
The Seeing “I”

Carol Lautier ýrmly believes in 
the healing power of stories.  

A performance poet, Lautier 
writes from her own experience  
of the devastating effects of  
sexual abuse. ñIt takes courage  
to stand up and share,ò says Carol. 
ñBut when you do, people realize 
that we are not so different from 

one another. There are common experiences ï however  
painful ï that tie us together, that help us ýnd the strength  
to heal and move on.ò 

Carol Lautier was seven years old when she began to be 
abused sexually by a neighbor and his brother. The violence 
would not stop until she was 14. Sixteen more years would 
pass before she could face, head on, the tortuous psychologi-
cal trauma wrought by the abuse.  When, at age 30, she be-
gan to suffer from þashbacks, nightmares and other jarring 
reminders, she knew then she needed to confront her fears 
and move past the shame and guilt that she felt.  

Carolôs story mirrors the feelings of survivors who suffer from 
physical battering, emotional torment, sexual abuse or eco-
nomic and social mistreatment.  Domestic violence of any sort 
leaves deep emotional scars on the abused person, and guilt  
and hostility inside the abuser. In one form or another, domestic 
violence affects more of us than we may want to admit.

Carol Lautier found in her poetry the beginning of healing.  
In 1999, she performed her ýrst poem, Apples and Smiles, a 

Empowering abuse survivors through storytelling

Poetry  
and the  
Power to Heal 
CAROL LAUTIER

How Stories Work to Create Insight

StoriesWork

Therapeutic Storytelling techniques turn age-old stories into 
tools for understanding. The stories become a springboard for 
identifying the dynamics of gender relationships and domes-
tic abuse. Empowerment comes from examining how a story 
deals with issues of justice and fairness, accountability or en-
titlement, equality or power, love or control. Stories, indeed, 
do work.

At a recent StoriesWork training workshop for counselors, we 
told the following story:

Florinda  
An old folk story from Chile

On her deathbed, the young queen 
exacted a promise from her husband, 
the king: that he would remarry only 
someone as beautiful as she. She also 
gave her little daughter a cruciýx to 
wear as protection from harm.
After many years when the little girl 
had grown to maturity, the king re-
alized that she was the only one as 
beautiful as her mother. He imme-
diately announced he was going to marry his daughter. 
The horriýed Florinda, unable dissuade her father, ran 
away from home. In a far away town, frightened and 
exhausted, she decided for her own safety to buy the 
necessary clothes and pass herself off as a young man. 
Hired, as a man, to work for a local nobleman, Florinda 

At least four women are being battered in the United States while you are 
reading this and four men are beating them. Think about it. This happens  

every minute of every day. One in three women suffers from family violence, almost all at the hands of 
men in their lives. The battered and the batterers are with us every day.  Do you see them? LOOK AROUND!

LOOK AROUND!
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moving verse that directly describes the loss of innocence 
and the tremendous loneliness and isolation she felt for years.

ñThis is the one poem I perform that consistently inspires 
an emotional connection with the audience,ò says Lautier.  
ñWomen always approach me and say óMe, too.ô  It opens  
a dialogue that helps women to realize that abuse is not 
about other people, itôs about us.ò

ñIt was the greatest gift I could have given myself,ò Lautier 
recalls. ñI needed to mourn all that I had been through and 
move on.ò

In a few short sentences, this unusual poet uncovers the 
devastating emotions felt by survivors of all kinds of abuse 
and offers hope for a better future.   

When I was seven years old  
I became a mistress of silence  
and a fugitive from myself – 
afraid someone else might discover  
the things I could do in dark places.

When I was seven years old,  
I was betrayed and alone and  
I was never innocent again.

But I am healing to remember 
When I was seven years old I loved apples 
And I could make everyone smile.

excerpt from “Apples and Smiles”  
by Carol Lautier

so impressed the nobleman that he arranged a marriage 
between Florinda and his daughter.  
Meanwhile a noted soothsayer came to town and sus-
pected that Florinda was really a young woman. Upon 
hearing this, the shocked nobleman set several tests of 
strength for Florinda, which she performed to perfec-
tion. Then the nobleman arranged a nude swimming 
party for men only at a nearby lake.
The frightened Florinda was able to enter the water un-
detected, but was terriýed about getting out.  Remember-
ing her motherôs cruciýx around her neck, she lifted the 
cross out of the water and held it up to -*. When she left 
the water, she had miraculously been turned into a man.

Once a story is told, the audience typically becomes very 
quiet until the ýrst question  is asked. There are no ñrightò or 
ñwrongò answers. Each listener makes her own interpretations 
and gains her own insights. Here are some examples from the 
recent workshop:

Why did Florinda disguise herself as a man?
Answers from participants:

“Everyone would respect a man more than a woman.”
“Men are suspicious of a woman traveling alone.”
“No one would believe her if she told the truth about her 
life and her father.” 

What is the signiýcance of the cruciýx?
“Dressing like a man was not enough to keep  
Florinda safe.ò 
“She needed a miracle to save her from the men  
around her.”

Is there anything else Florinda could have done? 
ñFlorinda felt powerless alone.ò
“She needed to look for someone important to be on  
her side.”
“Maybe the nobleman’s daughter could  help her.” 

As participants gain insights into the story, other questions 
can be asked:

Who did anything wrong in the story?
Who suffered? Why?
Is this story about fairness? Justice? Love? Respect? 
Power?
Would you like to change this story?  In what way? 

Carol Lautierôs and Florindaôs stories have common threads. 
They speak of the vulnerability of women and girls, of the 
need to be believed, of the perpetratorsô irresponsibility, of the 
struggle to heal and go forward. Both stories show the impor-
tance of empowerment, of self-esteem and of overcoming gen-
der inequalities in our lives and in our communities.   
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Share With Us
Do you have a story or a poem you 
would like to share? Do you have oth-
er questions about Florinda? Do you 
have other answers? Please send your 
thoughts or comments to info@stories-
work.org – or mail to  
StoriesWork, PO Box 51693,  
Durham, NC 27717.



Upcoming Events
March 28-April 6, 2005  
Women’s History Month  
and Take Back the Night Week 
Center for Multicultural/ International Student Services, 
James Madison University, Harrisonburg, Virginia 

March 28-April 6, 2005   
“Domestic Violence is a Global Concern” 
StoriesWork Poster Exhibit  
Carrier Library   

April 6, 2005, 4:30-6:30 p.m.  
StoriesWork Poster Exhibit Reception 
Transitions-Warren Hall (Student Center)  
Lenora Ucko and Sally Peterson, presenters  

April 6, 2005, 8:00-10:00 p.m.  
StoriesWork Therapeutic Storytelling  
Demonstration and Discussion 
Transitions-Warren Hall (Student Center) 
Lenora Ucko and Sally Peterson, presenters 

For more information, please contact:  
Lenora Ucko, info@storieswork.org  or  
Thomas Lavenir, Assistant Director for International  
Programs, James Madison University,lavenitp@jmu.edu 

NO ONE Deserves To Be Abused 
Women of all cultures, races, occupations, income levels and 
ages are battered by husbands, boyfriends, lovers and part-
ners. Approximately 95% of the survivors of  
domestic violence are women.

Domestic Violence is not about other people, 
it is about us!

Family Violence: beginnings and endings

Physical Violence: push  punch  slap  kick  throw objects  choke  use weapons  homicide

Emotional Violence: name calling  criticizing  insulting  ignoring  yelling  isolating  humiliating  suicide

Sexual Violence: unwanted touching  sexual insults  unfaithfulness  false accusations  forced sex  rape

If You Need Help
• 1-888-232-9124 
	 North Carolina Coalition Against Domestic Violence 		
(NCCADV.org)

• 1-800-799-7233 
	 National Coalition Against Domestic Violence 
	 (NCADV.org)
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Notice 
To meet challenging new ventures, we are expanding our 
Board of Directors. We are looking for energetic, dedicated 
individuals with experience in non-proýt organizations. If 
you are interested, we would like to hear from you. Phone or 
email 919-321-8969, info@storieswork.org



In the News

A Hidden Issue Revealed 
From a workshop for doctors, nurses, mid-wives, social 
workers, rape crisis counselors and doulas – birth assistants 
who provide emotional and physical support to women in 
childbirth ï at University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Childbirth often revives the trauma of sexual abuse. ñIt can be 
very difýcult for someone who has been sexually abused to 
lie in a hospital bed, her body exposed to complete strang-
ers, while a force beyond her control expels a baby from her 
body,ò says Seattle grandmother and co-founder of Doulas 
of North America, Penny Simkin. Echoing her sentiments, 
Dr. Diana Dell, an assistant professor in Duke Universityôs 
departments of obstetrics and gynecology and psychiatry, 
added that the topic is an important one that few medical 
students are trained to handle. 

A laboring woman has special needs. She might be especially 
concerned about modesty or object to certain birthing posi-
tions because she feels as though sheôs on display. Simkin rat-
tled off a list of things that can make a woman feel violated, 
including vaginal exams, pap smears, amniotic hooks, forceps 
and ultrasound probes. The challenge is to validate a womanôs 
feelings and to ýnd creative solutions to her needs. 

Simkin looked but found little or no literature about the sub-
ject, even though 25 percent to 40 percent of women have 
suffered some sort of sexual abuse, physical, psychological 
or verbal. So she and Phyllis Klaus, a psychotherapist, spent 
12 years researching and writing about the topic. Their book, 
When Survivors Give Birth, was published in spring 2004.

Excerpted and  reprinted with permission from the News  
& Observer article by Vicki Cheng, October 6, 2004.  
For more information about this subject,  
visit www.pennysimkin.com   

StoriesWork News
A First at the Bryan Center     StoriesWorkôs 
international poster exhibit, Domestic Violence is a Global 
Concern, was part of the Duke 
University Womenôs Center ýrst-
ever Dating Violence Awareness 
Week, October 25-29, 2004.  
Students, faculty and visitors viewed 
the StoriesWork display at the Bryan 
Center. Emilie Dahod, the Womenôs 
Center Sexual Assault Support 
Services Programmer, reported: ñI 
am hearing great things about (the exhibit) on campus.  
Thanks so much!ò

October 23, 2004 StoriesWork Workshop
The seven hour hands-on training session in Therapeutic Sto-
rytelling for counselors and therapists  
on Saturday, October 23, 2004, addressed issues of domestic 
violence and family life. The day was marked by spirited dis-
cussions and enthusiastic participation by  workshop attend-
ees. Some sample comments:

“Thank you for the workshop. I look forward to others.”   
(Domestic violence counselor)
“(Today’s workshop) will help me in. . .(my) volunteer 
work with homeless families and prison ministry.ò  
(Retired nurse)
“. . . an outstanding workshop.  I now have a true appre-
ciation of the rich contribution of storytelling as a way 
to stimulate communication in a totally non-threatening 
way.”  (Attorney, family law)
“Excellent.”   
(Private practitioner)

In future workshops, we 
plan to expand our use of 
Therapeutic Storytelling 
to address topics such as 
cultural differences in family life, aging, obesity, and rehabili-
tation.  Look for details in forthcoming issues of The Seeing 
“I”. For more information, email us at info@storieswork.org

Violence in Jerusalem     Lenora Ucko, StoriesWork 
Executive Director, was invited to conduct a postperforï
mance discussion of the play, Women’s Minyan by Israeli 
playwright, Naomi Ragen. The play reading took place at 
Swain Hall, UNC-CH , on Saturday, November 13, 2004.  
Based on an actual case now before the Israeli Supreme Court, 
the play concerns domestic violence in the Mea Shearim 
section of Jerusalem. Women’s Minyan makes a powerful 
statement about gender relations and violence, and offers 
much to think about. Theatre Or, a new theater group in our 
area, plans to produce the play as a stage performance in the 
near future. Look for it. For more information, see www.
theatreor.org



Empowerment: 
There Is No Better Gift

We cannot say it often enough
When you contribute to StoriesWork, your dollars go to help 
an abuse survivor to think for herself.  

Al contribuir a StoriesWork, su dinero ayudar§ a alguna so-
breviviente de maltrato a pensar por s² misma.

jab ap ñStoriesWorkò ko apne paise ki sakhavat kare, to ye 
paise durvacan auraton ko atmasamman, aur adhikari shak-
ti, khud apne ap, badhane mem sahayata kar sakta hai.

Let us work together to eradicate the scourge of domestic  
violence...BE PART OF THE SOLUTION!

Celebrate the Holiday Season 
Contribute to StoriesWork using the 
enclosed self-addressed envelope
or go to storieswork.org and use the Paypal donation link

Join the honor roll of StoriesWork Supporters
	 Capitol Broadcasting Company 
	 Merrill Lynch 
	 SAS Institute 
	 Duke University
		  John Hope Franklin Center
		  Womenôs Center
		  International House 
	 Elizabeth Wade Grant Foundation
	 Mary Duke Biddle Foundation 
	 North Carolina Humanities Council
	 Triangle Community Foundation
	 Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation 
	 North Carolina Coalition Against Domestic Violence  

Target Stores
	 Harris Teeter
	 Guglhupf Bakery
	 Starbucks 

One World Market

Inside StoriesWork
What We Do StoriesWork, a non-proýt organization 
founded in Durham, North Carolina in 2000, has 
pioneered Therapeutic Storytelling to help  
survivors of domestic violence.  Recognizing the 
power of the humanities to reþect social realities, 
we use age-old stories as tools for understanding 
the dynamics of family life, gender relationships 
and domestic abuse. Stories become a springboard 
for identifying the hidden causes and effects of how 
we live, how we think, and how we act. Insights 
enhance empowerment, improve understanding and 
self esteem, and encourage sound decision making. 
We explore sensitive issues such as justice, fairness, 
accountability, entitlement, equality, power, love and 
control in a non-intrusive, non-threatening atmo-
sphere, equally available to everyone. Often, itôs even 
fun. Stories, indeed, do work.

How We Do It

All-day Counselor Training Workshops
	 Lecture/discussion
	 Demonstrations
	 Role playing

Videoconferencing
	 Consultations
	 Workshop training
	 Worldwide availability

Seminars
	 Womenôs groups
	 Menôs groups
	 Schools and universities
	 Business organizations
	 Law enforcement groups
	 Medical/nursing/social work organizations

Public Information Services
	 Public awareness programs
	 30-minute video ñLet Me Tell You a Story” 
	 Art exhibit ñDomestic Violence is a  
	 Global Concernò
	 Powerpoint presentations

Programs are available in English or Spanish. For infor-
mation about arrangements, dates and fees, contact us at  
info@storieswork.org

We thank the Elizabeth Wade Grant Foundation of the Triangle Community Foundation and the Mary Duke Biddle Foundation 
for their generous support of this newsletter .


