THE DREADFUL CASKET
A metaphor for emotional processing a traumatic memory
Taken from ”Understanding Trauma; how to overcome post traumatic stress” by Roger Baker, Lion–Hudson 2010
This is the story of a man who was given a casket.  It looked a bit like a small treasure chest made of hardened brown leather with carvings over it that gave it a sinister air.  As soon as he took it he realised his mistake; a powerful repulsive smell emanated from the casket.  It was hardly a casket of treasure, more a casket of horrors.  His instantaneous reaction was to give it back, but the ‘benefactor’ had gone.  He had once put a broken garden chair in his recyclable waste bin and had it returned by the refuse collectors with a rude note, so he was pretty sure that he couldn’t get away with passing it off as household or garden refuse.  So he was stuck with it.
At first he covered it with old towels and blankets to stifle the smell, but it seemed to haunt him wherever he went.  He tried closing the casket more tightly, spraying it with aftershave and eventually put it on the compost heap at the bottom of the garden. But still the smell seemed to penetrate at the oddest of times, waking him from sleep and spoiling his meals.  Eventually he dug a hole and buried it.  Even then it seemed to have a presence of its own; he could not get the appalling smell out of his mind.
He said to himself “I’ve always got over things like this in the past.  I just need to forget it”.  And he tried very hard to forget.  Although no one had actually told him what was in the casket, he had a notion at the back of his mind, that it contained a material so toxic that if opened, it would destroy him and his neighbourhood.  He harboured other thoughts too; if he was ever to open the casket, it could do untold damage to his lungs, reek the house out so that it would never smell fresh again, that the casket could never be closed once opened and the powerful stench would go on and on forever.  It seemed that the smell had a life of its own, pursuing him whatever he did.  
He decided to talk to his friend Sammy about it.  After listening to his story, Sammy came up with a proposal he had not considered.  “Why not just open the casket, see what’s inside and let it air out?”  “Supposing it’s dangerous.  Supposing it kills me.  What if I unleash some terrible power that can never be stopped?”  Sammy’s smile told him he was a bit over the top.  “Well, nothing you have done so far has worked,” replied Sammy.
He thought this over for a few days and then decided to take the risk and follow Sammy’s advice.  It took him a few more days to pluck up the courage to actually dig up the casket.  Wearing an overcoat, gloves, goggles and with a scarf muffled around his nose and mouth he eventually and with great trepidation prised open the casket.
It was everything he feared; the smell was so appalling he was filled with fear and felt overwhelmingly nauseous.  He was tempted to close the casket and bury it again, when Sammy appeared around the corner a bit late for the ‘grand opening day’, encouraging him to ‘hang in there’.  From a good distance he did ‘hang in there’, keeping an anxious eye on the casket lest something rather horrid might come out of it.  He had vague memories of the film ‘Alien’, where unspeakable things could crawl out of unseen hiding places.  But nothing did, and after a bit he began chatting with Sammy.  It was about twenty minutes later that he realised for the first time that, far from the expectation of an ever-increasing stench it was less pungent now.  As it got weaker over the next half hour he asked Sammy if they should go and look at the contents.  Sammy was all for it – so gingerly the couple approached the casket and peered inside.  It was perfectly disgusting and he wanted to withdraw, but Sammy again encouraged him to ‘tough it out’.  He noticed the unpleasant colours, textures and the point from which the smell seemed to emanate most powerfully.  He noticed it was smaller than he thought.  He had the sense it was getting smaller as it was exposed to the air but he wasn’t sure.   “Let’s close it and come back tomorrow,” suggested Sammy.
Every day, from then on, he opened the casket and left it open all day.  It was usually worst when he first opened it, but during the day the penetrating smell no longer seemed to haunt him in the same way.  He never liked that box and was always somewhat suspicious of it, but it ceased to trouble him, and apart from the odd reminder he forgot about it.  He simply left it open at the bottom of his garden.  He wished he had never met the man who gave him the casket, but that was in the past now. 
