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Advance Praise for Heroes are Human


“With Heroes are Human, Bob Delaney has expertly captured the echoes of the COVID crisis long reverberating after our beleaguered healthcare workers go home to their families. This book is urgently needed to prevent the isolation that our colleagues feel and to offer them strategies for self-healing.”


—Dr. Sarah Hoffe, senior member, Moffitt Cancer Center; professor, Morsani College of Medicine, University of South Florida


“The news Bob Delaney brings to those dealing with post-traumatic stress and those of us who care for them, is poignant, well earned, up-to-date, and maybe lifesaving. He understands that we become more fully human, more ourselves, when we share our own challenges and hard-won wisdom with those who need it most.”


—James S. Gordon, MD, author of Transforming Trauma: The Path to Hope and Healing


“Over the last three decades, Bob has set a standard of excellence for NBA referees. From officiating the NBA Finals to training the next generation of NBA officials to his work with post-traumatic stress, everything he does is about leadership, service and integrity.”


—Adam Silver, NBA commissioner


“If we do not learn from this shared global trauma, we put ourselves in immense danger. This book is a profound documentation of how we must never forget that heroes are human, trauma is real, and we must keep learning.”


— Dr. Amy Silver, psychologist, author of The Loudest Guest: How to Change and Control Your Relationship with Fear


“The stories in Heroes Are Human shine a light on extraordinary individuals—doctors, nurses, health care workers and first responders—and help us truly understand the meaning of service above self.”


—Todd Rose, co-founder and president of Populace, author of The End of Average and Collective Illusions


“Bob Delaney understands the trauma of war, of life, of putting yourself in harm’s way for the greater good. Whether our enemy is invisible or clearly defined, our frontline responders absorb profound trauma that needs processing … needs healing.


—Dr. Brian Hainline, NCAA chief medical officer, clinical professor of neurology, Indiana University School of Medicine, New York University Langone Medical Center


“Bob has an incredible ability to share perspectives on and experiences with trauma in an authentic and personal way. His life experiences connect with so many people and shine throughout Heroes Are Human.”


— Jason Sada, CEO, Sports Academy Venture Lab


“Bob Delaney, bringing together heroism and humanity, undermines toxic masculinity. Amidst suffering and need, he shows how courageous an empathic response can be.”


—Jillian M. Stile, PhD, co-chair, Fellowship Program, The Columbia University Center for Psychoanalytic Training & Research


“Bob Delaney is putting a voice to everything we lay in bed at night and think about. Heroes are Human will be a reference for years to come. In a world where nothing feels safe anymore, you can find comfort in in the pages of this book knowing you are not alone.”


—Magen Rainey Moore, RN, emergency medical first responder


“Heroes are Human should be required reading for any person touched by trauma and those who care about them. This is the right book at the right time.”


—Maureen Bowser, RN, MSN family nurse practitioner


“Everything Bob Delaney touches is better off for his presence. He is the right leader to deliver this message of hope and resilience to the first responders who have stood on the front lines of this terrible global pandemic for nearly three years.”


—Jeffrey R. Docking, PhD, president, Adrian College


“Bob has an incredibly modest, compassionate, respectful and human approach in addressing trauma. Heroes are Human sheds light on the importance of humanizing the warriors, the heroes, and the resilient.”


—Pascale E. Nakhlé, MA, former clinician at the American University of Beirut Medical Center


“Heroes are Human shines a critical light on the COVID-19 frontline workers and provides them with hope to carry on. With this book, Bob Delaney not only embraces their pain, but provides them the skills needed to forge ahead today and for years to come. A must-read for all frontline workers!”


—Katharine De Santos, MA, registered psychotherapist and clinic director, Toronto, Canada.


“As a mental health professional and advocate, I see Bob as a torchbearer blazing the trail at all times and now sharing light with Heroes are Human.”


—Taiwo Lateef Sheikh, professor of psychiatry, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, Nigeria.


“Our nation needs the courage and wisdom of Bob Delaney as never before. A national treasure, Bob has given our generation the courage to endure tremendous trauma and not only survive but thrive!”


—Bonnie Carroll, president and founder, Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors (TAPS), Presidential Medal of Freedom recipient


“I’ve long admired Bob Delaney, first for his work as an NBA official for many seasons, but his story runs so much deeper than that. His heart for those who have defended our country is evidenced by his tireless work for Wounded Warriors, and now he’s shining a spotlight on those frontline workers who have selflessly responded to the overwhelming challenge of a pandemic. We need a book like Heroes are Humans and Bob Delaney has delivered.”


—Ernie Johnson, Jr., studio host, “Inside the NBA” (TNT) and author of Unscripted: The Unpredictable Moments that Make Life Extraordinary
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Heroes Are Human is dedicated to all those who serve or have served in the COVID-19 fight. It is for health-care workers—nurses, doctors, and hospital staff at all levels—along with first responders, pharmacists, and essential workers from all walks of life. And it is for their families, who have watched their loved ones face a relentless storm of trauma and despair—risking their lives to save ours. This book is meant to honor their sacrifices and acknowledge the pain they have endured, which many carry with them. Not all wounds bleed, and invisible wounds may hurt as much as the wounds we see. Thank you for serving, and hopefully this book is a step toward healing.


—Bob Delaney,


   February 2022












FOREWORD





For the past forty years, I have devoted my career to studying the effects of trauma around the world. As the director of Harvard Global Mental Health Programs, I developed a global health training program dealing with trauma and recovery—and the result, the Global Mental Health Trauma and Recovery Certificate Course, is the first such program of its kind. I have learned that trauma is inescapable in life.


I share this with you as a way of expressing my admiration and respect for a man whose book you hold in your hands—Bob Delaney. I got to know Bob through the Trauma and Recovery program. He is an authentic, original, and important voice in the field of trauma. As you will come to learn, Bob has experienced it under most challenging circumstances—going undercover for the New Jersey State Police to infiltrate the Mafia in a historic organized crime investigation. He became a different person to work alongside the Mob, wearing a wire and always one slip away from being discovered and meeting a deadly fate.


After Bob’s successful undercover work was complete, his life went into a personal tailspin as he dealt with a tumultuous internal upheaval fueled by the fear, anger, and emotions he had pushed beneath the surface to survive. What Bob was dealing with was Post-Traumatic Stress, which thrust him into a hellish personal turmoil until he fortunately got help and pulled himself through. And then, as he chronicled in 2008 in his critically acclaimed first book, Covert: My Years Infiltrating the Mob, Bob found solace and success on the courts of the National Basketball Association, where he was one of the league’s most respected referees for a quarter of a century.


So, why do Bob Delaney’s insights, manner, and approach resonate with so many individuals dealing with trauma? For one thing, Bob has devoted forty years of his own life to reaching out to people coping with traumatic experiences across the United States and the world, whether talking to first responders at home or American and NATO troops in the war zones of Iraq and Afghanistan.


His down-to-earth style, charisma, and honesty—delivered by a man who has walked the walk—connects universally with his varied audiences. Bob knows of what he speaks and, even more importantly, knows how to communicate it. His work became the catalyst for Surviving the Shadows: A Journey of Hope into Post-Traumatic Stress, his second book, in which he shares stories of people whose lives were upended by trauma. Surviving the Shadows examines how they achieved greater equilibrium by sharing their stories through peer-to-peer conversations—interweaving those accounts with valuable insights from medical and therapeutic experts.


In his latest book, Heroes Are Human, Bob examines the extreme hardships our medical professionals are facing and how they have carried on amid immeasurable uncertainty and exhaustion in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the difficulties over what is now nearly two years, our frontline workers continue to provide urgently needed care, and we must not overlook their sacrifices. In this book, we hear from them in their own words, learn how they have coped, and gain a deep understanding about what makes them persevere in spite of the emotional and physical toll. As you will see, each chapter is introduced with Bob’s keen observations and closes with key lessons from him.


My mentor, Dr. Frederick (Fritz) Redlich, served as dean of Yale’s School of Medicine. He was a monumental influence in the field of social psychiatry and a pioneer in the field of psychiatric and medical ethics. Dr. Redlich always stressed three key elements in his work. First, keep it simple—even though that can be quite difficult. Second, coming up with a new idea isn’t necessarily hard; what’s far more important is developing a fresh approach. And third, challenging situations often call for the right person at the right time to offer solutions. I believe that Bob and his new book adhere to all three of Dr. Redlich’s guideposts.


Bob does not overcomplicate his message, presenting it instead with clarity, empathy, and a knack for finding common ground and making a genuine human connection, no matter the audience. His fresh approach is rooted in his personal understanding of and experience with trauma. Rather than causing people to tune him out with technical or overly medicalized terms, Bob serves as a bridge between the medical world and laypeople. He has coined his own relatable term for those working on the front lines: “operational stress,” a phrase that reduces stigma and encourages dialogue.


I firmly believe Bob is the right person at the right time to help provide this crucial message—underlining that those who act heroically in lifesaving situations have the same vulnerabilities as anyone else and need to be conscious of caring for themselves as they care for others. With that in mind, my staff and I have created the Harvard Global Mental Health Self-Care Pocket Card. The card provides ten reminders designed to provide frontline workers the tools to take care of themselves, their families, and their loved ones.


I applaud Bob’s holistic view that for true healing to take place, families of trauma sufferers must also be part of the discussion. This book will help bring them into the dialogue. I believe it will appeal to a wide audience—health-care professionals, anyone cared for by them, and members of the general public who want to learn more about the heroic behind-the-scenes efforts of doctors, nurses, hospital administrators, first responders, and other frontline workers. I have no doubt that Bob’s experienced, compassionate voice will connect with these groups.


In my experience, doctors are well protected against their own emotions. We have constructed an entire biomedical model that defends them from the emotional aspects of their job. They are trained to think in terms of “what do I do?” and “how do I do it?” and “what is the solution?” But that doesn’t mean they are immune to the intense stressors of their work. I believe this book’s message will resonate with them.


I have long believed in the power of stories to help trauma survivors. Every survivor has their own story, and it is important for them to share it—and equally important for us to hear it, as painful and heart-wrenching as these stories may be. On the pages that follow in this book, you will gain great insight into those who have risked their safety and health to help others in this crisis—and you will be reminded that they, too, are human.


—Richard F. Mollica, MD, MAR professor of psychiatry, Harvard Medical School; director, Harvard Program in Refugee Trauma; director, Harvard Global Mental Health Trauma Recovery, Massachusetts General Hospital, February 2022












PREFACE


In Search of a Finish Line







“The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”


—Lao Tzu





For anyone who has ever watched a long-distance track event live or on TV, you know the scene well—runners crouching anxiously to start an event they have trained for relentlessly. It might be the 1,500- or 10,000-meter run, the 3,000-meter steeplechase, or a grueling marathon. But just for a moment, imagine if the organizers have declined to tell the athletes the distance they are about to run.


Will it be a mile or a ten-mile competition? Will it be a twenty-six-mile marathon or a length even more demanding, like a fifty-mile ultra-marathon? And now picture the race official instructing the field of entrants: “We’re not telling you how far you’ll be going—or for how long—so, ready, set, go!”


That is the definition of a nightmare. And yet it is precisely the physically draining, mentally taxing, and emotionally demoralizing race that frontline medical workers have had to run since the start of the pandemic in March 2020.


My wife, Billie, is an experienced marathoner who has competed around the country and abroad. She, like all competitive runners, knows the feeling of relief that comes from crossing the finish line after an exhausting race. Runners are highly conscious of the pace they want to maintain. They know there is a beginning, middle, and end, so they adjust their energy output, strategy, and mental approach accordingly.


Yet doctors, nurses, medical technicians, and staff in the United States and around the world have found themselves in a disorienting pursuit of an unknown destination—with no way of knowing the end point of their journey. They have undertaken a devastatingly difficult challenge against a brutal opponent.


The very length of this challenge—winding through unknown, confusing side streets, with nothing like GPS to provide direction—has in many cases taken a heavy toll on their physical and psychological well-being. And it continues to make their lives hard beyond measure. This never-ending run in search of a finish line has been similarly difficult for family members and friends, concerned for the condition of these health-care heroes who continue to push forward amid the uncertainty.


We all hoped early on that at some point, COVID would slow down. There have been moments when it has. And two years in, things are better than they were, thanks to vaccines and therapeutics. But the situation for health-care workers remains highly stressed because of the health-care system being overwhelmed.


This is what motivated me to write Heroes Are Human: Lessons in Resilience, Courage, and Wisdom from the COVID Front Lines. I’ve spent the past forty-plus years working with, counseling, and reaching out to those who put their lives on the line in the military, law enforcement, and other first-responder careers. And back in March 2020, when COVID-19 first began its deadly spread through the United States, I knew from experience that health-care workers would be enduring nonstop trauma from the life-and-death situations they had been plunged into with little notice.


Then came the deluge of news reports about the mounting anxiety and stress on health-care workers. The daily headlines hit home personally. I was keenly aware of the intense stress these front-line workers were experiencing—and the pressing need to care for themselves amid the distress of their work. It moved me to write an op-ed on the situation that ran in the summer of 2020 in the Tampa Bay Times, with the prophetic headline “A wave of Post-Traumatic Stress may await health care workers and first responders on the COVID front lines.”


As Dr. Mollica wrote in his foreword, I had spent three years working undercover infiltrating the Mafia as a young New Jersey state trooper something you will read more about in the opening chapter that follows this preface. Suffice it to say that I learned firsthand about the disruptive, potentially long-term effects of traumatic events on one’s well-being, and the need to be aware of the enormous levels of stress we experience.


That is why I felt moved to investigate the emotional turmoil I knew would be taking place, and to spend time with those on the COVID front lines in order to convey their selfless and noble efforts. My hope is that the stories and insights from others in Heroes Are Human will be a comfort to those who have risked their health and lives to care for those stricken by a ruthless virus, and to their families and friends as well. I also hope the various perspectives offered throughout these pages—including a self-care pocket card produced by Dr. Mollica’s team at Harvard Global Mental Health—will help in the healing process as the virus eventually recedes or is brought under some degree of control. You’ll find a copy of the self-care card at the end of this book.


We could never have imagined that the initial COVID-19 wave of 2020 would be followed by the dangerous Delta variant in the summer of 2021. We could never have known that Delta would be followed by the fast-spreading Omicron strain of late 2021 and early 2022. While thankfully not as deadly, Omicron has re-filled hospitals with unvaccinated patients and added new levels of strain to our health-care system. The fact is, we don’t know what lies ahead with COVID. It may become a part of our new normal—kept in check with vaccines, as the flu and other viruses from the past are today.


In the meantime, the stories you are about to read will shed light on an array of courageous and thoughtful individuals. You will get to know frontline nurses, doctors, supervisors, and patients. You will hear from military veterans whose battlefield experiences shed a relevant light on the COVID fight. And you will meet several dedicated medical professionals living in fear of their safety and that of their families, simply because of the hate, mistrust, and misinformation stirred up by some people amid the lingering COVID-19 pandemic.


I’ll also offer my thoughts and reflections along the way, as the chapters progress chronologically from the early days of the pandemic through the development of the vaccines to wherever we may be heading next with the virus. (One note: the names of a few health-care workers have been changed, to honor their request for anonymity.) And I’ll be doing my best to bring attention—and hopefully some solace—to those on the front lines and the people who care about them.


I’ve been fortunate to be a spectator on numerous occasions at the Boston Marathon, waiting at the finish line for Billie to complete the race—just as families of health-care workers wait at home for their loved ones to finish their own marathon. The cheers near the Boylston Street finish line are as loud as any arena I have been in during my NBA career. A sea of people gathers to participate each year—whether for the sheer competition, to raise money for charities, to honor friends and family, or for any number of reasons. I’ve always thought that the best of the human spirit becomes evident every step of the way.


And that is the same thing I see in our frontline workers—the best of the human spirit—as they continue to bravely run a race with no clear end in sight.


—Bob Delaney,


February 2022
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CHAPTER ONE

Covert No More









“One of the hardest things to do in life is letting go of what you thought was real.”


—Unknown





“You’re going deeper and deeper and becoming the character you’re playing.” Those were the words spoken to me by Bernie Goldberg during an HBO Real Sports interview in 2007. I quickly responded, “No, that’s not a character—that’s me. Bobby Covert is who I was.”


I chronicled that experience and much more in my 2008 book, Covert: My Years Infiltrating the Mob. In 1973, I had followed in my father’s footsteps and joined the New Jersey State Police. My first assignment was at Flemington Station, made famous by the Lindbergh baby kidnapping investigation headed by Jersey State Police founder Col. H. Norman Schwarzkopf, father of General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, heroic military leader of the Gulf War.


After about a year on the job, I was stationed at Somerville Barracks. It was a great assignment for a young trooper like me— we lived there two days on, followed by two days off. Essentially, we were the local police for towns that did not have a department of their own, and patrolled the highways as well. I remember returning to duty and seeing a note to call Lt. Jack Liddy, Division Headquarters, Criminal Investigations Section, Organized Crime Bureau. He had more titles than I had ever heard, and it wasn’t common for a headquarters officer to call a general road duty trooper like me.


I should tell you that I grew up Irish Catholic, which means I wake up feeling guilty. The senior troopers told me to relax—that I’d probably given some Mob guy a ticket and Liddy was looking for intelligence information, and I should just give him a call. They were right about the “Mob” part. The lieutenant was sizing me up for a special assignment that would change my life forever—involving the President’s Organized Crime Task Force out of Washington, D.C., the FBI, and the State Police.


I became Bobby Covert, a trucking-company owner in a landmark investigation of the Genovese and Bruno crime families—an operation I was told would last six months, which ultimately stretched into a three-year assignment during which I was compelled to live a deep-undercover, double-identity life. The daily intensity and danger of the experience included learning that a potential hit had been put out on me after the conclusion of the investigation, which turned my life upside down for a while.


In the wake of this, following close to a hundred arrests and years of testifying in federal and state courts, I found myself consumed with enormous guilt for arresting Mafia members I saw more as my friends. These were people I had come to know, who had trusted me. I felt I had betrayed friends, and experienced episodes of anger and paranoia that I couldn’t explain, and my world spiraled out of control.


Due to the threat on my life, I was always surrounded by state troopers—if I had to testify or go on a surveillance, they were with me at all times. One was Detective John Schroth, who had a psychology background from Rutgers University. He was the first to recognize my self-destructive behavior. Considering how much I wanted my undercover life to end, you might be surprised by how quickly I reverted into my Bobby Covert ways after surfacing. I went back to wearing the leather jacket, pinky ring, and chains around my neck. I was desperately searching for a new normal, and my Bobby Covert persona still held a tight grip on my reality.


One night after being on surveillance, the security team and I stopped at a bar. I started buying everyone drinks. Schroth pulled me aside and asked, “What are you doing? That’s not Fed money anymore—that’s mortgage money. You’re hurting yourself.” What did I do when confronted with the truth? I ignored his warning and walked away. Rationalizing my behavior, I thought, “He doesn’t know me or what I’m going through.”


The inner turmoil continued and was becoming more like internal emotional violence. To everyone else, I looked like I was in control. And I was being paraded around the United States to make presentations about the undercover tactics we’d employed to catch Mob guys. One day, I was speaking before the Jersey City Police Department and my college psychology professor, Dr. Henry “Hank” Campbell, was in the audience. We reconnected and began informal counseling sessions.


After only a few meetings, the good doctor informed me that I was experiencing Post-Traumatic Stress. It was the last thing I wanted to hear, but I knew Hank was right. Fortunately, I got lucky again. One of the FBI agents I worked with after surfacing, Louie Freeh, understood I was on an emotional roller coaster. If his name sounds familiar, it’s because he eventually became the fifteenth director of the FBI.


Louie introduced me to another agent who had just completed his long-term undercover operation. When we spoke, I could read his body language and hear his words, and I knew that he grasped what I was feeling inside because he had lived it too. His name was Joe Pistone, whose story would one day be told in a best-selling book and movie, Donnie Brasco.


Talking to Joe was my first understanding of the power of peer-to-peer conversation. I used to refer to that technique as peer-to-peer therapy. But I’ve come to realize that medical terms such as “therapy” in the context of Post-Traumatic Stress have scared people away from potentially healing conversations.


Words matter, and when we say “mental health,” it can conjure up an image of mental illness. I prefer to call it mind health, just as we identify emotional and physical health. The reality is that Post-Traumatic Stress is a human condition that can affect anyone, but it most commonly is associated with members of the military. In that regard, it has been identified throughout history by different names.


Sophocles wrote two plays about the warrior not knowing how to act after coming home from battle. During the Civil War, it was known as Soldier’s Heart. In World War I, we knew it as Shell Shock, then Battle Fatigue in World War II. In the Korean and Vietnam wars, the common terminology was “flashbacks.” Since 1980, the official diagnosis has been Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, or PTSD.


In my view, we have overmedicalized the issue ever since, pushing people away from seeking help due to the stigma attached. I hasten to add: that doesn’t mean we do not need the medical side of the house. We absolutely do, and it provides tremendous resources for recovery. We just have to build stronger bridges that encourage people to reach out for the support they need.


Those who serve see what the rest of the world does not—and that means members of the military, first responders, and frontline health-care workers during the lingering COVID-19 pandemic. The uniform, whether combat fatigues or hospital scrubs, can make these courageous individuals feel like they’re capable of leaping tall buildings in a single bound. Yet while those who serve perform heroic acts on a daily basis, we can never lose sight of the fact that heroes are human.


Like soldiers, our health-care workers see horrific sights and death, though not usually at the pace nor with the intensity they have witnessed lately due to the successive waves of COVID-19. They are in a fight in which they at times feel helpless, yet they steel their personal emotions in order to do their job. They have learned to repress their feelings, and being immersed in their work protects them for a period of time. But those emotions, as I learned through my life as Bobby Covert, are always there until you are willing to confront them.
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During my visits in Iraq and Afghanistan, where I met and spoke with countless soldiers, I became acutely aware that they were often disconnected from their emotions. I was supported by some of the great military leaders of the 1990s through the present. The late General Ray Odierno told me during a visit with him in Baghdad that “you are getting us to look at Post-Traumatic Stress in a different way.” Generals Dempsey, Cone, Brown, Caslen, Thomson, Buchanan, Linnington, and Casey—and Admirals McRaven, Mullen, and Pittman—put me in a position to share my message about Post-Traumatic Stress.


I try to remove barriers and roadblocks in the healing process through the right choice of words, because words matter. When I changed the title of my presentation from Post-Traumatic Stress to Operational Stress Education and Awareness, I could sense a more open reaction to the subject from soldiers who were in the audience.


But that doesn’t mean everyone welcomed my approach, or my presence, with open arms. There were those in the military medical field who questioned why I had been touted as a trauma expert at all. How could someone who had spent twenty-five years as an NBA referee have the insights and experience to work with troops on such a sensitive issue as PTSD? I understood that I could be viewed as an outsider lacking the medical credentials others in the field did have. That’s an understandable natural reaction.


However, my life has been full of experiences and opportunities that afforded deep experiential understanding of trauma and the impact it can have on each of us. My hunger for formal Post-Traumatic Stress education was motivated by my own pain. It was driven by concern for others and the shadows they were living under, yet I always knew that for shadows to exist there had to be light nearby. And it is our responsibility to ourselves and each other to find that light.


My experience with Post-Traumatic Stress has given me a voice that has taken me around the world, presenting throughout the United States, Canada, Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. My belief is that with education and awareness we can create change similar to what has been done with HIV/AIDS, drugs, tobacco, and alcohol—a change in behavior and understanding.


We go to great lengths to not feel emotions, yet emotions are meant to be felt. Awareness of your feelings will be important as you read Heroes Are Human, because you may be triggered by some of the words. We also know that past trauma experiences can be triggered by sounds, smells, dates, anniversaries, and images.


I liken stress to a scab developing over a wound, which when knocked off starts to bleed again. With an invisible wound caused by trauma, a protective “scab” forms as well to shield us from the painful memories. Awareness prevents us from being blindsided by those triggers. This is another important step in the self-care journey.
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Socrates shared that “wisdom begins in wonder,” and the wonder regarding my Post-Traumatic Stress experience created a thirst for knowledge about the subject, leading to a lifelong journey of personal healing. It also created a wonder for helping others on their healing journey.


“The Trauma Story”—an experience of physical pain or emotional anguish a person carries inside—provides the opportunity for vital learning and understanding. Anyone who has suffered a traumatic event has such a story, and bringing it into the open is important so it can be confronted with courage and compassion.


My Catholic school education in Paterson, N.J. provided four years of Latin studies, and I often turn to it for better understanding. Latin provided root words for other languages. Educatus is the past participle of educare, which means to bring up or nourish. Educere, in turn, means to draw out. Dr. Mollica, who has generously provided a foreword to this book, has an amazing talent to do both. He will answer questions with knowledge, yet more often than not he will hand a student the microphone and say, “What do you think?” He draws out your thoughts to create a deeper understanding.


My hope is that Heroes Are Human will create a deeper understanding of what those immersed in the COVID-19 war have experienced. In reading this book, you will learn about the impact this fight has had on our health-care professionals, first responders, and essential workers.


When I approached Dr. Mollica about contributing to Heroes Are Human, always the teacher, he posed a challenge: imagine that a newspaper reporter is interviewing you, and there is just one minute to convey three highlights of the book. My immediate response was that heroes, like the book’s title, are human—they are vulnerable, they have emotions. “Okay, that’s one,” Dr. Mollica interjected. “What are the other two?”


I identified the second as being a holistic approach, which prompted Dr. Mollica to reply, “Explain what you mean by that.” I told him that this reminded me of the fresh approach that was taken by the military in the early 2000s—of not just thinking a soldier had to be given resources, but that his or her entire family and/or personal support circle needed to be included in the therapeutic approach.


Third, I believe the COVID-19 crisis has created an urgent need for that same type of care for those serving on the pandemic front lines.


If we look back to the Vietnam War era, combat veterans were not viewed as they are today. They were vilified and disrespected, due to the unpopular war in which they served. But over the years, a transition ensued, and “We Support Our Troops” bumper stickers became a common sight—though sometimes more to make ourselves feel better than to consider what the soldiers had really endured.


It wasn’t until we created mental-health programs to help military servicemembers, as well as their families, that we truly made an impact and allowed the healing process to begin. These programs provided resources to help people heal from the trauma they had experienced, and, it is hoped, to minimize any stigma. The result is that we are making tremendous strides in the area of Post-Traumatic Stress and mind health.


Now fast-forward. Today we drive by hospitals and urgent-care centers with signs that proclaim “Heroes Work Here.” But just as it was with the “Support the Troops” bumper stickers, a well- intentioned sentiment isn’t enough. Once again, it may make us feel better, but what does it do for the health-care workers and their families?


We are in the infant stages of truly understanding the impact this virus has on those in the midst of the COVID-19 battle. The time has come to provide a similar strategy in self-care for the men and women serving and protecting us against this unseen enemy. I had the opportunity to be part of that “fresh approach” within the military, and the time is right for the medical and first-responder community as well. I know it makes a difference. I have lived it.


A FORMULA FOR GROWTH ON THE JOURNEY AHEAD


Every journey starts with a plan—a road map—to help better navigate the way. I offer this formula as part of the backdrop as you read Heroes Are Human:


Experience + Intellectual Readiness + Reflection = Development and Growth.


[image: ]




Let’s break down the elements of the formula:


• Experiences come in life, and if you share yours with me, I learn from you. If I share mine, you learn from me. Experiential learning is a major part of our educational foundation. At times, we are given the test without even knowing the material, because experiences come as a result of hard knocks.


• Intellectual Readiness is the act of studying a subject, formal education. This is given to us as elementary, middle, and high school students. It continues in life on multiple pathways—from institutions of higher learning to the study of a particular skill based on our career path or passion. Now, those two parts of the formula are not that difficult from my view—both are given to us. While I agree that we are products of our environments, as we mature we are also products of our choices.


• Reflection is the most difficult segment of the formula. We are not taught how to reflect. We are not a reflective society; we are doers. Imagine you are at work, seated with feet on the desk looking out the window, and your boss comes by and asks,“What are you doing?” You answer, “Oh, I am reflecting.” I’m not so sure that is going to be a welcome response. The expectation is to be productive, active, and accomplishing goals.


However, I do know that if we do all three—take experiential and formal education learning, add in reflection, and mix in it a blender—we will have development in the form of personal and professional growth.


Please keep this formula in mind as you read Heroes Are Human and you reflect on the layers of resiliency and hope in the stories of those you meet in these pages.


As you will see, my words introduce each chapter, and I close each chapter with my voice as well. My hope is to connect the dots using the formula through the lens of “storytelling/experiential learning” and “intellectual readiness/formal education.” One important note as you read: my words will appear in the typeface you see now, while interview subjects’ will appear in a different style.


A term I use to help achieve greater understanding is Reflection Direction. Beginning with this chapter, it will be offered at each chapter’s conclusion. As you read Heroes Are Human, we will reflect on the medical expertise of—and the personal stories told by—ordinary people doing extraordinary work. The additional heroes you are about to meet are servant leaders—in my view, the noblest kind of leadership, because the focus is service to a cause greater than any one person.


Heroes do not have the luxury of reflection while in the midst of the battle. True reflection has to take place in a safe and trusting environment that allows for deeper understanding, positive change, and healing.




REFLECTION DIRECTION


Folks often say that it felt like I was speaking directly to them after reading my books or hearing me present, and I tell them—because it is OUR story. It is a human story full of emotions that we deal with in life. We all live multiple lives, maybe not in exactly the way I did, yet every title you have represents a full-time responsibility, whether your title is that of colleague, mom, dad, son, daughter, brother, sister, or friend, the list goes on and on. Each one of these roles demands that you be fully present, and it can be draining.


I underscored the importance of peer-to-peer conversations in this chapter, and recognized some of those who helped process my trauma story and guided my healing.




	Reflect on how and where the peer-to-peer process shows up in your life and how you may be able to allow for an even deeper release of your feelings with someone who has gone through a similar experience. Remember that this exercise is asking for you to monitor your style of reflection.


	Reflect on how you may be able to be a peer for someone and how you may approach the possibility of peer support for yourself. For me, it was another person who worked a long-term deep undercover assignment. As I wrote in this chapter, it must be someone who has had a similar experience for true “relatability”—creating a relationship of emotional equality.





Studies have shown that peer-to-peer conversation allows for improved self-esteem and social interactions. Be aware of your self-talk. Our inner voice is powerful. I am not suggesting that positive self-talk will make the world all gumdrops and lollipops, but I do know that negative self-talk will create negativity—and diminished self-worth is fertile ground for Post-Traumatic Stress.


I learned a poem from the late John Wooden, the iconic UCLA basketball coach:


A bell isn’t a bell until you ring it,


A song isn’t a song until you sing it,


And the love that is in us wasn’t put there to stay:


Love isn’t love until you give it away.


The love we have for our fellow man and woman is what is on display in the poem; and from my view, peer-to-peer is a form of love. After the poem, John would add, “Love is the most important thing; if we had more love, we would be better for it.”


Each Reflection Direction section, following every chapter, will underline a level of the love Coach Wooden spoke of—and the power of peer-to-peer conversations as well.
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