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Abstract 

 

From the perspective of a white mental health counselor, artist, and mother, Denita 

Benyshek offers a personal narrative that weaves together the experiences of individuals, 

families, and society during the initial wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, growing awareness of 

systemic racism and police brutality, and the upsurge of Black Lives Matter protests. Multiple 

data sources are integrated, including online news, research websites, social media posts, clinical 

research, drawings, graffiti, photographs by community members, and observations by 

psychotherapy clients. 

Social stressors and symptoms of stress, loss, grief, and post-traumatic stress disorder are 

considered, while adaptations of individuals, couples, families, and communities demonstrated 

everyday creativity that resulted in personal growth, strengthened relationships, heightened 

resilience, and contributed to needed social change. 

The author provides an insider view of events from March through June, 2020, using 

creative nonfiction and arts-based inquiry, towards illuminating the experience of this time to 

offer validation, meaning, inspiration, hope, and connection to contemporary readers as well as 

information for future researchers in the social sciences. 

 

Keywords: coronavirus, COVID-19, pandemic, Seattle, King County, police brutality, 

George Floyd, Black Lives Matter, BLM, post-traumatic stress disorder, trauma, PTSD, grief, 

protest art, dance, hedonometer, journaling, everyday creativity, resilience, social justice, change, 

creative nonfiction, arts-based inquiry 
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Our Time of Coronavirus and Black Lives Matter: 

Loss, Grief, Trauma, Resilience, and Healing Change 
 

 

Denita Benyshek, Ph.D. 

 

 
I live in King County, Washington, where the initial outbreak of COVID-19 exploded in 

the USA.  Suddenly, leaving home felt dangerous.  Shopping felt dangerous.  Going to work felt 

dangerous. 

I provide mental health counseling, specializing in treatment of post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD), serving gifted and talented adults and teens, as well as folks with chronic 

illness.  In March, my office lease was due for renewal.  Tired of the sixty-minute commute, 

dense traffic, and driving home in the winter dark through pounding rain, I was already 

considering moving my practice closer to home.  As the number of infections and deaths rose, 

the dominoes of society fell rapidly: airline flights and film festivals and elective surgeries and 

music performances cancelled, farmers markets and schools and restaurants closed, grocery store 

shelves emptied.  In Washington, a stay-home order seemed ever more likely. 

March 10th, I decided to not renew my lease. On March 12th, the hedonometer measured 

the deepest trough of sadness and distress on Twitter in more than a decade (Vermont Complex 

Systems Center – Computational Story Lab, 2020; Viglione, 2020). 

March 23rd, our governor issued the stay-home.  By this date, the stock market had 

crashed, with the Dow Jones falling 37% (Team, 2020).  With the help of my boyfriend and my 

son, I moved out of my office of ten years and gave away my beloved antique furniture, donating 

sand tray toys and books in my professional library.  I informed my clients that future sessions 

would be via telehealth. 
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Preferring in-person counseling, or overwhelmed by overtime as frontline medical 

workers, or suddenly unemployed, weeping clients cancelled sessions.  A single parent, I 

experienced a sudden drop in income.  Most of my colleagues lost 30% of their clients. 

Life-as-we-knew-it crashed to a halt.  Our communities, our families, and our individual 

selves experienced rapid waves of disruption, loss, and grief.  Families were thrown together 

without childcare, without breaks, while homeschooling children and working from home, or 

suffering the financial stress of unemployment and worrying how to pay bills and buy groceries, 

or single, childless, not even a cat or goldfish, suffering the loneliness of solitary confinement, or 

declared an essential worker required to work even though childcare was almost nonexistent and 

some work places were rapidly becoming hotbeds of infection. 

Everything was magnified.  If a marriage was already rocky, it was now boulder-

strewn.  Troubled couples cancelled exotic vacations where they imagined reconnecting with 

joy.  Teens were isolated from friends, their trusted bulwark against cutting and suicide.  My son 

decided to not enroll in college to protect my health, and I didn’t want him to enroll to protect his 

health – both of us in the vulnerable group.  He considered virtual learning, but knows he needs 

live human contact and community to learn.  Every day brought a deluge of emails with data, 

research, guidance, and ever-changing orders regarding the pandemic, from psychiatric list servs, 

professional associations, liability insurance, King county, and the state’s Department of Health. 

As life became more unpredictable, social and economic inequities loomed larger 

(Aschoff, 2020).  Some folks could work from home and sustain their income. Other folks, often 

underpaid, risked their lives to feed their families, as meat packing plant employees (Molteni, 

2020) or as emergency medical technicians trying to revive people dying from COVID-19 

(Saslow, 2020).  Poor children and rural children could not easily access reduced-cost meals at 
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schools (Abad-Santos, 2020) or the internet for online lessons (Mansfield & Conlon, 2020), 

while food lines stretched longer and longer (Amaria & Zhou, 2020). Almost 46 million 

Americans filed for unemployment (Schneider, 2020), domestic violence increased (The 

Economist, 2020), sales of alcohol climbed (Chiwaya, 2020), and the rate of depression and 

anxiety soared to 34% (Fowers & Wan, 2020). 

Holding life together became much harder.  I heard many metaphors.  “It’s like Little 

House on the Prairie where we can only rely on immediate family for all our needs.”  “It’s like 

we’re civilians during wartime” when life is uncertain, with shortages and a daily sense of 

threat.  “It’s like a train wreck that never ends.”  The rapid rate of change required ongoing 

adaptation. 

Many sources of entertainment and favorite activities were no longer available.  Without 

frenetic busyness, some folks became more mindful of dysfunctional patterns, avoidance, and 

other negative ways of coping, leading to recognition of problems, action plans, and change. 

Within their own souls and with their loved ones, people created new ways to meaningfully 

connect.  Career-obsessed parents re-engaged with their children and spouses.  Couples began 

playing duets.  Parents and children made art and tended gardens and baked together.  Formerly 

scattered families gathered each evening to watch, and discuss, episodes of a favorite series. 

Indicative of personal change, clogged closets and stuffed kitchen cabinets and 

overflowing personal libraries were sorted and purged.  Some folks became more mindful of 

addictions and reduced their dependence, improved nutrition, and moved into healthier lifestyle 

patterns.  Troubled couples engaged in necessary conversations, unable to bear the stress of 

remaining silent, moving forward in the midst of so many unknowns. In these many changes, I 

witnessed the processes of everyday creativity described by Richards (1999) as a “survival 
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capability – representing the ‘phenotypic plasticity’ that allows humans to adapt to changing 

environments – and a humanistic force in ongoing growth, personal development, and even 

transcendence” (p. 684). 

Without the time sinkhole of commuting, I began morning journal writing for the purpose 

of listening to my own soul and sorting through my thoughts. On sunny days, I’d write while 

rocking in a swing, beside the pond and waterfall. If cool or raining, I’d write facing windows 

that frame the mountains.  I’d look up from my notebook and draw, enjoying a moment of 

restorative contemplation and peace.

 

Benyshek, Denita (2020). Robin in a Wild Cherry Tree, artist’s collection. Pen and ink on notebook paper. 
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I re-entered the creative life, learning to speak again after my voice was stolen by 

trauma.  After that, I could not easily enter my art studio and stopped exhibiting.  Thanks to the 

slower pace of pandemic life, I started writing and drawing again, with visions of paintings and 

gallery exhibits that would lighten and heal the souls of my audience. 

By March 29th, I was sick, with a night of crushed-in-a-vice body pain, and unending, 

bone-freezing, chill.  I suffered weeks of sore throat, earache, disabling fatigue, endless 

headache, and cognitive problems with weak memory and slower word retrieval.  My eyes 

turned red. 

On April 6th, another wave of stress hit when the governor announced schools would 

remain closed the rest of the school year and distance learning was required.  Some students 

found they preferred this method, away from bullies, cliques, gossip, crowds, able to move at 

their own pace, no longer bored.  Other students found distant learning too 

abstract.  Floundering, they were unable to concentrate or be productive, needing the presence of 

a teacher and classmates to help regulate emotion and behavior.  Meanwhile, rates of pandemic 

infections and deaths mounted ever higher, while silent, masked shoppers fearfully recoiled from 

each other. 

April 7th was a full moon. 

 



 8 

 

 
Denita Benyshek (2020) Luna Halo, Last Night, artist’s collection. Pen and ink on notebook paper. 

  

The following week, several past clients contacted me, desperately needing to return to 

therapy to address problems they could previously ignore, make changes previously avoided, 

treat traumas previously suppressed.  Despite being sick, I kept working, wrapped in sweaters, 

gazing at small, sometimes pixelated, telehealth images of clients who depend on me to help 

them heal, earning income to support myself and my son.  Then, a wave of new clients reached 

out for treatment of past childhood abuse and domestic violence.  My client load is more than 

full.  Between sessions, to give myself a break and a moment of peace, I’d walk outside, gazing 

at the trees and ever-changing clouds, taking deep breaths of mountain air. 
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Denita Benyshek (2020). Morning Cloud on Mt. Si, artist’s collection. Pen and ink on notebook paper. 

  

Still sick, a 30-minute drive to a coronavirus test site felt like too great an effort and, at 

that time, the tests were only available to a small population that met narrow criteria.  I decided 

against getting the coronavirus test. My oxygen saturation level was fine. I could breathe. 

http://societyforritualarts.com/coreopsis/autumn-2020-issue/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/3-Morning-Cloud-on-Mt.-Si.jpg
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Denita Benyshek (2020), I CANt BREATHE, graffiti under I-90 freeway, North Bend, WA. Photograph. 

  

On May 25th, the murder of George Floyd was video-recorded by a brave girl with a 

smartphone, and our nation heard Mr. Floyd say, “I can’t breathe” (McLaughlin, 2020).  His 

neck under the knee of a white police officer, Mr. Floyd called for his mother and we mothers 

http://societyforritualarts.com/coreopsis/autumn-2020-issue/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/4-I-CANt-BREATHE.jpg
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heard his plea.  I saw the officer’s expression, eyes on fire with excitement, appearing to relish 

the experience.  Days passed, the police officer was not charged with murder. 

For generations, my black brothers and sisters suffered from personal and systemic 

racism, which created chronic stress with ongoing negative effects on mental and physical health 

(American Psychological Association, 2013).  Black Americans already knew about the 

prevalence of police brutality (Oppel & Gamio, 2020) and the dangers of falling asleep in one’s 

own car (Carissimo, 2020) or sleeping in one’s own bed (Michaels, 2020) or going out jogging 

(McLaughlin, 2020) or playing video games with one’s nephew (BBC, 2019).  Even watching 

birds in a park is suspicious (Bittel, 2020; Hannon, 2020). Thanks to smartphone videos, police 

brutality against black citizens became more widely known, which sadly caused vicarious trauma 

and African American children experienced even higher levels of stress and worsening signs of 

trauma (Jackson, 2020). 

May 31st, the hedonometer plunged to an even deeper level of sadness and angst – as 

society exploded into Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests across the USA (Viglione, 2020). Was 

this an unexpected gift of the coronavirus pandemic?  People already on edge. So many 

unemployed or working from home or not attending classes and other activities, available to 

march day after day? Previously silent, eerily empty streets and bridges and freeways filled with 

mostly peaceful protestors.  Hundreds of videos of police brutality against protestors and 

journalists were recorded and posted on Twitter (Doucette, 2020; Way, 2020).  The need for the 

revolution was televised. 

In my little town, high school students organized a protest attended by 500 folks on June 

6th (McCall, 2020). 
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Luke Talbott (June 6, 2020). Black Lives Matter Protest, North Bend, WA. Photograph.  

Reprinted with permission. 

  

 

 

Robert Newcomer-Dyer (June 6, 2020). Man Raising Fist at Stand in Solidarity Protest, North Bend, WA, 

Photograph. Reprinted with permission. 

  

http://societyforritualarts.com/coreopsis/autumn-2020-issue/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/5-Black-Lives-Matter-Protest-North-Bend.jpg
http://societyforritualarts.com/coreopsis/autumn-2020-issue/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/6-Man-Raising-Fist.jpg
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The law-abiding protestors were flanked by men with firearms, including assault 

rifles.  Alarmed by online conspiracy theories and news reports of looting and burning, the 

armed men were intent on protecting businesses and people against the antifa. However, the guns 

made the peaceful protestors feel unsafe.  Some adults, recognizing potential danger, left early 

with their children, while other folks chose to not attend.  Afterwards, on the social media 

website NextDoor, my neighbors of color described not being served in local restaurants. 

Everyone I encountered was disturbed and distressed.  Almost every client talked about 

the heartrending trauma of experiencing and witnessing racism.  There was another wave of 

folks requesting counseling, but my practice was more than full, I was still suffering post-viral 

symptoms, already gave unemployed clients fee discounts, and could not push myself to work 

more hours.I look up from writing.  I see an elegant maple tree and I draw lines that are sharp 

and jagged. 

 

 

 



 14 

 

Denita Benyshek (2020). Japanese Maple Tree, artist’s collection. Pen and ink on notebook paper. 

  

Everywhere I look, I see symptoms indicating post-traumatic stress syndrome 

(PTSD).  According to the American Psychiatric Association (2017), a trauma-triggering event 

can be exposure to death, threatened death, actual or threatened injury.  The exposure can be 

direct, as the recipient, or indirect, as a witness or hearing that a family member or friend was 

traumatized.  Indirect exposure to “aversive details” of trauma, seeing videos or reading 

newspapers, can also cause PTSD.  Thus, watching the video of George Floyd’s murder is 

traumatizing.  Watching journalists attacked by police is traumatizing.  Watching police shove, 

beat, throw, and injure peaceful demonstrators is traumatizing.  Reading reports of protestors 

blinded by rubber bullets is traumatizing. Seeing police officers assaulted is traumatizing, too. 
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Many clients, session after session, described intrusion symptoms indicative of PTSD: 

unwanted and upsetting memories, nightmares, flashbacks, emotional distress, or physical 

reactivity.  No-one was sleeping peacefully.  People struggling with chronic illness suffered 

worsening symptoms, everything flaring, as cars and police stations burned. 

June 8th, a New Jersey Department of Corrections officer was recorded reenacting the 

death of George Floyd, yelling and kneeling on the neck of a dummy, while protestors walk by 

(del Valle, 2020).  June 25th, three police officers were fired after a video reveals an intent to 

purchase an assault rifle to kill black Americans, and a rant of vile insults (Elfrink, 2020).  June 

26th, Newsweek reports that former police officers were openly planning, on Facebook, to 

murder a BLM activist (Kim, 2020). June 28th, the president retweets a video where a supporter 

shouts “White power!” (Mansoor, 2020). These insane acts of hate were only a few, of many, 

examples revealed daily, and my intuition is that the hatred and violence will continue, even 

worsen, through the rest of this year. My clients of color and my Jewish clients consider fleeing 

the nation that is their home. They do not feel safe here. 

As victims and witnesses of racial trauma share their stories in the media and online 

(Adams, 2020), more of my white brothers and sisters realize that silence enables abuse (Clarke, 

2020), undertaking the process of further educating themselves about systemic racism.  My 

clients also share their stories of racist attacks endured by them or their loved ones, what they are 

doing to support social justice, moving from a place of helplessness into action, finding their 

voices and taking action within their spheres of influence.  I keep writing, sculpting emotion into 

these sentences and paragraphs. 

Research on trauma treatment found that communal events where people are moving 

together as a group, such as singing in a choir or doing meditative yoga (van der Kolk, 2006, van 
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der Kolk et al., 2014), helps heal trauma.  I saw thousands of protestors marching, chanting in 

unison. Two blocks from the White House, protestors sang together, twinkling lights of phones 

held high (Gostanian, 2020).  Protestors danced, solo and in unison, performing traditional 

African dances, the Maori haka, hip hop, and expressive modernism (Burdon-Manley, 2020). 

Fourteen-year-old ballet dancers, in black net tutus, performed on a graffiti-defaced statue of 

Robert E. Lee (Curran, 2020). Tens of thousands of BLM protestors, around the world, danced 

the electric slide in unison. Roy (2020) commented: 

Euphoria is one reason why dancing goes with uprising, but it is not the only one. Look at 

the clips and you’ll notice that nearly every dance is collective. They bring different people – 

black and white, protesters and bystanders, sometimes the police – into alignment. Everyone 

moves in sequence, with space in between. These dances are unifying actions, collective actions 

– not working towards a goal, but rather bringing people together in a wordless way. 

Whatever else it may be, dancing is not fighting. It is ordered without being forced; it is 

peaceful but not passive protest. And finally, these dances – unlike staged flash mobs or art-

activist events – are unauthorized. They belong to whoever is doing them. They are, very 

literally, movements of the people. 

I watch the videos of singing and dancing, tears in my eyes. Instead of isolation, silence, 

and victimhood, I see people chanting with one voice, determined, communal, seen and heard, 

healing trauma.  I see collaboratively created, multi-media memorials that provide a place for 

communal grieving. 

In bold letters, BLACK LIVES MATTER is painted on the street of Washington, D.C., 

where peaceful protestors were aggressively pushed back with tear gas and flash bang grenades 

to make way for a presidential campaign ad shoot (Oprysko, 2020), then painted in many cities 
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across the USA (Dafoe, 2020). In Seattle, each colorful letter is designed by a different artist, 

with children joining in the painting. 

 

 

Anna Eshoo (2020, July 2). Black Lives Matter street mural, Palo Alto, California, Digital Image. United 

States Congress. 

  

 In these actions, I see people healing their trauma, collectively. Recognizing history in 

the making, curators (from the National Museum of African American History and Culture, the 

Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, the Anacostia Community Museum, and 

the Washington, D.C. archives) conversed with volunteers carefully removing protest posters 
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from the security fence surrounding the White House (Kahlil & Ellgren, 2020), interested in 

obtaining objects for their collections. 

In our time of coronavirus and Black Lives Matter, we can choose actions that promote 

individual and societal resilience, “the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, 

tragedy, threats, or significant sources of stress,” knowing that resilience offers many 

opportunities for “profound personal growth” (Palmer et al., 2012).  To strengthen resilience, the 

American Psychological Association recommends: 

• prioritizing meaningful personal relationships, 

•  joining groups that provide social support and foster hope, 

• caring for physical health through good nutrition, adequate sleep, and exercise, 

• developing mindfulness, 

• finding purpose by helping others, 

• solving problems proactively, 

• moving towards realistic goals, 

• finding opportunities for self-discovery, and 

• seeking help when you need support (Palmer et al., 2012). 

We can each affect change and when we are united in action, our sphere of influence is 

greater than a single individual.  As of June 22, 2020, almost 4,000 cities and towns, across our 

planet, held BLM protests (CreosoteMaps, 2020). 

Now, our governor pledges state review of another death at the hands of police.  Now, a 

few Confederate statues are toppled or removed (Philimon, Hughes, & della Cava, 2020) and the 

government of Mississippi begins taking action to remove the image of the Confederate flag 

from the state’s flag (Pender & Skinner, 2020).  Now, politicians consider prohibiting the use of 
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neck restraints and chokeholds by police (Kaur & Mack, 2020).  Now, the National Football 

League Commissioner states publicly that it was wrong to be against peaceful protests by 

football players (Maske, 2020).  In response to the #StopHateforProfit campaign (Guynn, 2020), 

over 100 companies joined the boycott against Facebook and pledged to halt advertising (Tyko, 

2020) until Facebook takes concrete steps against racism on its platform.  These changes would 

not have occurred without days and days of protests. 

Meanwhile, new cases of coronavirus in the USA reached the highest single-day rate of 

confirmed infections on June 26th and, at that time, over 100,000 were dead from COVID-19. 

Already inadequate, federal support for testing will soon cease in several states with rising rates 

of illness (Johnson, 2020). The border with Canada remains closed (Lastoe, 2020), the European 

Union is formalizing a ban on travelers from the USA (Slotnick, 2020), and several east coast 

states now require 14 days of quarantine by folks travelling from states with rising rates of 

infection (Levenson, 2020).  The International Monetary Fund predicts widescale, devastating, 

global economic collapse (Rappeport, 2020) and the Dow Jones falls again.  I am finding it 

difficult to conclude this essay with all of these ongoing stressors. The train wreck is not over. 

In a parking lot, groceries are loaded into my car by a young man wearing a mask.  With 

genuine concern in his voice and eyes, he asks, “How are you doing?” I respond and thank him 

for his service.  He asks what I do, I tell him I work as a mental health counselor.  With passion, 

he thanks me for my work and tells me how important it is, touching my heart. 

I take my car in for service.  Behind the counter, another masked young man sincerely 

inquires how I’m doing.  We engage in heartfelt conversation.  When I pick up my car, it’s 

freshly washed because, from my voicemail recording, he learned that I’m a doctor and he 
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wants  me to know that my work is appreciated.  His words brought me to tears.  At this time, 

everything is magnified, even appreciation.  They care.  I care. 

I get a lab order for a coronavirus antibody test.  I look up from my journal, that container 

where I put the pieces of the world together, gaze out the window, and draw three branches at the 

top of a hazelnut tree, seeing new growth. 

 

Denita Benyshek (2020). Hazelnut Tree, Changing, collection of the artist. Pen and ink on notebook paper. 
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