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Praise for Bouncing Forward


“Bouncing Forward shows us how adversity can turn us toward our deepest inner resources of trust, wisdom, and love. Through a wonderful mix of inspirational interviews, current science, Buddhist teachings, and her own deep understanding, Michaela Haas guides us in discovering the sacredness and grace that flows through these human lives.”


—Tara Brach, PhD, author of Radical Acceptance and True Refuge


“In Bouncing Forward, Dr. Haas weaves engaging stories of modern survival with uplifting and often surprising takeaways. Readers are given tools for not only surviving life’s inevitable tough times, but consciously thriving because of them.”


—Gay Hendricks, PhD, author of The Big Leap and Conscious Loving


“Michaela Haas’s latest book, Bouncing Forward, breaks through our great confusion around how to be happy. Full of goodness, this book shares stories, including her own, of people who have suffered in many ways and come through it into strength and love. Together these varied living examples reveal an important truth: ultimately there is no way to avoid pain in life, and turning toward our challenges, whatever they may be, is the way to real happiness.”


—Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness and Real Happiness


“Bouncing Forward propels our entire understanding of posttraumatic growth to a new level. Dr. Haas’s integration of the life stories of survivors-thrivers with the latest scientific research about discovering the advantages of adversity and finding meaning in the messiness, and her very practical tools for working with difficulties, even disasters, shows the reader how to cultivate the mind-set of resilience that can catalyze healing and growth from catastrophe. Brilliant, inspiring, to be read, reread, and treasured.”


—Linda Graham, MFT, author of Bouncing Back: Rewiring Your Brain for Maximum Resilience and Well-Being


“Masterful hybrid of self-help and firsthand history.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“This groundbreaking book offers a path to peace and contentment in the midst of life’s most difficult challenges. Michaela Haas shows us how struggle and trauma can lead to wisdom, growth, and happiness. Bouncing Forward is a rich collection of inspiring and heartfelt interviews, personal recollections, and scientific research. We can train the mind to be resilient and to find life’s blessings no matter what hardships we’ve faced or are facing. This is a book to treasure and to read over and over.”


—Toni Bernhard, author of How to Be Sick, How to Wake Up, and How to Live Well with Chronic Pain and Illness


“Bouncing Forward is a testament to the strength, resilience, and hope of the human psyche and spirit. Michaela Haas deftly weaves interviews with a dozen individuals from across the world with her experiences, ideas, and guidance, to help readers understand that ‘we are stronger than we think.’ Bouncing Forward is a wonderful and entertaining read, as well as a reasoned and reasonable guide to resilient living.”


—Sam Goldstein, PhD, coauthor of The Power of Resilience and Raising Resilient Children


“Michaela Haas has written one of the most helpful, engaging, informative nonfiction books that I’ve read in a long while. It will be useful for absolutely everyone. Highly recommended.”


—Samantha Dunn, author of Failing Paris and Not by Accident
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This one is for you, Struggling. For you, Drowning.


For you, Surviving. And for you, Rising.


You are my heroes and sheroes.





Introduction


Crisis as a launching pad for growth


When the challenges come, I hope you remember that deep within you is the ability to grow. You are not born with a fixed amount of resilience. It’s a muscle you can build up and then draw on when you need it.


—SHERYL SANDBERG1


Dr. Maya Angelou gave me a gift: the title for this book. When asked how she emerged from her violent childhood and rose above poverty and hardship, the poet and civil rights icon called her emergence “bouncing forward, going beyond what the naysayers said.”2


You have probably heard of posttraumatic stress. But beyond the medical community, few are aware of the evidence of posttraumatic growth. It may seem paradoxical even to put the words “trauma” and “growth” next to each other in one sentence. And yet, survivors and experts are increasingly focused on the new science that we can not only heal, but benefit from hardship. As someone who has struggled with chronic illness, I myself needed to learn that this is a possibility, and perhaps you chose this book, because you do, too?


The common notion of resilience entails a sense of bouncing back from a severe crisis,3 but for me, the idea that we can “bounce back” from a devastating blow and “return to our original shape” falls short. We never forget the ones we’ve lost or the arduous struggles we’ve fought. The lives we lead are markedly different before and after a trauma, because these losses and struggles transform and profoundly change us.


This book is not about bouncing back, but rather about bouncing forward. About letting the fire of trauma temper and teach us.


Let me be clear: I am not suggesting in any way that trauma is good or that we need to “get over it” already. As Cheryl Strayed, bestselling author of Wild, told me when we spoke about her struggle with grief: “I hate the word ‘overcome,’ actually, because it sounds like a negation of the experience. The key to my ability to move on with a sense of life and beauty has to do with the fact that I always carry my suffering with me. Once I learn to say, ‘Yep, here is this part of my life that is sad and hard and unfortunate,’ I can make room for other things, things like happiness and contentment and peace. In so many ways, I learned to look at that burden, that suffering I had to carry, as a gift, even though it is a gift I would gladly return to the store. The fact is that this gift is mine, and that I need to make something of it. I’ve made a lot of progress in my life, in part because I decided to strive to turn that ugly experience into something else, something beautiful.”


Of course, we wish we had our loved ones back, that we were not sick, that we didn’t experience or witness terror, violence, rape, addiction, accidents, injury, betrayal, poverty, or grief. But in reality, most of us live through five or six traumatic events in our lifetime. One in five Americans has been laid off from their job. Nearly 50 percent of first marriages end in divorce. Over 19 percent of adults nationwide have suffered the death of a child. This year alone, the American Cancer Society estimates that 1.6 million people will be diagnosed with cancer. Yes, traumatic events happen to the best of us. Whether it’s an everyday crisis, like a divorce or a car crash, or a “capital T” trauma, like violence or severe illness, it is crucial to know that the trauma is not the end of our story. We cannot control what happens to us, but we can master what matters most: our response to it—our mind.


How can we get our lives back?


Here is the most encouraging fact I’ve uncovered: We really can do it! Leveraging a crisis as a force for personal development is not reserved for the rare and heroic; in fact, posttraumatic growth is much more common than posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and the stress actually serves as the fuel for the growth. According to Richard Tedeschi, posttraumatic growth’s leading researcher, as many as 90 percent of survivors experience at least one form of posttraumatic growth, such as a renewed appreciation for life or a deeper connection to their heart’s purpose. This does not happen immediately or easily, and rarely by itself. We need to actively work toward positive change, and we need the right tools and support in order to transform a bad break into a breakthrough.


This is the focus of Bouncing Forward: to open our eyes to possibilities.


My hope is that this book will offer you a new perspective on pain: A new meaning of life. A renewed sense of optimism. Because a growth mindset not only fortifies us in challenging times, but the same qualities and skills help us in our everyday lives as well. In fact, ideally we cultivate resilience while the proverbial waters are smooth so that we have a buffer and good sailing skills when the going gets tough.


The goal of researching the science of posttraumatic growth is precisely this: to find out what protects us and those around us from unnecessary suffering; to discover strategies to intervene when life’s trajectory goes ballistic; to help the healing. And not only to heal, but to use the crisis as a launching pad for a new beginning.


This sounds encouraging, but what exactly is posttraumatic growth? How do we achieve it? Are we ever going to feel better? How do we move on from feeling stuck, afraid, angry, ashamed, sad, and hopeless? Will we ever be happy again? How do we get our lives back?


In Bouncing Forward, I address these questions not only through my research with resilience experts and encounters with survivors and trauma “thrivers” from all walks of life, but through introducing you to the tried-and-true methods that helped them.


The groundbreaking science of posttraumatic growth is still new, ever expanding and adding fresh insights. Psychologist Stephen Joseph regards the science of posttraumatic growth as “one of the most exciting of all the recent advances in clinical psychology, because it promises to radically alter our ideas about trauma—especially the notion that trauma inevitably leads to a damaged and dysfunctional life.”4


Over the following chapters, we will explore some of the skills we need to face life’s perils and pitfalls. Our upbringing plays a role, as do genetic factors, resources, social skills, and our purpose in life. You’ll walk away with a deep understanding of the strength of your spirit and five powerful practices to transform your own life.


A crisis is not a cul-de-sac, but rather a watershed moment. What we do next matters: advance or retreat, take a turn south or north, run or hide, crawl or fly. We can avert our eyes or dig deeper, try harder or grow softer, close down or break open.



We are stronger than we think



Ever since I watched my grandfather succeed as a businessman and father of five despite his crippling injury from polio, I’d wondered: How is it possible that some people emerge from pain fortified? Throughout my decades as a reporter, when I visited tsunami victims and torture survivors, these questions tugged at me: Why do some people fall apart after catastrophes while others not only survive but thrive? What makes the difference?


When I was diagnosed with a debilitating virus in my twenties and found myself bedridden for eight months, this quandary became deeply personal. How could I glue the smithereens of my life back together and become whole again? Had my resilience just been a mirage?


Resilience is such a catchy concept. Estee Lauder sells “Resilience Lift Extreme” makeup, retailers market “Resilience & Strength” lotion, and Hanes produces “Resilience” panty hose.5 I wish getting in resilient shape was as easy as putting on the right panty hose!


But after my health crisis, my ability to lather on a layer of resilience and strength was close to zero. Rather, I was beating myself up for not being able to live up to my ideal. When people attempted to cheer me up with well-meaning advice to pull myself up by my bootstraps, they just added to my despair, because I felt they didn’t understand how hard I tried. I was relieved to discover that the science of posttraumatic growth offers strategies and hope for those of us who don’t consider ourselves resilient. Resilience is one of the outcomes of posttraumatic growth, but we don’t need to be resilient to begin with. In fact, the science of posttraumatic growth goes beyond resilience. I learned that most people are not born innately resilient, that every single person I admire had to learn to grow this resilience muscle before they could flex it, and, much to my relief, that it is sometimes the least resilient people who grow the most.


Giving up is not an option.


When doctors and psychiatrists research loss, grief, or trauma, by default they often pay more attention to the patients who suffer the most. However, the majority of trauma survivors eventually attest to a renewed zest for life, major empathetic growth, and increased emotional maturity not despite their painful experiences but because of them, and sometimes simultaneously with posttraumatic stress. We are so vulnerable, yet tenacious at the same time.


I never gained my health back fully, and my life has not been the same since. My body is an unstable companion that regularly gives out on me. My physical immune system has gone haywire, some of it beyond repair. Instead I have had to go deeper to find strategies that strengthen the immune system of my soul.


The fundamental question is not whether we encounter suffering—because we all do. “It is how we work with suffering so that it leads to awakening the heart and going beyond the habitual views and actions that perpetuate suffering,” Buddhist teacher Pema Chödrön says. “How do we actually use suffering so that it transforms our being and that of those with who we come in contact? How can we stop running from pain and reacting against it in ways that destroy us as well as others?”6


To find out, I asked masters of resilience how they found strength in adversity. By researching their life stories, perhaps a bit of their magic would rub off on me? Did they have a resilience code, and could I crack it?


The resilience recipe


Many think of resilience as a kind of Teflon quality, an impenetrable armor that magically wards off pain and suffering. Most likely, this magic potion exists only in Hollywood movies and makeup ads.


The mavens of posttraumatic growth tell a different story: that resilience is a matter of small steps, of inching forward one breath at a time. Only after they embraced their suffering and after they let it penetrate them to the core did things change. As we will see, posttraumatic growth is quite the opposite of Rambo’s grin-and-bear-it bravado. In fact, the lone cowboy who thinks asking for help is a weakness is the one most at risk. Covering up a scar with a smiley-face Band-Aid does not lessen the pain either. Growth arises, quite to the contrary, from acknowledging our wounds and allowing ourselves to be vulnerable. This might include recognizing the traumas we have created ourselves.


To go on this journey, you need to arm yourself, not with weapons, but with curiosity and an open heart that is willing to explore the spaces the pain has carved.


Before we can overcome suffering, we need to go through it. The way beyond suffering leads through, not around. Think of it as a grand experiment: What would happen if we opened up instead of closing down, if we let the pain in rather than warding it off?


Father Thomas Merton writes: “Indeed, the truth that many people never understand, until it is too late, is that the more you try to avoid suffering, the more you suffer, because smaller and more insignificant things begin to torture you, in proportion to your fear of being hurt. The one who does most to avoid suffering is, in the end, the one who suffers the most.”7


None of us floats through life on a cloud, without experiencing the loss of a loved one, without grave illness, without at least one or possibly several life-threatening events. It is normal that we struggle with what life throws at us. We’re not alone in this. Could we use the hard lessons to impact our own lives and the lives of others for a greater good?


Paralympic sprinter and double amputee Aimee Mullins says: “There is adversity and challenge in life, and it’s all very real and relative to every single person, but the question isn’t whether you’re going to meet adversity, but how you’re going to meet it. So our responsibility is not simply shielding those we care for from adversity, but preparing them to meet it well.”8


I purposefully sought out people from all walks of life, with diverse traumas, both to show that each trauma is entirely unique and yet as human beings we are incredibly similar in our ability to grow. I interviewed Maya Angelou just months before her passing, drummed with Def Leppard’s one-armed drummer Rick Allen, fed puppies with ex-POW Brigadier General Rhonda Cornum on her farm in Kentucky, discussed panic attacks with autistic animal behaviorist Temple Grandin on her ranch in Colorado, went to my first Fanfest with genetic wonder woman Meggie Zahneis, and explored Berlin nightlife with famed jazz guitarist Coco Schumann, who had played for his life in Auschwitz. I cheered on paralyzed surfers as they navigated eight-foot waves, learned about the power of bearing witness from Buddhist teacher Roshi Bernie Glassman, and talked with Canadian business consultant Alain Beauregard about his realization that cancer was “the greatest gift” he was ever given. I sat with Tibetan yogis in the Himalayas, attended the US Army’s resilience boot camp, and spoke with pioneers of a burgeoning movement of psychotherapists, scientists, and medical professionals who are trying to pinpoint what exactly it is that makes some people grow in the midst of adversity.


It is at this interface of Western psychology, Asian wisdom, and Army toughness that our journey begins. We will look at crisis from different angles: physical, mental, emotional, psychological, and spiritual. You will meet people who have approached pain from seemingly opposite perspectives—hard-bitten soldiers, soft-spoken Zen masters, creative entertainers—and yet their best strategies to tackle these pains turn out to be surprisingly similar.


My interviewees are role models for all of us who are exploring our life purpose while facing challenges. One of the most insightful ways we can progress is by studying the biographies of people who have mastered the art of bouncing forward. I have known some of them for more than a decade, and I consider it crucial not to gloss over their challenges but to delve deep into how they arrived at their life-changing insights. I hope these stories will resonate with the fibers of your own being, and will energize and enliven you just like they have inspired me.


How did they summon such courage? Their world has shattered. Somehow, they survived.


Now what?


Acceptance, openness, flexibility, optimism, patience, mindfulness, empathy, compassion, resourcefulness, determination, courage, and forgiveness are all part of a resilient mindset. These are qualities we can train in. Maybe there is a “resilience makeup” after all. We just can’t buy it in a store.




PART I


BEYOND RESILIENCE





Strategies for strengthening our soul’s immune system


Dear Pain,


I think we both underestimated each other. I underestimated your perseverance, your nuclear force to overwhelm me, and your unbroken willingness to have a place in my life. But you underestimated my tenacity, too.


Sincerely Yours,


Hanging in There





1. Love
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“Nobody can do it alone”


Civil rights icon Maya Angelou turned clouds into rainbows1


Only in darkness can you see the stars.


—MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.


How can this end well? A girl, three years old, is sent across the American plains like a postcard. Responsible parents don’t even let their kids walk to kindergarten alone, but nightclub singer Vivian Baxter is getting a divorce, and her brats are now a burden. So Maya and her brother, four, find themselves in a train car all by themselves. The journey takes days. Fellow travelers feed them potato salad, and conductors help them switch trains. Name tags on their wrists prevent them from getting lost: “Marguerite and Bailey Johnson Jr., from Long Beach, California, en route to Stamps, Arkansas”2—a dusty, cotton-picker dump, where racial segregation is so ubiquitous that Marguerite—Maya Angelou—later joked that blacks were not even allowed to eat vanilla ice cream, only chocolate.


Thus begins Maya Angelou’s biography, and this ominous start is only the beginning to a life that will come to know many more incredible episodes, as well as epic battles to erase “the ugly graffiti on the walls of her psyche,” as Bill Moyers once said about her.3


Nightclub dancer, singer, prostitute, pimp, journalist, actress, director, Martin Luther King Jr.’s right-hand woman, America’s national conscience: Maya Angelou’s life has woven the strongest fabric for her thirty books—thirty mirrors she held up to America. She was a pioneer in many disciplines: the first black streetcar conductor in San Francisco; Hollywood’s first black director; the first black poet to read at a presidential inauguration; the first black woman to describe her life in such captivating, drastic terms that her book made the bestseller list for two years in a row. Barack Obama revealed that his mother, a huge fan of the poet, named his sister Maya after her.


Posttraumatic growth is something Maya Angelou knew all about. Despite the many episodes of violence and loss in her life, she learned never to give up. “When it looks like the sun wasn’t gonna shine anymore, God put a rainbow in the clouds. Imagine!”4 She hummed the lyrics from an old African American folk song. “I’ve had a lot of clouds, but I have had so many rainbows.”5


She even had the ceiling in her Harlem town house painted with clouds in a light blue sky. When we talked in the autumn of 2013, Maya Angelou spoke deliberately, every sentence piercing the air as sharp as a pencil. It was one of the last interviews she would give before we lost her bright light just seven months later on May 28, 2014.


During our talk, she sometimes gasped for air because of a collapsed lung, but her passion and candid humor blazed. She confronted her age and arthritis with the same kind of gung ho spirit she brought to life. “When I wake up with pain, I just tell the pain, ‘Get out! I did not invite you into my body!’ I actually say that out loud,” Dr. Angelou rasped in her deep voice, as she looked back on her life with wisdom and verve.


A hurricane and some fierce storms


As abruptly as Vivian Baxter had deported three-year-old Maya and her brother, she ripped them out of Stamps four years later and transplanted them to Saint Louis. The kids rejoiced briefly in the reunion with the bubbly nightclub singer. Maya Angelou described her mother as “a hurricane in its perfect power.”6


Baxter’s boyfriend, Mr. Freeman, took advantage of the mother’s night shifts and preyed on young Maya, raping her before she turned eight. In her famous autobiography, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, she gave an account of her rape. She hoped that it would help other survivors of violence. “You can survive rape. You never forget it—don’t even think that. But you can survive it and go on.”7 Freeman ordered her to keep silent, threatening to kill both her and her brother. But when her mother discovered the bloodstained underwear, Maya revealed the name of the rapist. Mr. Freeman was sentenced to a year in prison—and, unbelievably, released the next day.


A few days later the police found his body behind the slaughterhouse, beaten to death. “I thought my voice had killed him,” said Dr. Angelou. “That was my seven-year-old logic, so I stopped talking. My mother’s family and my mother tried their best to woo me away from my mutism, but they didn’t know what I knew: My voice could kill.”8


Dr. Angelou called rape “a dire kind of evil, because rape on the body of a young person more often than not introduces cynicism, and there is nothing quite so tragic as a young cynic, because it means the person has gone from knowing nothing to believing nothing. In my case I was saved in that muteness . . . And I was able to draw from human thought, human disappointments and triumphs, enough to triumph myself.”9


Spanking didn’t get Maya to talk either, so Vivian Baxter shoved the sullen, taciturn girl off to her grandmother in Stamps again. This, said Dr. Angelou, “was the best thing that could happen to me!” For five years after the rape, she did not speak. Instead she withdrew into the universe of books, reading every tome on the shelves in the minuscule Stamps library. Perhaps in these speechless years she uncovered the force of language that she later unleashed on artists, civil rights leaders, and presidents. She learned by heart the wise lines of Edgar Allan Poe and Shakespeare’s sonnets, convinced that Shakespeare must have been a black, barefooted chit like her—how else could he have known about abuse and calamity so intimately?


A course book in mastering posttraumatic growth


Maya Angelou is in this book for many reasons. I admire her for her vigorous, emphatic art of writing, for her unabashed self-confidence, her untiring work for women and blacks. A rare and rich treasure of wisdom, she is one of the greatest icons of the civil rights movement and one of the most distinguished African American authors. Her life’s achievements were acknowledged with three Grammys, the National Medal of Arts, and the Presidential Medal of Freedom. But I think she also deserved a Nobel Prize for posttraumatic growth. Her life was her greatest piece of art.


Her biography reads like a course book in mastering the vicissitudes of existence. She gave this book its title because when asked how she rose above hardship, she defined her emergence as “bouncing forward, going beyond what the naysayers said.”10 Speaking about the “blessed components of resilience,” she said, “A person who resists being tied down and bound and made less than herself is able, by resisting, not only to be better than the naysayer would believe, but she’s also able to lift up the naysayer.”11


Taking up the battle


Innumerable studies tell us that children like Maya Angelou, who were sexually abused or raised in a climate of poverty and violence, are more prone to posttraumatic stress, depression, addiction, and other severe emotional and physical issues. They are less likely to succeed in society, find and hold well-paying jobs, and develop healthy long-term relationships. Their disadvantage is compounded by the kind of unstable parenting and racial violence that Maya Angelou grew up with. Scientists show that neglect in early childhood leads to lasting changes in people’s brain functions, making them less stress-resistant and more fearful as adults.12 For decades, researchers believed that abused children were doomed to fail.


More than a million children are abused every year in the United States alone,13 so we better figure out fast how to protect and promote them. “As the world gets concerned, how do you shift the goal from surviving to thriving?” asks child psychologist Ann Masten.


Maya Angelou had an answer.


“Take up the battle. Take it up!” she rallied. “This is your life, this is yours! You make your own choices. You can decide life isn’t worth living. That is the worst thing you can do. How would you know? Pick up the battle and make it a better world. It can be better, and it must be better, but it is up to us.”14
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Before you interject the obvious—that we ordinary mortals cannot hold a candle to Maya Angelou’s fiery grace—let me tell you that she wouldn’t have accepted such an excuse. “If a human being dares to be King, or Gandhi, Mother Theresa, or Malcolm X, if a human being dares to be bigger than the condition into which she or he was born, it means so can you. You can try to stretch, stretch, stretch yourself.”15


Not only did Maya Angelou prove her own words, but the country’s foremost child resilience expert, Ann Masten, too, vetoes the notion that resilience is rare and reserved for exceptional children with extraordinary talents such as Maya Angelou. “Resilience is common and grounded in ordinary relationships and resources” is the uplifting upshot of Masten’s decades of research.16 That’s why she calls our innate capacity to bounce forward “ordinary magic.”


The first psychologist to discover that a surprising number of at-risk children do well was Norman Garmezy, often lovingly dubbed “the grandfather of resilience theory.”17 In the 1960s he observed that many children of schizophrenics had grown into successful, happy adults, and he wondered what made the difference for them.18 Ann Masten collaborated closely with Garmezy at the University of Minnesota. “We focused on the gloomy for such a long time. It really bothers me that when people hear about the evidence on trauma, child abuse, and in utero exposure to alcohol, they assume, ‘Oh, I must be totally damaged.’ People pick up this idea, but there are many opportunities for reprogramming in the course of life. Resilience does not mean you don’t have any scars, but I am continuously amazed by the human ability to reinvent ourselves.”
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“As human beings, we’re reprogrammable to a degree the pioneers of resilience couldn’t even have imagined. We are dynamic systems; we can change,” asserts Ann Masten. She likens the process to a computer restart. “Sometimes when things are all tangled up, you reboot it, you start over, and things straighten themselves out.”


You are not a statistic. Don’t let anybody tell you that your past defines who you can grow to be.


So, how do we hack into the programming code of this resilience reboot?


Masten and Garmezy spent decades looking at the factors that set resilient children apart, such as intelligence,19 personality, and self-mastery. But one factor stands out above all: the support of a loving adult.


Of all the “many, many resilient people” Ann Masten has met over the course of four decades, she’s noticed they unfailingly have had one thing in common. “You just don’t see examples of people who made it on their own.” When parents and teachers fail a child, in the end it does not matter so much who steps up, but that someone steps up and encourages the child to believe in herself, whether it is siblings, neighbors, or friends. “One woman’s unexpected helpers were homeless women,” Ann Masten recounts. “Though they were not doing that well themselves, they intervened in that girl’s life. They told her, ‘You can be somebody,’ and they went and got help. They played an important role. I think this is a very hopeful notion.”
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In Raising Resilient Children, psychologists Robert Brooks and Sam Goldstein describe “a basic ingredient in nurturing hope and resilience in our children as the presence of at least one adult who communicates to a child, through words and actions, ‘I believe in you and I will stand by you.’ ”20 The late Dr. Julius Segal called such a supportive person a “charismatic adult.” Just one supportive adult could outbalance risk factors in maltreated children. “The power of one adult to change the life of a child,” Brooks and Goldstein urge, “must never be underestimated.”21


What we mustn’t forget is that these supportive adults often didn’t appear in a child’s life by luck or magic. Resilient children are especially good at forging connections, at reaching out, at recognizing trustworthy people and asking them for help.


Childhood is a time when we are most vulnerable and in need of support; but at any stage of life we still need people who value us, act as confidants, and stand by us no matter what.


Liberation through love


Maya Angelou came to exactly the same conclusion: “Nobody ever does it alone. Experience allows us to learn from example. But if we have someone who loves us—I don’t mean who indulges us, but who loves us enough to be on our side—then it’s easier to grow resilience, to grow belief in self, to grow self-esteem. And it’s self-esteem that allows a person to stand up.”22


Young Maya clearly suffered from the knowledge of having been rejected by her birth parents. The thought that her mother “would laugh and eat oranges in the sunshine without her children”23 was too much to bear. She and her brother pretended their mother had died.


What life had in the cards for her didn’t look promising. But there was one crucial difference: “My grandmother! She was the greatest person I ever met. I thought she was probably God! She loved me unconditionally.” Maya is convinced that these injections of self-confidence made all the difference. Her brother Bailey, too, was a loyal companion to whom she could entrust her deepest secrets. “I am grateful to have been loved and to be able to love,” she said. “Love liberates.”24


“Sista, you gonna teach!”


Maya Angelou called her grandmother “Momma.” When Maya refused to speak, Momma didn’t chastise her, but simply handed her a small notebook with a pencil attached so that Maya could communicate with notes. “My grandmother said to me, ‘Sista, these people making fun of you and calling you dummy—Momma don’t care. You gonna be a teacher. You gonna teach all over the world!’ ” Maya Angelou remembers. “Amazing! I used to sit there and think, ‘This poor ignorant woman! I’ll never speak!’ Of course, now I have dozens of doctorates and teach all over the world. It’s a blessing.”


Maya’s mother had been unable to understand the depth of her daughter’s trauma, and could provide no comfort. But Maya’s grandmother, her brother, and neighbors in the tight-knit, poverty-stricken community of Stamps, accepted her for who she was, mute and all. “They really believed in me, and that made all the difference,” Maya Angelou told me.


A well-educated neighbor, “the aristocrat of Black Stamps,”25 Bertha Flowers, finally impressed upon Maya that she could not possibly love poetry if she did not read it aloud. Hiding behind the chicken coop, Maya tried to read a few lines in secret. “She gave me back my voice.”


And so Maya learned, “Anything that works against you can also work for you once you understand the Principle of Reverse.”26


“You can do it!”


A supremely intelligent and intuitive child, Maya was adept at finding help and resources, proud of her special skills, increasingly sure of her self-worth and intelligence. While her town was threatened daily by racial violence, Maya Angelou attracted the attention and support of elders in the community who took her under their wing, gently challenging and nurturing her, and expanding her horizon by introducing her to the books that became her lifeline.


Her grandmother and the community taught her crucial lessons. “They taught me to stand up for myself, to be my own best friend, to protect myself. They encouraged me to encourage myself.” The difference this loving support made was integral to Maya Angelou’s understanding of her self-worth.


Her family didn’t do the work for her, but they nudged her enough so she could muster the courage to stand up for herself. “And I not only have the right to stand up for myself, but I have the responsibility. I can’t ask somebody else to stand up for me if I won’t stand up for myself. And once you stand up for yourself, you’d be surprised that people say, ‘Can I be of help?’ ”


This is exactly what charismatic adults do. “That’s one of the roles of these adults, to say, ‘You can do it, let’s try it, let’s go step-by-step!’ Ann Masten says, animatedly. “The mentors, the positive supporters in kids’ lives, they energize our motivation.”



[image: Images] Be a rainbow in someone else’s cloud



Supporting resilience in others is the supreme way to nurture resilience in ourselves. “What are the components of resilience?” I asked Maya Angelou. She responded without hesitation, “A desire to make change. A desire to make change in your own life and in the lives of the people around you—to better, improve the life.”


She found her recipe for cultivating posttraumatic growth: “As soon as healing takes place, go out and heal somebody else,” says Maya Angelou. “It is a no-fail, incontrovertible reality: If you get, give. If you learn, teach.”27


What if you feel you have nothing to give? “We all have more to give than we give,” said Maya Angelou. “At the very least you can always give good thoughts.”


With this motto, she managed to not only turn her clouds into rainbows. “The thing to do, it seems to me, is to prepare yourself so that you can be a rainbow in someone else’s cloud. Somebody who may not look like you, may not call God the same name you do, may not dance your dances, but be a blessing to somebody.”28


The decision to “no longer stand by”


Whenever she received an award, Maya Angelou thanked everybody who had helped her—God, teachers, rabbis, priests—but especially her late grandmother, Annie Henderson. Maya Angelou’s eyes welled up when she thought of this indomitable woman who instilled in her a strong sense of self-worth. Her grandmother, the only black woman to run her own store in Stamps, was a God-fearing, robust, dignified force unto herself. While she did not cuddle Maya and was prone to punish misdeeds with severe beatings, she impressed upon her granddaughter a strong sense of right and wrong, the trust that God would protect her, and the wisdom of tolerance. And yet, Maya had to watch helplessly when her grandmother, her protector, could not protect herself from the humiliation and racial slurs of white children who would storm her grocery store. Maya responded by throwing rocks at them, but eventually she understood that the rocks only hardened, rather than extinguished, her rage.


Through these experiences, Maya transformed from a quiet, submissive victim to a more outspoken, tenacious activist. At age seventeen, when she was told that the streetcar operators of San Francisco didn’t accept blacks, she sat in their reception area every day for three weeks, ignoring nasty racial slurs, until she was given an application. Eventually, she made her decision to no longer stand by “with no chance of defense,” but to take up her weapon of wisdom: a pen.


Dr. Angelou has become a “modern-day Shakespeare” for millions, her books a trusted source of wisdom through which those who suffer find kinship.


Trying to make a better world


Carrying this message of triumph into the world was exactly why Dr. Angelou kept writing, speaking, and giving. Up to the last months of her life, she filled her schedule with teaching, empowering women, and receiving awards. “I’m a teacher who writes, not a writer who teaches,” she defined herself. For more than three decades, this woman who never attended college taught American studies at Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. Thirty universities from all over the planet awarded her honorary titles, and she celebrated the status by asking even close friends to address her as Dr. Angelou. “I have created myself,” she said proudly. The experience of the crucial difference supportive adults made in Maya’s life when she was a withdrawn child impressed on her the lifelong commitment to act as a charismatic adult for others. “I would like to be of use. Anyone who can’t be of use is useless. I’m not here for no reason. I am here for a purpose. So, I am a member of different organizations, trying to make a better world. I am of use, yes, people can count on me. I will do the best I can.”


I asked her the question that guided me throughout my research. “Why do some people come out of traumatic experiences such as loss and abuse broken and defeated, while others soar and emerge wiser and more compassionate?” I was taken aback by the answer, expecting, I guess, a “softer” response. “We overrate what the world owes us. We really think that people owe us, that we are entitled to raises and kind treatment and even success. Well, the truth is, I don’t know that we’re entitled to anything. I just know that when someone is kind and generous to me, I’m very grateful. Nobody owes me anything. So when I get something, I am very pleased and I try to give it away as soon as possible. I try to add to it and give it away to someone else who needs it.”



[image: Images] Develop an attitude of gratitude



Dr. Angelou called this “an attitude of gratitude. I think we have to be grateful. Grateful that we have a way to develop it. You could have died last night, you know. Be grateful. And show us the good face. Stand on the good foot. People like you better. You’re more welcome. And you like yourself better.” She laughed. Rather than reveling in the injustice and brutality that stamped her life, she chose to focus on the achievements. “If I live my life with self-confidence and kindness and don’t get anything back from that, I’m not overcome. I have so much. I can’t believe how blessed I am.”


Maya Angelou learned early on from her grandmother: “Whining is unbecoming. It’s just ugly. It also lets a brute know that a victim is in the neighborhood. The brute who was gonna mind his own business or victimize someone else says, he says, ‘Oh, here’s a victim!’ And you get hurt. So it’s dangerous.” Just like Coco Schumann and many others in this book, she had to learn to stay strong and bite her tongue when survival in a hostile environment became her first priority.


The advice she received from her mother was to counterbalance the bleak with the blessings: “Laugh as much as possible. Laugh as much as you cry.”29


Not invincible, but strong


Developmental psychologist Emmy Werner found “protective factors” for the children who did well, mainly in three areas: in the child, in the family, and in the community.30 Maya Angelou had all three, just as Werner describes.


From the 1950s to the 1990s Werner followed 698 children in Kauai, Hawaii, from birth to midlife, conducting a landmark longitudinal study that examined the impact of biological and psychosocial risk factors. She discovered that one in three children were vulnerable, yet “even among children exposed to multiple stressors, only a minority develops serious emotional disturbances or persistent behavior problems.”31 Of the children living in troubled families, two-thirds “who had experienced four or more risk factors by age two developed learning or behavior problems by age ten or had delinquency records and/or mental health problems by age eighteen. However, one out of three of these children grew into competent, confident and caring adults.”32 These latter children were A students in school, developed friendships, and by the time they reached age forty, every single one of them had a job, a steady income, and zero trouble with the law. “Their very existence challenges the myth that a child who is a member of a so-called ‘high-risk’ group is fated to become one of life’s losers.”33


Emily Bazelon cautioned in the New York Times, “When it comes to abuse victims, though, this finding is rarely trumpeted, for fear that saying abuse isn’t always inevitably harmful is tantamount to saying it’s not always bad.”34


No child is invincible, but we need to change the ways we think about abused and neglected children. They are stronger than we think. They need love, not prejudice. “Some of these kids come out of it, saying ‘I’ve seen the worst there is, nothing is gonna throw me after that,’ ” says Ann Masten. Can we see them as survivors instead of victims? This does not mean that they did not suffer, or were not hurt. Tedeschi’s fitting description of posttraumatic growth comes to mind: more vulnerable, yet stronger. But focusing on their strengths, rather than their humiliation, helps them reinvent themselves.


When Werner followed up with the Kauai kids in adulthood, she noticed a common thread: “the opening of opportunities in the third and fourth decade of life led to enduring positive changes among the majority of teenage mothers, the delinquent boys, and the individuals who had struggled with mental health problems in their teens.” Among the most potent forces for positive change for these youth in adulthood were “continuing education at community colleges and adult high schools, educational and vocational skills acquired during service in the armed forces, marriage to a stable partner, conversion to a religion that demanded active participation in a ‘community of faith,’ recovery from a life-threatening illness or accident, and, to a much lesser extent, psychotherapy.”35 Most of the people who managed to turn their life around in later years were women.36


Masten calls them the “late bloomers,” and Maya Angelou was one of them. Dr. Angelou recalled how, when seventeen years old and pregnant, she stood in front of the building in San Francisco that housed the beginning of the United Nations, staring enviously at the important politicians and translators who flooded in and out of the building, and dreaming herself into a bigger perspective. “I knew I had a penchant for language,” she said. “If I wasn’t six foot tall, black, unmarried, and uneducated, I knew I could go in.”37


For a few dark years Maya did drift into poverty and crime, working as a prostitute and a pimp. Her dream was to become a dancer, but she wrecked her knees. She chose instead to sing (though it wasn’t her passion) and quickly garnered an enthusiastic following. In Hollywood she worked with icons such as Billie Holiday, Harry Belafonte, Roberta Flack, and Sidney Poitier, sang in the chorus of Porgy and Bess, and became “Miss Calypso.”38


Forgiveness as the greatest gift


Maya Angelou’s greatness began to shine through when she was given a stage on which to sparkle, and even her mother came around to see her daughter blossom: “When I was twenty-two, my mother told me, ‘I think you’re the greatest woman I ever met. You’re very kind, and you’re very smart.’ ” Maya was startled at first, but then wondered, “ ‘Suppose she’s right? Suppose I’m gonna be somebody?’ I had those loves.”


Her relationship with her mother is also a testimony to the force of forgiveness. Despite the early abandonment, Maya forgave Vivian Baxter her many obvious shortcomings. At the age of fourteen she came to live with her and they slowly developed a bond. “I think we all suffer,” Maya Angelou told me. “Some people seem to fall in love with the suffering and cling to it. Then it’s very hard to get any work done, very hard to survive like that. You have to be honest with yourself: That action hurt me. That was unkind. And then go on about your business. But at least admit it. Dust yourself off and get on with your way. Forgiveness is the greatest gift you can give yourself.”


Baxter, who had been a “piss-poor mother” of the young child by Angelou’s standards, later forged a new relationship with her daughter. She even delivered the baby—Maya Angelou’s only child, Guy Johnson.


Abused children can become loving parents


Ann Masten rejects the popular notion that abused children are likely to become abusers. In her home state of Minnesota, NFL running back Adrian Peterson has been accused of severely beating his four-year-old son. “People are saying, well, he is just doing what his parents did to him.” Ann Masten has heard this many times. But just like Maya Angelou, the great majority of survivors have resolved to treat their children with the love and care they wished they could have had growing up.39


Ann Masten believes that, “Most people who experience this do a much better job as parents or become particularly good parents.”


However, she notes, “We are overwhelmed with children who don’t have that kind of supportive adult.” She recently returned from India and found it devastating “how many children there are who don’t have anybody. The parents are overwhelmed with getting food and shelter.” She reminds us that we must not forget the communal support we often take for granted: a bus to get to school (not to mention schools to attend), libraries to borrow books from, and so on. “If there is no school and no library, no matter how intelligent a child is, it is much harder for her to develop her potential.”


Indeed, where would Maya Angelou be without that library in Stamps?


“The glorious task of reclaiming the soul”


In the fifties, another mentor entered Maya Angelou’s life: Martin Luther King Jr. “He was the best we had, the brightest and most beautiful,”40 she said after her first encounter with him. From him she learned: “We, the black people, the most displaced, the poorest, the most maligned and scourged, we had the glorious task of reclaiming the soul and saving the honor of the country. We, the most hated, must take hate into our hands and by the miracle of love, turn loathing into love. We, the most feared and apprehensive, must take fear and by love, change it into hope. We, who die daily in large and small ways, must take the demon death and turn it into Life.”41


Maya Angelou matured into a strong-willed civil rights hero. She recounted with deep satisfaction that her life catapulted her to the hot spots of black history—Ghana, South Africa, Harlem, marches in Washington, and into the midst of the 1965 riots in the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles.


In the summer of 1959 she organized the legendary Cabaret for Freedom, a fund-raiser for Martin Luther King Jr., and became the coordinator of his organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). After a short stint as a journalist in Egypt, she made friends with Malcolm X in Ghana. She agreed to help him build his Organization of Afro-American Unity, but Malcolm X’s assassination in 1965 put an end to her involvement. The demon death became a steady shadow, with forty-nine deaths in Watts alone. Martin Luther King Jr. enlisted her to organize a march in Washington for him. She agreed, but postponed her departure until the day after her fortieth birthday. On the evening of her birthday, April 4, 1968, King was shot to death in Memphis. His murder catapulted Maya Angelou into a ruthless depression.


For many, many years she wouldn’t celebrate her own birthday, but instead spent the day commemorating King with his widow Coretta Scott King, praying “for this country.”


Blacks during these decades of segregation, abuse, and violence had a choice, just like any oppressed group has—they could choose submission or resistance, silence or violence, or shades in between. Maya Angelou veered among all these options at one time or another, but in the end she chose love. She followed King’s advice: “I have decided to stick with love. Hate is too great a burden to bear.”42 It seems a superhuman effort that all these decades of violence didn’t turn her bitter and hateful. She felt that turning cynical meant handing a victory to the aggressors. “All my work, my life, everything I do is about survival, not just bare, awful, plodding survival, but survival with grace and faith. While one may encounter many defeats, one must not be defeated.”43


Overcoming the fear of death


Fear, though, was her constant shadow. With the death of her beloved grandmother “Momma” in 1953, Maya lost her bedrock. Grief flipped into fear. She recounts anxiously checking on her son Guy, then double-checking all the locks in her house and shifting chairs under door handles. “I didn’t realize that I was trying to keep death out,” she told Oprah Winfrey of this period. “Then I began having trouble breathing. Finally, I had to come to grips with what was the matter with me. I looked at my life and thought, ‘I’m afraid to die.’ And I concluded that whether I was afraid or not, I would die. It was one of the most important crossroads in my life, because once I realized that no matter what, I would do this thing, the next step was to think, ‘If I am going to do the most difficult and frightening thing—dying—is it possible that I could do some difficult and maybe seemingly impossible things that are good?’ You’d be surprised what coming to grips with the fact that you will die does for you.”44


How does one come to grips with a big question like this? “First, tell the truth. Tell the truth to yourself first,” she said from her home in Winston-Salem. “Admit that you’re lonely and you do get afraid sometimes. Admit that you do overcome and that you like yourself better when you’re laughing.”


After King’s death it took her several years to dig herself out of the dark cave of hopelessness and throw herself into fresh projects with renewed fervor. Instead of focusing on the violence and the death toll, she decided to shine a light on the accomplishments of her people. She invented the Black History Month special Telling Our Stories to feature black role models such as Kofi Annan, Alicia Keys, and Jennifer Hudson. “We’re more alike than we are unalike. When you know that, then you can make a relationship that helps us all to be kinder, truer to each other, more courteous.”


Maya Angelou was one of the rare voices of harmony in a divided America, a “global renaissance woman” whose voice did not fall on deaf ears. After she wrote and recited a poem for President Bill Clinton’s 1993 inauguration, her books’ circulation exploded. When President Barack Obama awarded her the National Medal of Freedom, he recited part of the inauguration poem she had written for Bill Clinton: “History, despite its wrenching pain, cannot be unlived, but if faced with courage, need not be lived again.”45



Rising above and beyond



Dr. Angelou celebrated her many achievements “with a happy spirit, joyful that I didn’t die last night. I’ve conducted the Boston Pops! I’ve danced at La Scala! I spoke at the United Nations!” One of her favorite words was “joy!”—a word she added to her signature when signing her books, with an exclamation mark!


Almost fifty years after she had admired the United Nations in San Francisco as a young, pregnant, uneducated girl, she did indeed get to go inside and speak in front of the heads of state. For the occasion, she composed A Brave and Startling Truth, a poem about rising above and beyond, and we need to hear its soaring message of hope and peace. Its final verse sets the perfect tone for the work ahead:


When we come to it


We must confess that we are the possible


We are the miraculous, the true wonders of this world


That is when, and only when,


We come to it.46





2. Survive
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“Fear is not a word I even use”


Brigadier General Rhonda Cornum endured being held prisoner in the first Iraq war and now passes on her lessons in optimism to every US soldier1


Experience is not what happens to you; it’s what you do with what happens to you.


—ALDOUS HUXLEY


When Rhonda Cornum came to, it was dark and, for a moment, absolutely still. Am I alive? she wondered.


Then she saw the flames.


“Fire. Fuel lines. Explosion coming.”2 Survival commands rattled through her brain, and she wiggled herself out of the tangled metal that was once a helicopter, away from smoldering debris and the five mangled bodies of her crew. On the breezy afternoon of February 27, 1991, Dr. Rhonda Cornum’s Black Hawk helicopter had been shot down over the Iraqi desert. As a flight surgeon of “Operation Desert Storm,” the then thirty-six-year-old medic had been on a mission to rescue an injured soldier, but her helicopter had flown into a barrage of bullets.


She looked up to see five Iraqi soldiers towering above her with pointed rifles. One of them reached down to grab her arm. The touch sparked a jolt of pain so severe that she was immediately sure of two things: she wasn’t dead, but she was badly injured.


Her captors stripped off her army gear, her 9-millimeter Beretta, her survival vest, her flak jacket. They were baffled when they pulled off the helmet and long brown hair flowed down. A flurry of nervous shouts rang out. Rhonda couldn’t understand what they were saying, but their surprise whirled up the desert air. They had captured a woman!


Her captors led her to a bunker and one bombarded her with questions in broken English. “Who are you? What are you doing here?” Then they dragged her back outside, next to someone she knew: Sergeant Troy Dunlap, another survivor from the helicopter. The relief she felt in reuniting with him lasted only moments: the guards motioned for both prisoners to kneel down. Rhonda felt the metal barrel of a handgun on the back of her neck and heard the command in English.


“Shoot them!”


“There are worse things than dying.”


War heroes come in all shapes and sizes. This one is five feet five and weighs in at 112 pounds, a pint-sized epitome of toughness. Her blue eyes blaze with intensity when she recounts the scariest moment of her life.


What went through her head when she was kneeling there?


“Well, I just focused on the fact that it wasn’t a bad way to go.”


Being executed in the desert isn’t a bad way to go?


“No, actually. Compared to how a lot of people go, it’s pretty good,” she insists with a casual smile. “I was going to be afraid for thirty seconds and then feel nothing, as opposed to being miserable and in pain for weeks and months. My thought was, I’ve had a great life and at least it won’t hurt.”


Her grandfather used to tell her, “There are worse things than dying; there is living with dishonor.” She was going to die while doing something meaningful: serving her country.


But the shot was never fired, and Rhonda, now relaxing on a beige couch in her Kentucky farmhouse, tells what happened next. She was thrown in the back of a truck. Both arms, broken and useless, were dangling at odd angles. She had a bullet stuck in her shoulder and was dazed from the loss of blood. She could not see out of her left eye, which was caked shut with mud and blood, and her right knee kept buckling. Yet a few miles into the thirty-minute ride to the prison, she suddenly felt the guard’s lips on her mouth and his hands unzipping her flight suit.


“I can’t believe it!” She remembers being more baffled than shocked. “I mean, I’m covered in blood and dirt and probably don’t smell very good. How can he possibly want to do this?” She squirmed and shook her head and protested—”No! No! No!”—but she was unable to lift her arms to push him away. She thought about biting him, but worried this would only anger him and make matters worse. So she kept still as he fingered her. But when he tried to force her head in his lap, the sudden movement caused her to scream in pain. Every time she yelled, he stopped, and Rhonda figured that he did not want his fellow Iraqis, who were riding in the front of the truck, to notice that he was molesting her. He pulled a blanket over her head to muffle her sounds.


Helpless as a fledgling bird


Over the following week, Rhonda was shuttled between bunkers and forced to do what had been most difficult for her all her life: give up control. With her arms broken she could not use her hands, much less feed herself. To use the toilet, she had to ask her captors to cut her out of her flight suit, lead her to the bathroom, and pull down her underwear. Her prison wards had to wash her, brush her teeth, and hand-feed her. For the first time in her life she experienced being utterly helpless.


Luckily, the one-hundred-hour ground offensive came to a fast end. While Rhonda counted the marks her predecessor had left on the cell wall, wondering how many marks she would add, the US government was negotiating her release. The trust in her comrades never left her. “I knew they wouldn’t just leave me there.”


Eight days later she stepped off the Red Cross plane in the oversized canary yellow canvas suit the Iraqis had dressed her in, her arms splinted and bandaged, carefully balancing on her healthy leg. General Norman Schwarzkopf was the first to greet her, and she tried unsuccessfully to salute with her casts. “How do you feel?” a reporter shouted out, and she yelled back the rallying cry of the air troops: “Airborne!”3 For her, this was “the most positive, gung ho way of saying I was glad to be home but ready to go back to war if necessary.”4


Rhonda was one of only a few women captured in the first Iraq war, and instantly celebrated as a hero. While the other twenty-three American prisoners of the Iraq war fared well, too, Rhonda particularly conquered the hearts of the public, maybe because they were touched by the discrepancy between the petite size of this wisp of woman, the extent of her injuries, and her outsized optimism.


Her experience in the desert included nearly all the elements psychiatric manuals list as likely causes for posttraumatic stress: combat exposure, sexual abuse, physical attack, and being threatened with a weapon.5


After her release, army psychologists, reporters, friends, and strangers cautiously started feeling her out: How damaged was she? Would she be able to overcome the trauma?


Much to everyone’s surprise, Rhonda refused to label her experience as trauma. “I just call it an unfortunate accident,” she explains. “We do two things that are not helpful. One is that we tell somebody they are a trauma survivor, and then we tell them to expect to be damaged by it. Well, people generally live up to your expectations.”


A better doctor, a better leader, a better person


In response to the many questions about how the experience had changed her, she reflects only on the things that had improved. “I became a better doctor, a better parent, a better commander, probably a better person.”


Blessed with a robust constitution, Rhonda had never before experienced being cared for. “Now I could understand my patients much better when they were infirm. I value my relationships more. I don’t forget to write birthday cards, because all these things are more precious.”
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“Bouncing Forward shows us how adversity can turn us toward our deepest inner resources of
trust, wisdom, and love.” —Tara Brach, PhD, author of Radical Acceptance and True Refuge
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