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We don’t always choose our call to action 
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Chapter 1



The Origin Story


She texted me in the middle of the night, her message urgent: ‘This virus. When it comes to you, you need to know what we didn’t know here in Italy. I wish someone had told me. I am telling you now, so that you have a better chance than we did. People are dying. Stay inside! Wear a mask when you’re going out. This is serious. This is life or death.’


My friend’s warning still rings in my mind, millions of people having been diagnosed with the coronavirus, hundreds of thousands dead as a result of it. Initially, it had seemed like something out of a faraway dream or a movie, something that wasn’t real, something that could not happen here.


And then it came.


I was under strict instructions from my doctor to practise physical distancing and take very careful precautions because of the status of my health. Reading story after story of people who were dying alone in hospitals, away from their loved ones, broke my heart. Seeing the world wrapped up in excruciating pain felt as if my own heart was being wrung out inside of my chest. I saw people who had always been incredibly resilient suffer more than they ever thought possible. I saw people overwhelmed by grief and loneliness, having lost their loved ones and having lost the ability to receive social support.


And at the same time, I noticed something else – I noticed universal kindness and people using their skills, their abilities, their platforms, or any talents that they had, to help those around them. I saw doctors, nurses, pharmacists, therapists and other healthcare providers working tirelessly to help people in need. I saw farmers, truckers and grocers ensure that people had the supplies they needed to survive. I saw people volunteering, often risking their own lives and health to help complete strangers.


Any major disaster can make us feel alone, especially when we have to physically distance from other people, such as during the COVID-19 pandemic. People that survive major disasters, such as COVID-19, Hurricane Maria, the Sri Lanka Tsunami, the earthquakes in Haiti and Japan, as well as numerous worldwide floods, fires, cyclones and heatwaves, can benefit from the ability to find emotional and physical support from others who have been through something similar. In addition, people who have witnessed or survived a violent trauma also can benefit from being able to find support groups in which they are able to share and process their experiences in a safe and supportive way. Unfortunately, emotional support is not always available to survivors of traumatic events, in which case managing the devastating effects of trauma can become an isolating and lonely experience. Worse, because of the tremendous impact of national or global disasters on other people, many individuals who have either lost loved ones or undergone other excruciating events might suddenly find themselves without much-needed support, right at the time when that support is most crucial. It is therefore not surprising that the rates of mental health disorders are spiking in numerous countries, as well as physical health conditions and suffering around the world.


During the COVID-19 pandemic, people around the world have been reporting loneliness, hopelessness and grief due not only to the unpredictability of the health-related and political events, but also due to the loss of their previous coping strategies, such as being able to spend time with friends, going to a pub, café, theatre or a concert, attending sporting events or comic conventions and being able to travel. What’s more, this is an ongoing issue, with people continuing to struggle with loneliness, as many have trouble asking for the support that they need to heal and recover.


Most of us have not been taught how to ask for support when we are struggling. In fact, many people have even been shamed for experiencing a trauma reaction or for expressing their emotions. For example, one of my previous clients, ‘Lauren’ (this is not her real name), has been experiencing depression since she was just five years old. At just five years old, Lauren was subjected to bullying and racist taunts. Her parents worked long hours to support the family and Lauren spent most of her time either in daycare, where kids openly expressed the view that they didn’t want to be around her, or with babysitters who were too busy to interact with her. Her parents were exhausted at the end of the day and would go to bed shortly after dinner. As a result, Lauren felt utterly alone.


When she was nine years old, she finally plucked up the courage to tell her mother that she was feeling depressed. At this, her mother laughed. ‘Depressed? What do you possibly have to be depressed about?’ As Lauren tried to explain to her mother that she felt lonely, her mother shamed her further, stating that Lauren had a house, toys, as well as both of her parents and also her grandparents, whom Lauren saw once a month. Her mother said that other people ‘have it a lot worse’ than her, as if having material possessions or living relatives must equate to happiness. At this, Lauren was left to believe that her feelings were inadequate, irrelevant and unimportant. In mirroring her mother’s indifference towards her own suffering, Lauren also sided against herself, becoming her own biggest critic, and punishing herself for feeling bad.


Three years later, at just twelve years old, Lauren attempted suicide. Although adults often dismiss the risks of child suicide, the youngest case of completed suicide is five years old (in the United States). Thankfully, in Lauren’s case, she was revived and was later able to receive the support and care that she required. Specifically, Lauren needed to find a way to process her experience of being racially bullied, as well as the emotional neglect and invalidation she had been through. Invalidation coupled with the damaging effects of trauma can cause severe mental health damage for trauma survivors. Oftentimes, even the most well-meaning parent might come across as invalidating and dismissive if they are unable to grasp fully the extent of their child’s emotional and/or physical pain.


Because trauma can be incredibly isolating, this book serves as a way to bring trauma survivors together. To assist you on this journey of healing, you will meet other trauma survivors who have also been affected by multiple traumatic experiences, such as natural disasters, the pandemic and losses of loved ones. Their names and interactions might be fictional, but their stories are real. They will serve as your friends, as your sidekicks, and as your support group.


Through this book, you will be invited to learn and practise multiple skills. Some of these might be helpful and others might feel overwhelming or even triggering at times. Please, listen to your body. It is OK to put an exercise on hold if you are feeling overwhelmed. It is OK not to complete all the exercises and it is OK not to like or implement some of the exercises you will come across. Everyone has different needs and some exercises will suit you more than others. Trust yourself. You are the expert on your own journey. No one else is. Take from this book only what applies to you and give yourself the permission to ignore what does not work for you.


Please take your time and allow yourself to take as many breaks going through this book and these exercises as you need. This is your safe space, your sanctuary. Here, you are welcome and accepted exactly as you are and in any way you need to be.


Every person and every superhero has an origin story and for some people and some superheroes that origin story might begin with a traumatic event. An origin story is the initial event, which might have tilted our life in a different direction. For example, Bruce Wayne witnessing the loss of his parents in childhood leads to him later deciding to become Batman – the hero of Gotham City – to ensure that no one else loses their loved ones the way he did.




[image: Illustration]


Fig. 1: Zoom session.





An origin story is essentially the very beginning, the jumping-off point, of our heroic quest. My own origin story began after a major disaster as well – the Chernobyl nuclear power plant disaster. I was just a few months shy of my third birthday when the radiation explosion incapacitated me and many others who lived in the region. I spent a lot of my childhood in and out of hospitals, and to this day struggle with numerous health issues related to it. One of the biggest side effects that I experience is that whenever the weather changes, I struggle with severe migraines, which occasionally lead to seizures.


As challenging as some of my physical health issues have been, I have also spent a large portion of my life struggling with the psychological aftermath of this event. It took me more than two decades to be able to say the word ‘Chernobyl’ without being overwhelmingly triggered by it. And it took even longer for me to fully realise the impact of this trauma on my mental health.


I was twelve years old when my family and I emigrated to the United States. In school I was the ‘weird girl’ who did not speak English, did not understand American culture, and came from a radioactive country. Classmates used to tease me, asking me if I glowed in the dark, if I was contagious or radioactive. On most days I just wanted to die.


The bullying was hard enough, but what made my experience especially challenging was feeling excruciatingly lonely. I wanted so badly to fit in, to find a sense of belonging, but no matter which groups I tried to join, I always felt that I was somehow ‘a freak’ or ‘an outsider’. Worse, whenever the weather changed, especially before it would rain or snow, my migraines would spike, making it impossible for me to partake in school or social activities, often leading to further isolation and exclusion by classmates due to me being ‘unreliable’.


My entire life changed a few years later, when I saw the first X-Men movie. Watching it, I learned about mutants – fictional superheroes, all of whom had a genetic mutation, which endowed them with certain abilities. All of them had been bullied or ostracised because of their genetic mutation and some of them had been exposed to radiation. Just like me. One of the mutants, Storm, even had the ability to change the weather and used her abilities to help other people.


I was stunned. My entire life, I had thought of myself as a victim. But in watching this film, for the first time in my life I thought of myself as a survivor. Instead of being controlled by the weather, I rethought my ability to predict the weather as my superpower.


As I looked around the movie theatre that night, I saw other people who seemed to be as entranced by the film as I was, and I realised that there was a good chance that they too felt connected to the characters. I realised that most people do not learn to understand and process their emotional experiences when growing up and therefore might feel alone when they are in most dire need of support and companionship. I realised that although sometimes our suffering can alienate us, the very fact that we all experience these challenges makes them universal, and I also realised that we can use stories as a kind of bridge to be able to communicate what we are going through.


I came out of that movie theatre excited and inspired and I signed up for my first ever psychology class to study human emotions. Throughout my life, I have come to realise that every person, real or fictional, has an origin story. And for many people, their origin story begins with a trauma. And although we all have an origin story of our own, our origin stories don’t have to define us. Origin stories are just the beginning of everyone’s heroic journey. The rest of the path is up to you. We might not choose the call to adventure, however terrifying that path might be, but we can choose how we answer that call.


Oftentimes, we might feel overwhelmed or unable to move forward when we go through something traumatic, such as a natural disaster or losing a loved one. In order to help you grow with this experience, you and the other heroes in your group will support one another in working through your origin stories, as well as building paths for your healing and growth.


The following exercise determines your origin story in order to assist you to find your own heroic path and to arm you with the tools and sidekicks that you’ll need to fulfil your quest.


Please take as much time as you need with this exercise. You can start and stop if you need to. If you are feeling overwhelmed, it is perfectly OK for you to take a break. You can always come back to the exercise at another time. Listen to your body and please feel free to give yourself the permission to do what is right for you.


Origin Story Exercise


Many people go through numerous losses, excruciating physical or emotional pain, and feelings of loneliness and alienation. Just like our favourite superheroes or real-life heroes, we too have an origin story. An origin story can be a memory of a terrible tragedy, an accident or a moment when we decided to make different choices. Take a few moments to consider your own origin story. Do you remember a defining moment that shaped you?


It could be a traumatic moment, such as an assault, witnessing or surviving a disaster, or a loss of a loved one. Sometimes, an origin story could be a happy event, such as starting a new job, having a child or moving to a new city, all of which might be exciting but can also sometimes cause extreme stress and anxiety in some cases.


Or perhaps it was a ‘death by a thousand cuts’ – numerous experiences of bullying, child abuse, abandonment or other experiences, which at the time felt unbearable?


For some people, there are multiple origin stories, perhaps multiple experiences that have affected them in multiple ways. If this is your experience, then please choose the most recent origin story for this exercise, one that brought you here, one that took your life in another direction and one that has possibly caused you undue stress and heartache.


If you are willing, please write down your origin story in a few sentences or a paragraph in regard to what happened to you and how it affected you. You can write it below or on a sheet of paper. Please don’t worry about grammar, punctuation or your handwriting for this exercise. Alternatively, you could draw your origin story as one or more comic book panels. Regardless of how you decide to participate in your origin story, remember that it is for your eyes only and no one else needs to see it, unless you want them to. Give yourself permission to be as honest as you need to be, knowing that you can always shred the page if you want to. And if writing down your origin story feels unsafe for any reason, feel free to silently reflect on your origin story instead.
































Thank you for participating in this exercise in any way you were able. This process is not easy, and it takes courage to revisit the trauma of your past. It takes just as much courage to be able to set boundaries for yourself or others when you need to step away from this work and to honour your body and your feelings. Whatever you need to do today is exactly the right step to take.


You are not alone in your experiences. Your fellow group members are here with you and for you. I am going to invite them to share their experiences if they so choose.


Erika is the first to volunteer. ‘I can share. I’m a doctor. I would guess that my origin story would have to be the COVID-19 pandemic. I first became aware of the coronavirus in March 2020, when people started coming into the clinic where I worked. They were sick, sicker than they’d ever been, and antibiotics weren’t helping them. My patients had pneumonia and were reporting chest pain. I tried sending them to the hospital, but they were turned away.


‘The protocols that were in place at that time were only for people who had travelled to Asia and had a fever. There were no protocols for people who did not meet these criteria. My patients were scared and suffering. I had one patient who kept coming back to see me because his antibiotics were not helping him; he was getting worse and worse. I felt like I was doing something wrong. When you are in primary care, people trust you; they keep coming back to you. I felt like I didn’t know what I was up against. I finally gave my patient an antiviral cocktail, which saved his life. No one else would treat him. They were just turning him away.


‘I would see patients from early morning until eight or nine at night and then stay up till midnight or later reading up the latest research articles about which medical protocols were best. I would get so furious with some of my colleagues for giving their patients drugs that lowered their immune system while they had COVID-19 symptoms, and not giving them antivirals. Often their patients would come to see me after the other treatments had failed. I often felt helpless and incredibly guilty for not having all the answers. I would just research every moment I had, scouring the latest data to see how I could help.


‘I gave my patients my personal number just to make sure they could reach me in an emergency. I’d be getting calls at three in the morning and would barely get any sleep.


‘And then I was also pulled to work in the hospital, in addition to my clinic work. The hospital said that they needed as many doctors to help with patients with COVID as possible. I was exposed several times and, thankfully, tested negative. I was working nearly a hundred hours per week, sometimes more, especially with research, notes and follow-up care.


‘I was so anxious that I would bring COVID home to my kids that I would change in the garage and run into the house to shower, scrubbing over and over before I could hug my husband or my kids. What little sleep I got would be interrupted by calls or texts from my patients, or from numerous nightmares and panic attacks I started having.


‘I would cry all the time. My patients were often frustrated with me if I couldn’t get back to them the moment they called, my family barely saw me, and because my husband and I are both doctors, our friends and neighbours completely abandoned us. We became the neighbourhood pariahs. People would cross the street just to avoid us and people would be afraid to be near us in the grocery store, where we often had to go because we were running out of detergent from washing our scrubs and lab coats every day. People would only call if they needed medical advice, forgetting that I’m a person. Sometimes I forgot that part too. Sure, to the media, we were seen as heroes – people applauding us as we were walking into work, cheering for us at 7 p.m. on a nightly basis. But to the people we knew, to our friends and neighbours, we were something to be feared and avoided. And . . . it’s just . . . it’s been very hard is all.’ Erika sniffles through the tears.


‘I wish I could give you a hug right now,’ Liz says. ‘Meeting virtually like this is not easy, especially since it has been my life for so long now. I’m a nurse and I’m used to being in the hospital, in the ER. I’m used to working with patients.
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Fig. 2: Exhausted-looking Erika.





‘I tend to hold the hand of my patients if they let me because I find that it eases their fears and suffering. There’s something so comforting about that, it has always been my favourite part of my job.


‘I have two autoimmune conditions and also take immune-suppressing medications, so I was ordered to stay home and just see patients virtually.


‘Like Erika, I felt really helpless and overwhelmed. The protocols were unclear and were changing every day and I was terrified of doing something wrong. Because of the uncertainty of this virus, it was unclear what patients should do, what their safest bet would be. Because of the fear of COVID, patients would often refuse to go to the hospital; people who really needed to go.


‘I had a patient with a recent kidney transplant who contracted an infection and needed to go to the emergency room. She was refusing to go. It made sense. Poor thing, she said that if she got COVID, she wouldn’t survive for sure. I spent four hours researching to find the safest hospital for her to go to and two more hours pleading with her to go.


‘But what I feel every day more than anything is guilt. My colleagues are out there, saving lives, and I’m working from home. I have felt isolated and alone. You know those 7 p.m. cheers that Erika mentioned? Those aren’t for me. Those are for them – for the ones who are out there saving lives. Me . . . I . . . don’t know.


‘I also feel so very alone. I feel sad. And I feel guilty for feeling this way. I keep telling myself that I should be grateful, you know, that I’m safe and I don’t have the right to be sad. Other people have it much worse. Two of my co-workers died from COVID, more got sick, most lost at least one family member, some lost more than one. Me, I feel like I lost myself.


‘It’s been months since I’ve touched anyone. Since I’ve held anyone’s hand.


‘I remember after 9/11, a group of us got together and we just held each other. Same thing happened after Hurricane Katrina hit. I flew over there to volunteer and at the end of our shifts as we would be exhausted and burned out, we just held one another and cried. And there was something so healing about that. It was because of both of these events that I decided to go into healthcare.


‘But being far away from everyone, not being able to grieve with the people I know, not being able to hug the people that I love, that feels like death sometimes. And I just . . . I just want to be able to hug someone again.’


Hazeem speaks next. ‘Thank you so much for sharing this, my friends. I wasn’t sure what to write for my origin story. I think the Kashmir earthquake is my origin story in many ways. My uncle and his family all died in the earthquake. It was very sudden. It was the first time I realised how quickly the people you love could be taken from you. And then the COVID pandemic came. Both of these have changed the way I am interacting with my family, with other people, and with myself. They have changed everything.


‘I run a grocery store and see people every single day. But it is not the same as it was before. I used to talk to everyone who came in but now, they just rush out. One of my employees takes care of his wife who has cancer, so I told him to just stay home to avoid any potential exposure to her. I pay him what I can, but I don’t ask him to come in. My other employee started having symptoms and tested positive for COVID-19. He and his family are recovering now. I got tested as well and thankfully tested negative. I used to go to my brother’s house to see him and his family once a week, but I don’t go any more to make sure that I do not get them sick, in case I’ve been exposed. My brother and his wife had a baby four months ago and I still have not met my nephew.


‘My father died from COVID six months ago and my brother and I had to say goodbye to him over video. I was half a kilometre away but I could not see him. I could not hold his hand. I could not hug him when he died. I lost five more people after he died; one friend and four acquaintances all died within a four-month interval. None of them were able to have anyone by their side, and none of them had a memorial service. It doesn’t seem right.


‘It’s strange. I see people every day at my store, but I feel more alone than I have ever felt in my life. I find myself worrying that I might have done something wrong. I wipe all surfaces non-stop and I fear that I might make a mistake, and someone will get sick and die because of something I did or did not do. Like Dr Erika, I have nightmares, I feel inadequate and frightened. I have started to pull away from other people, but it is not in my nature. I do not recognise myself any more. I don’t know who I am any more. I don’t remember the reason for waking up in the mornings, other than because I have been doing it for many years and because my customers need their groceries. I no longer find joy in my work. I no longer find joy in my life. I am scared of some of the thoughts I have when I am alone. I do not know what I can do to feel better. I am losing hope every day.’


‘I feel you, Hazeem,’ Shawn says. ‘Feeling alone even around other people and wiping surfaces all day long, I can definitely relate to that. I guess my origin story began on 9/11. That morning, when I learned about the attacks, I pedalled all the way to the Brooklyn Bridge on my bicycle and I saw the towers fall. I felt so helpless. I wanted to scream. I wanted to help. I couldn’t do either.


‘This event shook me up so much that I decided to become a firefighter. I never wanted to feel that helpless again. Fighting fires, saving lives, spending time with my family, it was my life. Was.


‘Now, I feel just as helpless as I did back then. Because our calls became restricted to fires only, our once busy schedule became much less demanding, leaving me with hours upon hours in the day to just think about the pandemic. I isolated myself from others as much as I could at work to ensure that I didn’t expose anyone in case I was sick, and to ensure that I didn’t expose myself and bring the virus home to my wife and kids.


‘I first learned about the pandemic back in January of 2020, but it was in March when my family and I returned from our vacation that it felt like we’d come back into a dystopian film. The streets of New York were empty. Quiet. Eerie.


‘When I went back to work, it felt like a ghost town. The city that never sleeps looked more like one overrun by a zombie apocalypse. The only sounds you could hear were the sirens.


‘I went from spending my days with my work crew to spending most of them alone at the fire station, wiping everything, washing my hands dozens of times, and reading everything I could about COVID. Sometimes, if I had to work a twenty-four-hour shift, I would spend that entire time cleaning. I am so anxious that I can’t sleep, so I just stay up and try to distract myself until I pass out from exhaustion. I’m having nightmares, I’m losing sleep, and losing friends. And I keep thinking that I shouldn’t even be complaining. Other people have it much worse. I don’t know.’ He sighs.


‘I can relate to that feeling,’ Celeste says. ‘I feel guilty all the time, too. I am an accountant. I work from home. I have a loving wife and a wonderful dog. I don’t actually know anyone who died. But I can’t help how anxious I feel. I’ve become obsessive to the point that I not only wipe every surface in the house, but I ask my wife to do the same. She says she’s sick of playing into my anxiety.


‘I haven’t been able to leave the house in months. Just the thought of it gives me a panic attack. And when I have panic attacks, I have trouble breathing and I wonder if I have COVID. I keep checking my temperature, I keep researching my symptoms and I keep calling my doctor. I feel incredibly guilty because I wonder if I am preventing other people from seeing my doctor when I schedule a call with him.


‘I just feel stuck. This anxiety feels like a double-edged sword. If I try to ignore it, it grows like dragon fire and after a while I feel like I’m suffocating from panic. If I give in to anxiety and do all the checks and all the cleaning, I don’t have relief either, because my mind will ultimately find something else to be anxious about. My wife and I are fighting more than we ever have and it’s all because of my anxiety.


‘I feel like a prisoner, not just in my own house but in my own mind. And there’s no escape. I don’t know what else to do at this point.’


For a moment, no one else is speaking. And I just want to take a few seconds to breathe with all of you. Perhaps taking a moment to build some safety into this experience, to notice that right now, in this very moment, you are right here, and that right now, in this very moment, you are safe.


It is completely normal and understandable that you would feel exactly how you are feeling right now. Whether your feelings are of anxiety, devastation, anger or even numbness, all of your emotions are perfectly OK and perfectly allowed. Most people would feel the same way you do if they were in your situation during this time.


Just the mere feelings of anxiety, depression, anger, panic and grief do not themselves constitute a mental health disorder. Instead, our symptoms can become a disorder when they get in the way of our regular functioning, such as by preventing us from going to work or school or from attending to our regular responsibilities. For example, someone might have feelings of anxiety on a regular basis and if these emotions are preventing them from leaving the house or attending to their expected responsibilities, and are affecting their desired level of function, then we would say that this person has an anxiety disorder. The good news about anxiety disorders, as well as depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and many other disorders, is that they are treatable. In this case, the word treatable does not mean that after the treatment we would no longer have these feelings. Instead, it means that you might learn ways to better manage these feelings and to follow your own heroic journey even if you encounter some of these obstacles along the way.


Some people think that people can only develop PTSD through combat experiences. However, PTSD can also occur if someone has a near-death experience, such as surviving a car accident or being a victim of a violent crime, or witnessing a tragedy, such as 9/11. Similarly, people can develop PTSD if they have gone through abuse, assault, prejudice, bullying, as well as an unexpected loss, including the death of a loved one, a traumatic break-up, or the loss of a home. Finally, many people do not realise that they might also develop PTSD if they go through a life-threatening illness, such as cancer or COVID-19.


Whether you have experienced COVID-19 yourself, know someone who has, or were otherwise affected by an illness or a tragedy, you are allowed to feel the way that you feel. Whatever your experiences are, this journey is your own and that means that you are the expert in what you need and what works or does not work for you. Please give yourself the permission to make this journey your own in every way possible. Participate as much or as little as you feel safe and comfortable doing and give yourself the permission to take frequent breaks. You do not owe anyone a report or an explanation about your progress. It is perfectly OK for you to do this your way and in your own time.


Just like Batman and Wonder Woman, you too have an origin story and, just like some of your favourite characters, you too are a superhero; this is your own path to your heroic journey. Your acceptance letter is below:


Dear superhero,


Welcome to the Super Survivors Academy. You have no doubt already experienced a lot of pain and trauma and borne the feelings that you never thought were possible. But you are a survivor. You are already a superhero and your mission is not over. You change the world for the better on a regular basis and have already helped countless people. You might not realise this, but there are people alive today because of you. And your work is just beginning. You have a journey of healing and heroism ahead of you.


Thank you for being wonderful. Please keep superheroing and don’t forget your cape.
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