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ured but irrelevant anthropologist, embarks 
on a trip to London and East Africa to explore 
the folklore of mortals who moonlight as lion 
gods—and to continue his aimless philander-
ing. Thanks to a tidy inheritance, his neglect-
ed wife, Millie, tags along. An indulgent three 
weeks of sightseeing alone in London trans-

forms her; she becomes the center of atten-
tion once the couple begin their safari—and 
quickly enters into an affair with a man who 
might just be the stuff of myths.

Though there appears to be no intentional 
connection between del Toro’s water god 
and Mrs. Caliban’s Larry, the visual vivid-

How do parents  and their children 
cope when a child suffers a medical con-
dition requiring extended hospitalization 
and treatment? Alongside the fears and 
logistical challenges they face, parents 
must learn about “the new world you 
have unexpectedly entered, and it can 
feel absolutely crushing.” So observes 
Joanna Breyer, Ed.M. ’75, Ph.D. ’83, who 

has worked as a psychologist at Children’s Hospital Boston for 25 years, and in out-
patient clinics at Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, distilling what she has learned in When 
Your Child Is Sick: A Guide to Navigating the Practical and Emotional Challenges of Caring 
for a Child Who Is Very Ill (TarcherPerigee, $16 paper). She proves to be the expert 
friend and advocate everyone needs: informative, steady, sympathetic, and—if treat-
ment fails—unflinching at the prospect of loss. From the introduction, and then one 
of the book’s embedded examples—a productively distracting story:

I often marveled  at the parents’ 
strength as their child’s treatments 
progressed and at the children’s resil-
ience as they flourished, despite their 
illness. I learned how different chil-
dren are and that what helps one child 
might not help another. I appreciated 
the younger children who sometimes 
protested loudest at what they were 
expected to endure, and I worked 
with their parents to discover which 
simple tools and interventions could 
transform   their understandable out-
rage and opposition into cooperation, 
mastery, and pride. I came to admire 
the adolescents whose lives were so dra-
matically upset by their illness and treat-
ments and wondered at the range of their 
responses. I also came to respect the 
strength and courage of parents.

*  *  *
The mother  of a highly imaginative six-
year-old boy named Willie who, she re-
membered, “fought every medical proce-
dure tooth and nail” became expert at 
using interactive storytelling with her son 
during his spinal taps. She began a story 
and asked Willie questions as the story 
progressed. One story I remember her 
telling was how Willie had just learned to 
jump into the swimming pool holding his 

legs so he made a cannonball (the posi-
tion in which he was now curled up…). 
She wondered if Willie could see himself 
 running to the side of the pool. Willie 
nodded. “Are you ready to take the big 
jump?” “Yes.” “I hope you remember to 
hold your nose as well as  your knees as 
you jump way, way up into the air. And 
now what’s happening?” “I made a giant, 
huge, enormous splash [big grin], every-
body got wet [bigger grin].” While this 
was going on, the doctor was numbing 
the area on his back where the spinal tap 
would be done and  beginning the inser-
tion of the  needle, which Willie hardly 
seemed to notice.

o p e n  b o o k

Enter ing  a 
New Wor ld

ness of Ingalls’s writing has long been in-
fluenced by film, theater, and the sensorial 
nature of everyday life. Last fall, during an 
email exchange via her agent, Vivien Green 
(the novelist was not available to meet, and 
does not own a phone), Ingalls summarily 
dismissed any notion that Harvard had in-
fluenced her writing, and denied any writ-
ing process beyond sitting down with a pen, 
or sometimes a pencil.

But Binstead’s Safari was the one excep-
tion to the rule. “I wrote 40 pages of it and 
then left them,” she stated. “I didn’t go back 
until a long time afterwards—years after-
wards.” When she did begin writing again, 
she wrote more—much more—ending up 
with 800 pages. With the help of a previous 
agent, Richard Simon, she began to cut. In 
the process, she learned a few things: “Peo-
ple don’t know what they are talking about 
when they refer to ‘character,’ and ‘develop-
ing character,’ and all of that. What I did 
was to look at what I’d done scene by scene, 
keep a bit of dialogue, and yank out all the 
boring people and speech, which came to at 
least 550 pages.” The finished novel, at 218 

pages with nary a plot hole, makes the 
writing adage “Kill your darlings” ring 
truer than ever. 

Although Ingalls read a lot about East 
African safari culture in sources writ-
ten by game preserve wardens—peo-
ple “who knew what they were talking 
about”—but “nothing written by peo-
ple who had gone as tourists” (a clear 
dig at Stan Binstead), she recommends 
reading folklore, rather than documen-
taries or nonfiction, alongside her novel. 
“Read Grimms’ Fairy Tales, where you can 
find many stories involving the princess 
and the frog prince,” she suggested, re-

ferring to the themes of anthropomorphic 
metamorphosis that feature prominently in 
both Binstead’s Safari and Mrs. Caliban. “These 
fairy tales spread all through Europe—some 
of them were fireside tales told by women to 
young girls to warn them against grown-up 
life in the world outside of the family. But 
they go deeper than that—they are about 
the connection between the human and the 
animal worlds in which we still live.” Both 
Dorothy and Millie blossom when their in-
nate vibrancy, previously dampened by use-
less husbands, is revealed by lovers who are 
more than human. These themes echo the 
maternal warnings Ingalls referenced: dan-
gers lie not in monsters but in men.

As Ingalls’s evocation of mythology im-
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