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In an age in which terrorism, natural disasters, illnesses, shootings, and wide-scale industrial errors and 
accidents are occurring with increasing frequency, there is a tremendous need to develop ways to cope 
with the aftershocks. Post-traumatic illnesses are on the rise, and we need to find new ways to curtail and 
prevent their rise. Building resilience has become an important topic. In this story, I tried to illustrate 
the ways our family dealt with a personal tragedy. 
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Athena’s Shield, by Anne Francey



There was no foreseeing the future when my sister Anne’s daughter, 22-
year-old Suleika Jaouad, left her parents at the airport on the way to her first job 
in Paris. She had just graduated from Princeton University. She later wrote:

“I was so excited for what lay ahead, I nearly forgot to wave goodbye to 
my parents. Armed with a college diploma, my first job offer, a one-way ticket 
to Paris, and a new pair of heels, I was ready to take on anything.”

A month later, on our way to Portugal, my husband Moe and I stopped in 
the French capital and shared a meal with a cheerful young Suleika, whose social 
agenda was as busy as her position as paralegal at an international mediation law 
firm. She seemed ready to conquer whatever challenge life placed in front of her.  
She was eying a position for the Herald Tribune to report on the Arab Spring in 
North Africa, and she had met a handsome young Harvard graduate, who was on 
his way to join her in Paris.

I followed her frequent posting on Facebook.  However, over the following 
months, I noticed a progressive change. Her posting diminished and eventually 
stopped. As a former resident of Paris, I knew of the city’s demands and feared 
she had fallen into exhaustion. I heard that Suleika had returned to the U.S. after 
being hospitalized in Paris. She was released with a diagnosis of "exhaustion" and 
advised to go home for a rest.  I had known Suleika from her first breath at Beth 
Israel in New York City, and she had always shown the same effervescent person-
ality. I had rarely seen her exhausted in the last twenty years. Later, she wrote:

“Little did I know, I would be back in New York seven short months later. 
My parents would not be taking pictures at the airport or chatting about my fu-
ture plans. I would be in a wheelchair, too weak to walk.”

Time passed, and finally I received the painful news from my sister. Suleika 
had AML, acute myeloid leukemia. The news passed through me like lightning 
and left me in a state of shock. For months, our whole family waited for the daily 
news on her condition. Treatments were initiated, but her response was poor. My 
husband could not talk about Suleika without weeping. I felt ill, as if I had her ill-
ness. 

Looking back, we all had to deal with this terrible tragedy individually. How 
can one accept the illness of a young person, especially one so full of promise? As 
much as we had been hopeful to hear of treatment potentials, I was in standstill, 
waiting for any flash of affirmative news.  Preparing care packages or studying in-
coming emails wasn't enough to appease my unease. I felt an urge to move moun-
tains, yet knew there were none to move. Finally, I surrendered to the only role I 
could play: waiting. I resorted to put my restless energy to good use in a garden in 
need of flowerbeds. Surrounded by acres of forest and bird songs, peace would in-
vade my mind with the hope that, one day, our family would enjoy some time to-
gether again. 

While gardening and planting, I wondered how my sister was dealing with 
the day-to-day reality of her daughter’s illness. She simply was too busy to talk. It 
only added to my turbulent state of mind, but I needed to accept it and just plant 
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another shrub. Finally, we heard that a bone marrow transplant was in order. 
How would my sister deal with seeing her daughter reduced to shreds under 
chemo and IV poles, seeing her through masks and sterile drapes? 

Unfortunately, I knew the feeling all too well. I had experienced a similar, 
but shorter, bout of crisis with another sibling’s illness and knew too well the 
effect it had on me. 

During the first year, isolated in a room at Mount Sinai Medical Center, 
Suleika realized that reporting on the Arab Spring wasn’t in store for her. She 
had other frontline news.  She had noticed that only children and old people 
were occupying the other rooms. Perhaps, she needed to speak up for young 
people her age who were affected by cancer. Her words flew around the world 
like wildfire. Soon, thousands of other young cancer patients, isolated in a simi-
lar manner, hung to her every word and thanked her for putting words to feel-

ings that they could not express. It quickly turned into a regular column in the 
“Well” section of The New York Times called: "Life Interrupted.”  She wrote:

“Losing everything forced me to realize that while running marathons 
and drinking green juice may not be for everyone, a destructive lifestyle is for 
no one. I became fired up about healing our broken healthcare system, and 
healing ourselves too. I started reporting from the front lines of my hospital 
bed on the revolution taking place inside of me. At age 23, I launched my 
Emmy Award-winning New York Times ‘Well column and video series, ‘Life 
Interrupted,’ from the bone marrow transplant unit at Memorial Sloan-
Kettering Cancer Center.”

Meanwhile, in Switzerland, my mother, Mireille, began to help translate 
Suleika's articles to benefit the overseas, French-speaking family.

Fast-forward four years. The agony of waiting is finally behind us. At last, 
remission has been proclaimed. Awards have been received for The New York 
Times’ column and the videos produced during her illness. Suleika succeeded in 
turning her illness into a striking success. 

A lavish garden springs yearly around the log cabin. Mireille speaks Eng-
lish more fluently now. When we visited my sister, Anne recently, she invited us 

to visit her latest gallery exhibit. After all our wondering of how she had con-
tended with her difficulties, here it was, her expression of the past years: a mas-
terpiece. She named it “Athena’s Shield.” It represented a magical shield to pro-
tect Suleika, a suit of armor to protect herself and her family.

 “This shield expressed my desire to protect Suleika, while at the same 
time, marking the many days, and ups and downs, of her illness,” Anne ex-
plained.

She appeared glorious and cheerful, but was really only “feeling lighter” 
from relief of knowing her daughter well. “The fear remains,” she said. However, 
now she was beginning to think of a possible future, rather than day-to-day sur-
vival. As an accomplished artist and the spouse of Hedi Jaouad, who was born in 
Tunisia, Anne developed an interest in Moorish’s ceramics, which are widely 
available in that region. Over the years, she learned the glazing technique and 
applied it to her art. She received a grant for her unique approach, and devel-
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oped “1001 Tiles,” a ceramic project designed for children. She has worked with 
hundreds of children on community murals that demonstrate the uniqueness of 
each child. 

 She used a similar approach with “Athena’s Shield;” however, it rep-
resented something entirely different. She created a thousand small ceramic seg-
ments, painted and bound together to form the shield. They represented a myr-
iad of moments and feelings from the past four years, expressed through the 
eyes of birds and other creations, colors, and patterns. Her work was a diary, 
reflecting her endurance, her course, and her viaduct to survival. From these in-
numerable moments, she created a gem and showpiece. 

 “No tears allowed during survival runs”—a 24-hour run with little re-
prieve in between—was Anne’s Morse code to describe her deeply etched percep-
tion of the years she had traversed, all the successive and unending challenges 
Suleika’s illness had presented. The shield represented how she had found her 
strength, her resilience. 

As she stood in front of “Suleika’s Shield,” Anne appeared to have grown 
in height and displayed a self-confidence I had rarely observed before. There 
was no sign of a post-traumatic illness or “battle fatigue” after the war she had 
just won.

The impact of illness on families is easily recognized. It can cause depres-
sion, which in turn can exacerbate illnesses. Dr. Daniel Hall-Flavin of The Mayo 
Clinic states: "Constant stressful life situations can increase the risk of develop-
ing depression if you aren't handling difficult situations well. There's also in-
creasing evidence of links between difficulty contending with difficulties, stress 
and physical illness." In her latest book, Resilience Dividend, psychologist Dr. 
Judith Rodin describes the resilience developed during tragedies. "To succeed, 
resilience requires integration at all levels—both within City Hall and beyond 
it," she states in her book. The approach is also true at the family level.

In this story, I described how each had a private coping loom. Whether 
it’s art, gardening, writing or translating, all lead to healthy survival and resil-
ience. Nourishing personal skills is important at every stage of life. I would like 
to encourage parents to nurture other skills in their children, adults to continue 
developing a small passion even later in life. My husband is in his eighty and 
the smile after completion of each piece of furniture was telling.
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This article was written by: Nicolette F. Asselin, MD. 
Dr. Asselin is a medical writer and researching how to develop healthy resilience in healthcare 
providers. She is working on a new book titled: “Resilience in Health Care:  Building Solid Providers.”
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