual-and 
then ~t can offer a greater degree of resolut~on 
than the chlld m~ght come up wlth on h ~ s  or her 
own T h ~ s  lnvolves a complex relat~onsh~p be- 
tween a chlld, w ho brlngs w~lllngness and ablllty 
to relate fantasy to h ~ s  or her own Internal I~fe, 
and an adult ~ h o  chooses a story that may be 
relevant, addlng greater personal evperlence to 
the telling or readlng of the tale 

When th~s occurs ~ i t h l n  the context of a 
multi-d~sc~pl~nary therapeutic team, group Input 
can help define a core challenge and a chlld s 
lncolvement in a partlcular tale can prov~de 
valuable new lnformat~on on levels of awareness 
and coplng responses Areas of challenge thus 
h~ghl~ghted can be related back to the team, or 
referred for psych~atr~c ecaluat~on, w hen appro- 
prlate The teller of a therapeut~c tale ma! be a 
therap~st but m~ght also be any member of the 
team knowledgeable about the ch~ld and about 
human development, and able to gear the story 
s~tuat~onall~ I t  can also prov~de a caluable role 
for parents, grandparents, or fr~ends, as well as 
for health care staff 

There 1s no r~ght or "perfect" story to use 
wlth a chlld anv more than an lndlv~dual has a 
correct' fantasy The best gu~dellnes to any 

partlcular chlld s realm of fantasy for any profes- 
slonal are uhat a ch~ld chooses to share from 
the Internal l~fe dreams, deslres, fears, and 
n~ghtmares A great deal can be gathered by 
slrnplv asklng for explanat~ons of plctures chll- 
dren have drawn or televls~on shows they 
watch, or findlng out about the toys, games, or 
5tuffed anlmals that are part of therr world 
Lhlldren have every right to be prlvate about 
them Internal realrty, but most are eager (and 
rurpr~sedf) when they find that an adult IS ac- 
tually Interested In th~s  aspect of the~r  llves 

When a child's stage of development IS 

matched with a carefully chosen story shared by 
a carlng adult, the results can be cathart~c Thrs 
d~ffers from a l~terally prescrlptlve process, 
where a book about an amputee IS automat~cally 
chosen for a patlent about to undergo removal 
of a llmb A book about dlvorce may be a more 
acceptable and less dlrect means for a part~cular 

chlld to deal w~th the Issue of loss bust as a book 
on llmb loss m~ght help a chlld faclng famlly 
dlvorce) Particularly In tlmes of stress, chlldren 
may respond better In a learnlng sltuatlon that 
prov~des lndlrect (safer) metaphor rather than 
cold facts 

Practlt~oners can develop thew own sk~lls In 
the use of storytelllng read~ng, metaphor, and 
other forms of therapeut~c language bv practlce 
Many health care prov~ders already utlllze In- 
formal storvtell~ng techn~ques on a dally bass, 
to burld rapport and to share d~fficult areas of 
commun~ca~on A more consc~ous approach 
one that can be Integrated full\ Into team care 
can also benefit both patlents and caregners 

Examples of storres to use can range from the 
simplest to the most complex A good begtnnlng 
would be to choose three nond~dact~c examples 
(a) a joke or cartoon strlp, (b) an ama71ng human 
Interest news stork. and (c) a falrb tale chosen 

\ T 

b\ readlng a collect~on of tales from a culture 
w~th which the practltloner feels assoc~ated 
These three examples could be t r~ed on a varlet, 
of "I~steners' (famll~ members colleagues, and 
pat~ents) untll the teller IS comfortable enough 
wlth them to \ary thew telling depending on the 
aud~ence, fittlng text to sltuatlon 

One further note on falrv tales 1s In order 
These storles, rather than belng approprlate to 
preschool-age chlldren (who prefer the slmpler, 
less c~olent encounters In an~mal storles or PIC- 

ture books), are actually more useful durlng the 
school-age vears and lnto adolescence Thev are 
d~fferent from fables. ~arables or cautlonarv 
tales, eplcs, or creatlon mvths (\on Fran7, 1982 
prov~des a very Intricate Jung~an lnterpretatton 
of myth and falrv tale) True falrv tales offer 
older chlldren a chance to Dractlce thew neu- 
found Independence In a realm where anvthtng 
1s poss~ble (see Bettelhelm 1977, for a rather 
str~ctly Freud~an explanat~on of t h~s  process) 

There are speclfic elements that character17e 
a story as a falry tale, whlch practlt~oners search- 
ing the folk l~terature can find Flrst these are 
tales about an 'evervman' or "evervwoman." 
usually a young person, whose troubles In the 
world have become insurmountable Second, 
rather than promoting slmple hero~sm In the 
face of these d~lemmas, the story transports ~ t s  
character lnto another world, a wllder or more 
dangerous or maglcal place Thlrd, the narra- 
tlve Introduces ~ t s  explorer to creatures of un- 
known powers, challenging hlm or her to dec~de 
how to deal wlth these powerful characters 
Fourth, there 1s a set of challenges whlch often 
lnvolve grave rlsk and lmposs~ble falth F~nally, 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Pa

tr
as

] 
at

 1
3:

09
 0

9 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
15

 



CHC, FALL 1991, VOL 20, NO 4 

task(s) accomplished, there is a return t o  the real 
world-but w ~ t h  a newfound sense of  success 
"Happlly ever after," then, can be seen as the  
place returned to now, but with greater knowl- 
edge and experience T h e  tale has provided a 
metaphortc rlte of passage 

An introductory and  very partial list of  fairy 
tale antholog~es follows, though it bears repeat- 
lng that there is n o  "rlght" book-only ones that 
a n  adult has come t o  love and  that turn ou t  t o  
meet a child's needs 

A greater understanding of the  deve lop  
mental stages of  fantasy life (along with more 
rational forms of  cognition) can provide remark- 
able tools for primary care providers-parents 
a n d  educators as well as nurses, social workers, 
a n d  child life specialists It  remains for  practl- 
tioners in varlous fields (such as rehab~litation, 
addiction and abuse recovery, treatment of 
AIDS and other  c h r o n ~ c  illnesses, t o  name a 
few) to  compile and share t h e ~ r  own empirical 
knowledge bases, to  discover which stones In 
folklore, picture books, novels, cartoons, videos, 
a n d  films best p r o v ~ d e  reflections of  a child's 
rich fantasy world of  dreams, self-~mages, and  
hopes for the future In thrs way, we can learn 
better ways t o  support the  chlld's own inner 
processes of imagination and  motivation, to  
strengthen and  t o  provide comfort 
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