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FOR MY FOUR SONS:

TYLER, BENJAMIN, JOSHUA, AND SAMUEL.

MAY YOU ALWAYS REMEMBER THAT YOU ARE

BRAVER THAN YOU THINK. AND MAY YOU HELP OTHERS

TO SEE THIS IN THEMSELVES TOO.
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AND FOR JENNIFER REYNOLDS, ALWAYS AND EVERY WORD
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“THERE IS ALWAYS LIGHT, IF ONLY WE’RE BRAVE ENOUGH TO SEE IT, IF ONLY WE’RE BRAVE ENOUGH TO BE IT.”

AMANDA GORMAN
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INTRODUCTION [image: ]


When I was eleven years old, my daily paper route was an essential part of my day. Delivering The Journal Inquirer newspaper was how I made money, and money was how I bought candy. End of story. But one spring day back in 1991, I walked up to one of the homes on my route and found a large German shepherd standing directly behind the screen door, staring penetratingly ahead.

Right at me.

Did I mention the German shepherd was large?

Let me modify that statement: the dog was huge.

Let me modify that modified statement: the dog was massively big.

Let me modify that modified statement one more time: the dog was a giant that existed, inexplicably, to bring terror to my eleven-year-old self.

And the dog’s eyes said a lot to me that morning as I stopped dead in my tracks before the screen door.

What did the dog’s eyes say? They said the following (I am quoting precisely):


I WILL EAT YOU FOR BREAKFAST, NEWSPAPER BOY. I WILL, I WILL, I WILL. EVEN THOUGH I HAVE ALREADY EATEN MY DOG FOOD BREAKFAST, YOU WILL BE MY PEOPLE-FOOD BREAKFAST. AND GUESS WHAT? I’M THRILLED BY THIS PROSPECT. MY ONLY DILEMMA IS FIGURING OUT WHICH PART OF YOU TO EAT FIRST. BUT MAKE NO MISTAKE ABOUT IT: I AM A DOG. I AM A HUNGRY DOG. I AM A MASSIVE, GIANT, HUNGRY DOG, AND THERE YOU ARE, DROPPING ON MY DOORSTEP LIKE A LITTLE PACKAGE FOR MY ENJOYMENT. HA! HA! HA! YOU UNSUSPECTING PERSON-BOY! PREPARE TO MEET THE JAWS OF THIS GIANT DOG!



Hearing all of this (surprisingly well-spoken) dialogue from the dog before me was shocking. And even though the message in the dog’s eyes made me want to throw my hands up, shout like crazy, and run for my life, fear kept me planted in place.

The dog and I stared at each other, locked in a gaze that neither of us could break (though, I suspect, for different reasons).

And then, I made the biggest mistake of my newspaper-boy life: I held out the newspaper to the dog.

What was I thinking, you ask?

Good question.

Here is what I was thinking, precisely:


Okay, Giant Dog of Great Power and Stature and Size, behold that I am a mere and lowly newspaper boy. I have neither fame nor fortune. In fact, I don’t even have a bike that works well. Just the other day, my shoelace got caught in the rusty chain, pulling my leg down hard and giving me a big gash, which I would show you if I wasn’t so afraid that the sight and smell of my dried blood would merely egg you on to want to eat me. Anyway. My point is that I don’t have much right now, but I do have this newspaper. That’s all. I bring no harm. I bear no weapons (nor any ill will) toward you or the people who feed you and take care of you and left you, here, now, with a dangerously easy way to eat me if you decided to. So, I offer to you all that I have in this great big world, right here, right now. A newspaper. I offer it to you as a sign of peace, reconciliation, and hope that the two of us can become good friends, that we might see one another with a spark of camaraderie and kindness, perchance even affection, and that one day—



CRASH! BANG! BAM! LEAP! LURCH! LUNGE! BITE!

While my own (logical and quite mature) thoughts were running, Giant Dog leaped through the screen door, smashing it wide open, and tackled me. His excessively long fangs sunk straight into my left inner thigh, mere millimeters from my… yes… from something that would have been even more excruciatingly painful than my left inner thigh.

I howled in pain.

Looking down at my leg, Giant Dog teeth were still firmly inside of it, and for that brief moment, I honestly thought I was going to die.

But the voice of an angel—or of the beast’s owner—saved me, and the dog suddenly released my leg from his fangs just as suddenly as he had leaped to grab hold of it.

As Giant Dog slowly backed away from me, I looked down at my leg in disbelief as I watched blood spurt out of me. Then the pain hit me—deep—bone deep.

The next thing I knew, I was lying on a medical table with one of those sheets of paper underneath me. I remember the crinkly sound it made as I shifted to figure out what was going on and thinking about whether Giant Dog was anywhere nearby to come for my other leg.

He was not. I was safe.

But needles and stitches would ensue, as well as embarrassment that the doctor who sewed me up was seeing me naked and bloody on butcher paper.

The stitches eventually came out, the wound healed, and now the only thing that remains of that experience is the scar.

And the story.

As I look back all these years later, I know my scar story taught me a lot of things. First, it taught me to be wary of Giant Dogs Left behind Screen Doors with Dangerous Paths to Newspaper Carriers. (This is the title of a to-be-written book where I will share, in much greater detail, how to protect against such dangers.)

Second, it taught me that a lifelong burden of fear is too high a price to pay. Yes, I went through many years where I was terrified of dogs (every dog—except the tiny toy poodle we had as our own family pet). But then I slowly learned to see dogs as potential friends again and even began to greet dogs that I’d come across in the world (though, to be honest, not those that stare at me from behind screens; I’m still terrified of those). Essentially, the experience of my dog attack gave me an opportunity to learn to be brave with each new dog I met.

Third, it taught me that this world is full of wonderful people who are ready to help when they see suffering or pain or hurt. There was my friend Matt (who was visiting for the day and accompanied me on my route), who went and got my mom. There was my mom, who raced to Giant Dog’s house in her minivan and rushed me to the walk-in clinic. There was the doctor who stitched up my leg. While there is so much pain and hurt all around us, and there are many who don’t help, there are also many who do seek to provide care and comfort when they see pain.

Fourth, it helped me build resiliency. It taught me that even though skin and soul can appear fragile, they are also both strong. They can be healed after trauma—they can regrow and reform after hurt.

And finally, fifth, my scar story helps me connect with other people walking this world who have their own scar stories to tell too.

Like you.

Chances are, as you read my story, you might have started thinking of your own. And chances are, you probably have one, or two, or hundreds to tell. Some might be funny, some might be sad, some might be deeply hurtful and still hurt, and some might have healed.

You are not alone in the wounds you carry—whether on the outside or on the inside. And one of the hard truths of life is that not one of us gets through it without bearing some scars that mark our journeys. Knowing that others have faced—and continue to face—the kinds of struggles that we have, and knowing that we are not alone in the marks that result, can become one of the paths by which we heal.

By seeing that we all have scar stories, we open the door to heal and recognize that in the place of shame, we can create empowerment. In the place of fear, we can create hope. And in the place of letting our scars own or define us, we can emerge stronger after our battles than we were before them.

The people in this volume do (and did) just that. They all endured challenges of many kinds, and each has been left with a scar from the battle they faced. Sometimes these scars are highly visible on the outside, and sometimes these scars appear invisible to any onlooker, but they are deeply painful and traumatic—on the inside. However, none of these people allowed these scars to define them. They grew and healed and moved forward with dedicated purpose and remarkable hope that inspires me and many others immeasurably.

The people profiled in this book turned their traumatic scars—quite powerfully—into marks of courage. The trauma and the tragedy and the wounds that these people faced posed immeasurable challenges, but in each case, bravery prevailed.

My hope is that these stories of their wounds and healing will also inspire you and that you will see, too, that you are never alone, no matter what scars you have and what battles you face. You are braver than you think.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: THE DIFFERENT SCARS WE BEAR [image: ]


Each person I’ve profiled has faced different types of trauma. Like all of us, what they suffer looks different, feels different, and is different from what others experience. Sometimes, people may even seem to have a very similar type of trauma, but they face it differently, and it causes a different reaction in their lives.

There is no one way that we all experience pain. It affects each of us differently.

Our scars mark us differently too.

Sometimes, the scars we bear are on our skin. They may be there from abuse, from injuries, from accidents, or from risks. They may be there due to choices we have made or due to choices others have made. These visible scars may cause us to feel a wide range of emotions: fear, pride, regret, horror, anger, and even love.

Other times, the scars we bear cannot be seen on the surface of our skin. They go deeper, and they leave marks on our minds, our hearts, or our souls. These scars can result from words that cut deep, from rejection, from broken relationships and betrayals, from our own fears and failures, and from events over which we have no control—the loss of those we love or other kinds of grief and pain that settle heavily within us.

Yet the bravery required to face all trauma and pain may share certain characteristics. The people featured within these pages show bravery because they have endured many kinds of wounds and scars and yet have found ways to heal—often with help from others—and move forward. No one kind of wound should be compared to another. Each kind of scar we carry—each kind of wound we face—involves pain and confusion and struggle. Bravery and hope are the tools people in this book reach for to help them find ways to keep going amid the heavy burden. They are the same tools available to you and me, but they are not tools we can wield alone. We all need someone to support us, to help us, to hold us, to love us.

Like those in this book, we are braver than we think.
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1 ARON RALSTON TRAPPED UNDER THE WEIGHT OF THE WORLD


On the morning of April 26, 2003, Aron Ralston woke up excited. The clear blue of the Utah sky beckoned him onward for an adventure that he relished: hiking, biking, and rock climbing. Today’s challenge would be thirty miles, fifteen of them on a bike and the other fifteen on a hike, including climbs. Aron believed in pushing himself to the limit, seeking thrills in the great outdoors and making a name for himself by defying expectations to reach summits and climb treacherous rock faces.1

Adventure.

Excitement.

Risk.

Great daring.

Aron thrived on these aims. But April 26 would be the start of a five-day challenge (not the single day he’d planned for) that was more treacherous than anything he had ever faced before or anything he likely ever would again. It pushed him to find a new kind of motivation and a new kind of hope.2

The day began like many for Aron. He felt good as he packed, carrying only what he deemed essential, nothing more. Heavy extra baggage, he reasoned, would only slow him down on his quest. After all, he was used to big challenges and making do with less. Some of what Aron brought included his climbing gear, two burritos, about a gallon of water, five chocolate bars, a chocolate muffin, and, he wrote later, “my rarely used Leatherman-knockoff multi-tool (with two pocketknife blades and a pair of pliers) that I carry in case I need to cut the webbing to build anchors. Also in my backpack are my headlamp, headphones, CD player, and several Phish CDs.”3

Aron didn’t have much water or food with him, considering the challenge ahead, but he was not worried. He had repeatedly tried daunting adventures and come out fine. This challenge would be no different, right?

His adventure that day would bring him through what is called the Robbers Roost, which is part of the canyonlands in southeastern Utah.4 Desolate, hot, and markedly tricky, the terrain sees few visitors yearly. It is many miles to any kind of populated area or aid, and even avid hikers usually seek far more agreeable trails far away from these dangerous rock outcroppings.

As he began, the wind blew gusts that were stronger than Aron had expected, but he still felt good and still hoped he’d finish his day’s mission in time to make it to a campsite party at the end of his route. He hiked along, stopping occasionally for a bite of his chocolate muffin or a sip of water—though he did so sparingly, to ensure he could stretch the water supply out as long as he needed it.

And then, suddenly, he was no longer walking along a path atop the canyon.

He was in it.

He had fallen down an extremely narrow chute and was wedged inside. To make matters worse, an eight-hundred-pound boulder had come crashing down after him and landed on his right hand, crushing it firmly against the rock wall.

At first, Aron tried desperately to push the boulder off his hand. But it would not budge. No matter how much force he applied, it was immovable.

The surreal moment seemed impossible—how could he be here, stuck in a canyon, when only moments before he was enjoying the day’s adventures and dreaming of the festivities of the evening?

He had to find a way out.

When moving the boulder proved impossible, Aron got out his cheap pocketknife tool, which his mother had purchased for him, and he began to try to cut away at the rock. Maybe, he reasoned, he’d be able to eventually cut through enough of the rock to free his hand and try to find some way out of there.

He made some very, very slight progress and calculated that, at that rate, he would not finish cutting through the rock for about a month, by which time he would be dead from dehydration, hypothermia, or starvation.

So, cutting through the rock was a lost cause.

Hours passed.

Days passed.

By the third day, Aron had come to accept that he would die while trapped underneath that boulder. He tried his best to prepare himself to let go and even recorded messages for his family, but after doing this, his survival instinct clicked on with one last possibility to keep himself alive. This idea would be horrific, and perhaps impossible, but he was at the end of his options, and this last chance was all he had.

Using the same cheap knife that he had originally used to try to cut a section from the boulder, Aron decided that he would amputate his own hand in order to free his arm and try to make it back to civilization for help.5

However, Aron soon found that this would be impossible. The bones in his arm rendered even this extreme idea implausible. Hours and days passed, until the fifth day, when Aron realized his arm has deteriorated enough to allow him to snap the bones. Enduring excruciating pain, Aron began to slowly amputate his own hand. He was physically weak due to running out of food and water, and the knife was dull and the task formidable beyond belief. It took Aron an hour of cutting to do what he’d set out to do, and as he did so, his body lost a lot of blood. Despite the pain, he painstakingly worked toward his goal of getting free from the boulder, though his hope was dwindling that he’d ever reach help. But a little hope was better, in his mind and heart, than none.

Eventually, he was able to use the dull tool to separate his hand from his own arm. It was the dawn of the sixth day when Aron could finally move again. He could stand. He could walk. He could try to find a way out.6

But he was many miles away from any kind of camp or safe space, and he was already very weak from lack of sustenance and the terrifying loss of blood. Aron still held on to hope.


EACH STEP I TOOK WAS A STEP TOWARD FREEDOM, A STEP TOWARD HOME, A STEP TOWARD POSSIBILITY.





One step at a time, he walked toward hope.

One step at a time, Aron walked with the belief that survival was possible—however slim.

One step at a time, he walked toward the possibility that maybe he would escape this seemingly impossible situation.

Reflecting on that moment, and particularly on the need to get himself to help, Aron said, “Each step I took was a step toward freedom, a step toward home, toward possibility.”7

After he’d hiked six and a half miles with dwindling energy and severe blood loss, a small miracle happened: Aron crossed paths with a mother and her son out for their own (much gentler) hike. They could not believe that Aron was still standing, let alone walking, and they immediately rushed to find help. Soon, a rescue chopper was on its way, loaded Aron on board, and began its fast flight toward medical services.

However, there was just one more problem: the chopper was almost out of gas.

What had started as an adventure purely for fun and testing Aron’s own physical limits had devolved into a fight for survival on all fronts. With literally drops of gas remaining, the helicopter sputtered to the landing pad at Moab Regional Hospital, and Aron was rushed inside.8

He lived.

He lived!

Having expanded the sheer limits of what the human body can take, Aron now talks openly about the gratefulness he has learned to have for life, and also the respect he gained for nature and his own limits. He said, “It was a blessing in a way. It made me think about the way I was living.”9

In sharing his story, Aron has found greater peace with the scars his body now bears and has found connections with many others who bear their own scars from trauma. Aron still loves exploring in the great outdoors, but he does so now less from a goal of competitive thrill and more from a place of comfort in his own soul. Aron has reflected that, before the accident, what often pushed him to heroic feats was the drive to break past all limits, to accomplish the unthinkable, and to strive to perform ever greater.


KEEPING IT REAL

The bravery and hope we find within ourselves can help us to overcome something incredibly hard, and yet we will always find new challenges awaiting us that we never expected. We don’t ever arrive at a place where we no longer need bravery or hope. No matter what we go through, we constantly need to reach for these two supports to face new challenges.
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The irony is that such external aims eventually created a path for Aron to accept himself as he is, to learn to find his meaning not in what he accomplishes but in who he is, and to connect with others in a more meaningful and intentional way.


IT WAS A BLESSING IN A WAY. IT MADE ME THINK ABOUT THE WAY I WAS LIVING.





Aron has said that, even years later, both his physical and his emotional scars continue to teach him. They remind him of what he has come through. They show him the great strength he possesses and the great peace he has come to feel.


DEFINING MOMENT

irony (noun): A situation that is strange because things happen in a way that seems to be the opposite of what you expected.
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Now, when he speaks to others about his accident and the resulting scars, he emphasizes that all of us know immense boulders—boulders that threaten to keep us pinned, to crush our hands, our hearts, or our souls—and he helps people find a way forward to remove those barriers.

Sometimes, this journey is one plodding and painful step at a time.

Sometimes, like for Aron Ralson, the great courage lies in taking one small step toward hope, and then another, and then another. And we never know who or what might be on the path just up ahead.


[image: Image] SOMETIMES THE SCARS COME FIRST

Cheryl Strayed found a new kind of peace with herself and her traumatic past when she challenged herself with a 1,100-mile hiking expedition along the Pacific Crest Trail on the Western Coast of the United States at the age of twenty-six. Cheryl went on the journey to help her recover from the death of her mother as well as the past trauma of being sexually abused by her paternal grandfather when she was very young, an ordeal that she had never fully faced and processed. Along the trail through the wilderness, Cheryl learned to see herself in a healthier, more empowering light, and she later documented this journey in her bestselling book Wild, which went on to become a major film starring Reese Witherspoon.

[image: ]

NOTES


	
1. Michael Novinson, “Aron Ralston: The Three Gifts Adversity Gives Us,” CRN, August 11, 2019, https://www.crn.com/news/running-your-business/aron-ralston-the-three-gifts-adversity-gives-us.

	
2. Michael Brick, “Climber Still Seeks Larger Meaning in His Epic Escape,” New York Times, March 31, 2009, https://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/31/sports/othersports/01ralston.html.

	
3. Aron Ralston, Between a Rock and a Hard Place (New York: Atria Books, 2004), 2.

	
4. Brick, “Climber Still Seeks.”

	
5. Ralston, Between a Rock and a Hard Place, 168.

	
6. Ralston, Between a Rock and a Hard Place, 177.

	
7. Novinson, “Aron Ralston: The Three Gifts.”

	
8. Novinson, “Aron Ralston: The Three Gifts.”

	
9. Brick, “Climber Still Seeks.”








[image: Image]



2 TAMMY DUCKWORTH NO ONE LEFT BEHIND


The four-person crew had already flown seven or eight missions by November 12, 2004, in their more than twenty-year-old Black Hawk helicopter. Captain Tammy Duckworth and the three men with her had just finished a stir-fry lunch when they geared up for one last mission for the day, flying from the Green Zone—a four-mile guarded zone inside Baghdad, Iraq—toward Camp Taji to pick up two soldiers. Once they arrived, they learned the soldiers had found another ride, but Tammy’s Black Hawk team and its partner helicopter—Black Hawks always fly in pairs on every mission—picked up a colonel who needed transport back to their base in Balad.1

It was supposed to be a somewhat routine mission.

It was not.

Instead, Tammy’s life ended up changing forever.

Tammy remembers hearing the spray of gunfire, at some point during the flight, against the bottom of her helicopter, right below her feet. But that was only the beginning. Immediately following the gunfire, a rocket-propelled grenade burst through the floor beneath her feet and then exploded in flames directly on her lap.2

Tammy has recalled trying to land the Black Hawk but being confused as to why the helicopter was not responding when she pressed her feet or tried to use her arms to maneuver the functions of the chopper. The reason? Tammy no longer had feet, and her right arm had been partially detached and was gushing blood. She lost consciousness, regained it, then lost it again, all in such quick succession that she still cannot recall when or how long each lapse lasted.3

The pilot in command of the mission, Chief Warrant Officer Dan Milberg, jumped in and steered the chopper down to the ground, landing it as best as he could. The partner Black Hawk had not been harmed and landed nearby. Three of the four crew members in Tammy’s chopper had been injured. Milberg was the only person on board who was completely unharmed, and he first believed that Tammy was dead since she was slumped forward, unconscious, in her pilot’s seat. Therefore, Milberg focused first on helping the other crew members evacuate to the safety of the other Black Hawk.

Once the others were out, Dan went back, along with the door gunner from the other Blackhawk crew, Matt Backhues, to try to get Tammy, who they realized was still alive, out of the chopper. One of her legs had been severed, and so they carried it separately from the rest of her body. It was a struggle, but eventually they hoisted her into the unharmed chopper. Backhues later reported that he also found and added one of her feet to the chopper.4

The chopper touched down at the US military hospital in Baghdad, where a team of surgeons saved Tammy’s life against all odds. She was then flown home to America, where she continued her recovery in Maryland at the Walter Reed Memorial Hospital for military members.


KEEPING IT REAL

The Purple Heart is awarded to military service members who are wounded or killed in the line of duty because of enemy action. General George Washington created the award, then called the Badge of Merit, during the Revolutionary War when he wanted to honor enlisted soldiers for their heroism.
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Tammy had lost both of her legs, and her right arm had been shattered and would require eleven hours of surgery to piece back together. Her skin had also been badly burned and covered in shrapnel from the explosion. Tammy would later remark that her butt was the only part of her entire body that seemed to have no injuries; her surgeons ended up removing skin from this area to graft onto her arm. It would be six weeks before Tammy was able to sit upright, and that was with help, but this seemingly small feat felt like a remarkable accomplishment considering the death she had come so close to on her Black Hawk.


I REMEMBER THINKING MAYBE THIS [PUBLIC SERVICE] COULD BE MY NEW MISSION.





Tammy would later be awarded a Purple Heart for receiving severe trauma and injury during her military service, but this would not be the end of her story, nor would it limit her hopes, her influence, or her legacy. Instead, Tammy’s suffering would amplify her new power.

While recovering at Walter Reed, Tammy was not content to focus only on herself and her needs. Instead, she often contacted the office of US Senator Dick Durbin, from her home state of Illinois, to ask for help with the needs of other veterans at the hospital. She was so persistent in her advocacy on behalf of her fellow military members that Senator Durbin eventually recommended that she run for public office and use her determination and her voice to make a difference in an even greater way. She said, “I remember thinking maybe this could be my new mission.”5

And so, Tammy agreed. However, if she was going to get involved in politics, she was going to do it with authenticity and equity in mind. She would refuse to “play the game” and instead focus on what she really believed. She would conduct herself the same no matter who she was around. During her initial campaign for a seat in the US Congress, Tammy refused to use her experience as a wounded Black Hawk pilot as a marketing ploy or to enlist the members of her crew in campaign advertising and political grandstanding. She also refused to hold secretive meetings with wealthy potential donors or make promises to allow them access to important information and inner knowledge (a common campaign tactic). Instead, she treated major donors the same way she treated everyone else.6


DEFINING MOMENT

People in power sometimes “play the game” when they do something to get support or money that they don’t really believe in their hearts is right. They might grandstand when they do something only to show off and not for any deeper reason or meaning.
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The result?

Tammy lost that race for US Congress. But she did so on her own terms, by being true to her own inner moral compass and by refusing to play a political game that she deemed reprehensible. Even though she lost the election, she kept her own sense of integrity intact, and, determined as ever, she decided to run for office again. This time, she set her sights on representing Illinois in the US Senate.

She won.

Captain Tammy Duckworth had become Senator Tammy Duckworth, and her determination to be authentically herself did not cease after she took her oath and entered the chamber floor of the United States Capitol Building. She continued to push for all military veterans to be treated fairly and equitably and to support the rights of women—something she herself needed. At the time, there was a rule that no child under the age of one could enter the Senate floor. This would pose a huge problem when, in 2018, Tammy became the first active senator in the history of America to give birth. In order to continue to do her job as both a senator and a mom, she needed to be able to bring her baby to work with her. Tammy scheduled breaks in her workday to pump breastmilk for her baby, Maile, and she eventually succeeded in helping the Senate strike down its rule about infants on the Senate floor.7

Since then, Tammy has cast votes while holding Maile in her arms—doing the work of democracy while also doing the work of a mom: two remarkable roles for this one remarkable person. It’s nearly impossible for me to imagine the degree of bravery Tammy called upon to endure her trauma in the Black Hawk, then to form and hold the willpower to do the work that would help her body heal, and then to run for office, win, and take on even more battles. Now that I know her story, what I can imagine is Captain and then Senator Duckworth refusing to back down when others try to limit her power or her voice; her wounds and her courage are too great. You want to tell me I can’t bring my baby on the floor of this senate to vote? NO WAY.

Tammy does not hide her wounds. She does not want to forget them. Tammy has said regarding her use of her wheelchair, “People always want me to hide it in pictures. I say no! I earned this wheelchair. It’s no different from a medal I wear on my chest. Why would I hide it?”8 She welcomes the scars, both figurative and literal, because they remind her of the mission she is still on: to fight in Congress for the traumatized and the hurt, the wounded and the brave, for equal rights and equal protection and equal representation.


PEOPLE ALWAYS WANT ME TO HIDE [MY WHEELCHAIR] IN PICTURES. I SAY NO! I EARNED THIS WHEELCHAIR. IT’S NO DIFFERENT FROM A MEDAL I WEAR ON MY CHEST. WHY WOULD I HIDE IT?





Captain Tammy Duckworth became Senator Tammy Duckworth became Mommy—but one thing remained constant: her determination to use her voice and her story to fight for justice and to try to live her own life with courage. The attack she endured in Iraq, and the resulting trauma to her body and psyche, did not become a prison sentence but instead created a new path along which she could have an even more profound impact, locally, nationally, and around the world. Tammy’s military challenge was not the end to her story but merely a chapter in it, which led to a new mission, on which she still actively serves.


[image: Image] SPINNIN’ ON

Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR), the thirty-second president of the United States, served three terms (twelve years) as president, but at one point that seemed like an impossibility. In 1921, when FDR was thirty-nine years old, he was diagnosed with infantile paralysis, more commonly known as polio. With no cure in existence then, the disease painfully stripped away his ability to move and function on his own. FDR went through countless hours of therapy and still needed a wheelchair—he used a dining chair to which wheels had been attached to obfuscate his condition from the public. While FDR bravely moved forward, his fear—and the fear of his advisors—that people would no longer support him or think him strong because of his wheelchair is a sad legacy. However, he also helped to lead America through the Great Depression and created a variety of social programs that still exist today, courageously supporting those in the most need.
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DEFINING MOMENT

obfuscate (verb): To make something more difficult to understand.
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3 NAOMI OSAKA SPACE TO HEAL


It was September 8, 2018, and in New York, two remarkable tennis players battled for the US Open championship. Serena Williams, a powerful and record-breaking veteran of women’s tennis, was trying to fend off newcomer Naomi Osaka, a twenty-one-year-old from Japan. The match ended with Naomi claiming her first Grand Slam victory. (There are four Grand Slam tournaments in the world: the US Open, Wimbledon, the Australian Open, and the French Open.)

This hard-fought victory should have catapulted the young tennis phenom into days, weeks, months, maybe even years of joy and celebration, right?

Wrong. Instead, as Naomi would later courageously and vulnerably reveal, this victory began what she described as “long bouts of depression.”1 The win cast her onto a worldwide stage, and with the newfound attention and adulation came immense pressure, exhaustion, mental strain, anxiety, and depression.

Fast-forward to May 2021, almost three years later and immediately after the first round of the French Open. The years of mental anxiety and depression had been weighing heavily on Naomi, and she realized that she needed to give herself space from the constant media critique of her performance. So, she politely declined the regular press conference after her first match. That was when all hell seemed to break loose. What should have been a simple personal decision catalyzed a movement for greater mental health, honesty, and courage among athletes and fans alike.2

The leaders of the four Grand Slam tournaments decided that Naomi’s decision to not attend the press conference was unacceptable. They reasoned that by getting involved in these tournaments, all players agreed to make themselves available to the media, and while many professional athletes might prefer to not answer tough questions from a roomful of journalists, especially immediately following a match, the athletes could not simply decide to forego the process. It could be grueling, they agreed, but that was the way it was.

As a consequence of Naomi’s decision to miss the press conferences at the French Open in 2021 for the sake of her mental health, the leaders of the Grand Slam tournaments fined her $15,000.3

I can almost hear your response. Especially if it’s anything like mine: FIFTEEN THOUSAND DOLLARS!? That could buy an awful lot of Pokémon cards, candy, new clothes, garlic bread, skateboards, tennis rackets, and video games!

The leaders of the sport wanted to make their point that no matter how you felt, you had to show up and talk to the press. You had to be willing to be “on” when it was your turn. Period.


KEEPING IT REAL

Sometimes we receive consequences for making wrong or hurtful decisions. But there can be consequences, too, when we stand up for what is right and what we believe in. We show courage when we stand up anyway and do what we know needs to be done.

[image: ]



This philosophy, however, would come under immediate and fierce attack from a whole bunch of powerful and prolific people, including former First Lady Michelle Obama, prolific author Roxane Gay, and even Olympic gold medalist Michael Phelps, who has also been courageously open about his own struggles with mental health and depression. The cracks in the Show Up and Do Your Job No Matter What school of thought were starting to show, and Naomi used the moment to get as real and authentic as she could about what she was battling—and about what she hoped could happen in the industry and sport to make it better.4

Naomi described her decision-making process and of coming to a deeper understanding of her own struggles, limitations, and anxiety:


Believe it or not, I am naturally introverted and do not court the spotlight. I always try to push myself to speak up for what I believe to be right, but that often comes at a cost of great anxiety. I feel uncomfortable being the spokesperson or face of athlete mental health as it’s still so new to me and I don’t have all the answers. I do hope that people can relate and understand it’s okay to not be okay, and it’s okay to talk about it. There are people who can help, and there is usually light at the end of any tunnel.5



It’s okay to not be okay.

This message was a new and courageous one to share considering the deep pressure to be perfect and always “on” as a star athlete. And Naomi’s willingness to share her own internal struggles was made considerably harder because she is the world’s highest-paid female athlete, as well as someone still in the early arc of her professional athletic career. So she deals with a lot of additional attention and expectations. Why go through the painful and difficult process of talking to the world about what she has battled, instead of hiding, pretending, smiling, and just doing the press conference?6


I DO HOPE THAT PEOPLE CAN RELATE AND UNDERSTAND IT’S OKAY TO NOT BE OKAY, AND IT’S OKAY TO TALK ABOUT IT. THERE ARE PEOPLE WHO CAN HELP, AND THERE IS USUALLY LIGHT AT THE END OF ANY TUNNEL.





Naomi made this decision because not all scars are worn on the outside. Not all wounds can be viewed easily. Not all struggles are apparent. Instead, the journey toward mental health and self-care is significantly internal. But the stakes of ignoring those could not be higher. Depression is real, and it affects many more people than we might think. Naomi herself wrote, “It has become apparent to me that literally everyone either suffers from issues related to their mental health or knows someone who does.”7 As an athlete, Naomi is surely not alone; as the New York Times reports, “as many as 35 percent of elite athletes have suffered from a mental health crisis, such as stress, eating disorders, burnout, depression or anxiety.”8 Statistics from the National Institute of Mental Health Disorders show that we’re all in this together, too, as one in every four adults in the United States have a mental health issue.9 Meanwhile, approximately four out of every ten teens have reported that they feel “persistently sad or hopeless” according to the Center for Disease Control.10 These statistics are counting only those children and adults who have come forward for help in dealing with these struggles. This means that the real numbers may be even higher than what we know.

You are not alone when you come face-to-face with anxiety, depression, fear, pressure, and panic.

You are not alone.

Many of us might be tempted to cover our physical scars for fear of the ways in which people will view or judge us. Sometimes we can, and sometimes we can’t. But many of us also carry internal scars—left from past trauma, or resulting from the pressures, expectations, fears, and struggles we face in our lives—just as Naomi Osaka does. Talking about these scars and struggles does not diminish our identity or our power. In fact, it can do the opposite.


IT HAS BECOME APPARENT TO ME THAT LITERALLY EVERYONE EITHER SUFFERS FROM ISSUES RELATED TO THEIR MENTAL HEALTH OR KNOWS SOMEONE WHO DOES.





As the news of Naomi’s brave authenticity about her own mental health spread—her choice to take a stand rather than pretend that she didn’t feel what she felt or struggle with the internal depression and anxiety—she inspired others to do the same.

In the 2021 Tokyo Olympics, arguably the world’s greatest gymnast ever, Simon Biles, made the heroic decision to withdraw from a large portion of the events. She declared that, “I have to focus on my mental health and not jeopardize my health and well-being.”11 Rather than hide or pretend she was fine, Simone heroically chose to stop rather than keep going until she burned out or lost her love for the sport or her ability to compete. It may seem noble to pretend that everything is fine and keep going, but in fact, the opposite can often be the hardest and most courageous thing of all: to admit that things aren’t okay, to declare that we need help, to take a break, to stop pretending perfection, and to get real.
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