
Fighting fear with mindfulness 
Clowns (coulrophobia). Spiders (arachnophobia). Heights (acrophobia). Fear 
of blood (hemophobia). For some people, mere mention of one of these can 
increase heart rate and cause shortness of breath.

One of the most common ways to treat these fears and other anxiety disorders 
is through exposure therapy, where patients face their anxiety in a safe 
environment until it no longer elicits fear, so they can better regulate their 
emotional responses. To do this, the person must first create a “safety memory” 
and link it to the root of the anxiety. They then recall this safe memory when in 
a fearful situation to help break the anxiety habit.

A recent study by MGH researchers shows how mindfulness meditation can 
be effective for exposure therapy because it involves experiencing the present 
moment with an open, curious and nonreactive mind.

“Mindfulness may improve emotion regulation by changing the way our brain 
responds to what we are afraid of, reminding us it is no longer threatening,” 
says the paper’s first author, Gunes Sevinc, PhD, investigator in the MGH 
Department of Psychiatry. (Continued on page 3)

Mystery memorabilia: Bewitched bottles, a skull, haunted hands rising from the Earth – these are some 
of the mysterious items that have transformed the Bulfinch Building into a spooky scene this Halloween. What are 
these historical artifacts? Guess what they may once have been, then turn to pages 4 and 5 to learn more. 
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“Mindfulness may 
improve emotion 
regulation by changing 
the way our brain 
responds to what we 
are afraid of, reminding 
us it is no longer 
threatening.”
Gunes Sevinc, PhD  
MGH Department of Psychiatry 



The Tell-Tale Heart: Cold heart facts from the experts

Q:  Can the human heart beat 
outside the body?

A: During a heart transplant, when 
the organ is removed from a donor, 
it can continue to beat for a few 
seconds – if it has oxygen – since 
it has its own electricity system. 
The donor heart is placed on ice 
and transported to the recipient’s 
location. In these situations, we do 
not want the heart on ice for more 
than four to six hours. Once we put 
the donor heart into the recipient’s 
chest and sew all the major 
vessels together, the new heart 
spontaneously starts beating as 
soon as the recipient’s blood flows 
through it.

In Edgar Allan Poe’s tension-filled short story “The Tell-Tale Heart,” 
the narrator thinks he can hear the still-beating heart of his neighbor 
after he has murdered the old man in his home. Readers can debate 
whether it is paranoia or the narrator’s own racing heartbeat ringing  
in his ears, but it begs the question: Can the heart beat outside  
the body?

And what about the front yard frights around every corner this year? 
Can a person be scared to death? The answers are clear when it 
comes to cardiology. Read on – if you dare – as we delve into these 
questions and more.

A: The short answer is yes. There 
are many instances in which a 
patient’s heart will stop due to 
certain underlying medical issues. 
This is known as asystole. Using 
advanced cardiovascular life support 
(ACLS), we are able to successfully 
resuscitate a certain percentage of 
patients. Many of these patients 
will go on to have little to no issues. 
However, there are situations 
in which patients cannot be 
resuscitated successfully, owing to 
the advanced state of their medical 
conditions. Fortunately, every  
medical provider at MGH is trained 
in ACLS and has the ability to bring 
people bck to life, even after the 
heart has stopped.  

A: Yes. Stress cardiomyopathy, also 
known as Takotsubo or broken 
heart syndrome, can occur suddenly 
after an emotionally or physically 
stressful event like a scare or even a 
good surprise. It is thought to occur 
from a sudden surge of adrenaline 
that can then cause your heart 
muscle to weaken. This presents 
like a heart attack, but there are 
typically no major artery blockages. 
As a result of the stress, your heart 
can develop a rhythm abnormality 
and ultimately stop beating. This 
syndrome most often occurs in 
post-menopausal women and 
fortunately the effects on the heart 
muscle are reversed with time.

Nasrien Ibrahim, MD 
Heart Failure and 
Cardiac Transplant

Darshan Doshi, MD  
Interventional 
Cardiology

Nandita Scott, MD 
Corrigan Women’s 
Heart Health 
Program

Q:  Can you bring someone back to 
life after the heart has stopped?

Q:  Can a serious scare cause the 
heart to stop beating?
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Safety
Pedestrian injuries are the most common injury to children on Halloween 
night. Parents can help their children be safe by ensuring they wear light and 
bright costumes with reflective material or tape and have flashlights with fresh 
batteries. Parents should always accompany younger children during trick-or-
treating, and always travel in groups on well-lit streets or sidewalks. Trick-or-
treaters should only visit well-lit homes and avoid taking candy or treats from 
people on the street or in cars. 
- Michael Flaherty, DO, MassGeneral Hospital for Children (MGHfC) critical care physician and injury prevention researcher

Nutrition
Halloween is centered around scares and sweets, but parents should be mindful 
when it comes to candy. The haunted holiday is a special occasion, so a few 
extra bites are understandable. Opt for popcorn snack bags, wrapped fig bars 
and trail mix bags, but be thoughtful of food allergies and ask a child’s parent 
before handing out nut-based products. Consider donating the acquired candy to 
charitable military programs that ship care packages to deployed troops. Dental 
offices and police stations often host exchanges where candy is swapped with 
toothbrushes, coupons and monetary incentives. 
- Stephanie Harshman, PhD, RD, LD, research fellow in the Neuroendocrine Division and clinical dietitian at MGHfC 

Culturally conscious costuming
The spirit of Halloween is to have fun and take on a different character, like an 
astronaut or Elmo. Parents should be mindful, however, when costuming their 
child and avoid choices that could hurt or harm others. Some costumes have a 
distinctive style that borrows from a particular culture. It is important to respect 
that culture’s origin, story and garb while refraining from devaluing their history. 
Everyone has a unique background and we need to respect this. 
- Deb Washington, PhD, RN, Diversity Program, Nursing & Patient Care Services

Food Allergies
The pillars of food allergy management are prevention and preparedness. These 
must always be in place, especially on Halloween. Don’t be tricked by treats. 
“Mini candies” may have different ingredients than larger versions, so parents 
should read each specific label. It can be hard investigating on the go, so consider 
waiting to eat candy until there is an opportunity to read labels and wash hands. 
Be prepared for a possible reaction – an epinephrine auto-injector should be kept 
in the hands of a trained person who can administer it and have a cell phone 
readily available. Discuss your child’s food allergies with your group so they can 
help monitor. 
- Michael Pistiner, MD, director of Food Allergy Awareness, Education and Prevention, MGHfC Food Allergy Center

Sensory sensitivities
Halloween can be a fun holiday but also challenging for many children with 
autism spectrum disorder. Preparation can help make Halloween as successful 
as possible. Preview what to expect and practice interactions such as saying, 
“trick or treat” and “thank you.” Have your child try on their costume ahead of 
time to make sure they feel comfortable and have time to get used to it and 
consider a costume that fits over their regular clothing. On Halloween, know 
your child’s limits and start slow. Bring coping items to support their needs if 
they feel overwhelmed, such as noise canceling headphones, a flashlight and a 
change of clothing.
- Rachel Goldin, PhD, psychologist in the Lurie Center for Autism

Tips for a ghoulishly good time Continued from page 1

“Fear and anxiety 
have a habitual 
component to 
them – the memory 
of something that 
provoked fear in 
the past will trigger 
a habitual fear 
response when we 
are reminded of the 
event, even if there 
is no direct threat at 
the present,” says 
Sara Lazar, PhD, of 
the MGH Psychiatric 
Neuroimaging 
Research Program, 
senior author of the 
study. “The data 
indicates mindfulness 
can help us recognize 
some fear reactions 
are disproportional  
to the threat, and 
reduces the fear 
response to  
those stimuli.”

While future studies 
are needed to 
determine if similar 
changes in brain 
activation occur using 
threatening stimuli 
that trigger panic or 
PTSD, the findings 
further encourage 
the practice of 
mindfulness to 
combat otherwise 
stressful situations 
which, for some, may 
regularly impact their 
daily lives.

Fighting 
fear with 
mindfulness
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Lost and found: Lost and found: 
Interesting items from  
the MGH Archives

The mystery mementos pictured on and around the Bulfinch Building illustration 
on page 1 are hospital artifacts from the MGH Archives and Special Collections, 
part of the Paul S. Russell, MD Museum of Medical History and Innovation. Learn 
more about these artifacts and other historical paintings, photographs, medical 
equipment and instruments online at russellmuseum.org or visit the free  
Russell Museum at 2 North Grove St. weekdays from 9 am – 5 pm.

Gas Mask 
This World War II German gas 
mask – constructed of khaki/
green fabric with a shoulder 
strap to hold the gas mask 
in place – was mailed from 
Lt. Col. Eugene R. Sullivan, 
who was stationed at the 
U.S. Army 94th Evacuation 
Hospital, to Commanding 
Officer 1st Lt. Major Adjutant  
Albert W. Rhoades on  
Oct. 15, 1944. It was 
considered captured  
enemy material.

Amputation Kit 
An 1814 amputation kit belonging to Dr. George Hayward 
contains a brass and steel blade attachment, brass and steel 
elevator attachment, steel forceps, metal needles and wound 
wire. Hayward performed the MGH’s first major operation 
with ether, an amputation of the leg of a young  
girl in 1846. 

Model of Padihershef’s Skull
This model of Padihershef’s 
skull was created in 2013 from 
thousands of CT images that 
were digitally edited to remove 
traces of decayed tissue. The 
model was 3D printed in several 
pieces and assembled. The plugs 
on the model are markers used 
as guideposts in reconstructing 
his face. Padihershef is a 
2,500-year-old Egyptian mummy 
gifted to the MGH in 1823 who 
resides in the Ether Dome. 
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Bronze Cast of Hand 
The bronze cast is of Dr. Harvey Cushing’s right hand, with an engraving on the 
bottom of the wrist, “Dr. Cushing Oct. 23, 1922.” Cushing – who completed his 
internship at the MGH and is regarded as the father of modern neurosurgery – 
made it his hobby to collect plaster casts of the hands of great surgeons.

Lost and found: 



Rubber Arms for Disaster Drill 
Two left hands and forearms fashioned of molded 
rubber or plastic depicting a realistic-appearing 
traumatic injury are thought to have beeen used 
during hospital disaster drills to simulate injury. 

Bigelow Operating Chair 
This surgical operating chair was invented and 
constructed by Dr. Henry Jacob Bigelow in 1854. The 
three-part wooden chair has a reclining back, movable 
leg extension and leather upholstery. Each section 
has movable parts with ivory and wooden handles to 
position the patient. Bigelow was a prominent doctor 
who was appointed Surgeon of the MGH in 1846, a 
position he held for 40 years. 

Cammann Binaural Stethoscope 
Used for hearing sounds within the body – such as 

the heart, breath, intestines and blood vessels – 
the binaural stethoscope was invented around 

1826. This model from 1890 is one of the 
many modifications of the original 1852 

Cammann stethoscope which was the 
standard of excellence at the time.

Bone Saw Brush 
Also known as a trephine brush, this bristled 
brush from 1870 was used to sweep bone 
sawdust from a drilled, or trephined, skull.

Charles Street Jail Jug and 
Bottle Collection 
A collection of seven 
earthenware items and two 
glass bottles circa 1845 were 
found buried on the grounds of 
the former Charles Street Jail 
during the construction of the 
Liberty Hotel.
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Middle school-aged children are all about belonging to a 
group. Just as with grade school-aged children, you can 
always ask your middle school child in private what they 
want to do. As a parent, you have the unique ability to help 
your child escape significant embarrassment. As children get 
older, they are going to want to go out on their own. If you 
are comfortable with that, make sure you have a meeting 
time and a way they can reach you. This will make you and 
your ghouls feel better.

For older teens, it is about balancing limits and trust. The 
“trick” part of “trick or treat” is much more appealing to teens. 
As much as teens look like they are not listening to you, they 
probably are. And, as much as you may sound like a broken 
record, you still need to say the same things over and over: 
“No booze. Drive safely. Stay in touch. Abide by the curfew.” 
At this age, help them say to their friends they aren’t going to 
the haunted warehouse because it just isn’t their thing.

There is a distinction between “fun-scared” – the kind of 
giddy laughter you might hear in a movie theater – and 
“really scared.” If you or your child is feeling really scared on 
Halloween, then it makes sense to stop whatever activity 
is creating those feelings. You can and should reassure kids 
that this is all for fun and no one means anyone any harm, 
but if your child is miserable, go in the house and watch 
something happy.

How scary is too scary during the 
Halloween fright season?

Steven Schlozman, MD,  
co-director of The Clay Center 
for Young Healthy Minds at the 
MGH, offers some guidelines 
to help make the Halloween 
season go smoothly for  
parents and their children.

Toddlers and school-aged 
children are still prone to 

magical thinking and have a hard time distinguishing 
reality from fantasy. Unless a toddler is uniquely drawn to 
– and not bothered by – the scarier stuff, stick with cute 
dog and princess costumes for Halloween.

Grade school-aged children are more likely to embrace 
the scares, but check in before embarking on an outing to 
a haunted amusement park. Talk to your child in private, 
away from friends and siblings. If your child does not 
want to go to the haunted location, you can offer to help 
them “save face” by manufacturing a family excuse. 
Remember that parents need to be the bad guy when kids 
are feeling pressured. You should also look at the reviews 
of haunted attractions to give you a sense of whether it is 
age appropriate.

Be Fit Basics: Spiced Pumpkin Smoothie

• ½ teaspoon ground cinnamon 
• Pinch of ground nutmeg 
• Pinch of ground cloves 
• 1 ripe banana

INGREDIENTS:
• 1 cup low-fat vanilla yogurt 
• ¾ cup canned pumpkin (unsweetened) 
• 1/3 cup freshly squeezed orange juice* 
• 1 tablespoon brown sugar

Adapted from Cooking Light by Emily Gelsomin, RD, LDN, MGH senior clinical nutritionist, co-director Be Fit Wellness Program

NUTRITION INFORMATION PER SERVING: CALORIES: 240  |  PROTEIN: 8 g  |  SODIUM: 90 mg  
CARBOHYDRATE: 51 g  |  FIBER: 5 g  |  FAT: 2 g, Saturated Fat: 1 g

INSTRUCTIONS: Combine all ingredients in a blender, along with a ½ cup of ice cubes. 
Process until smooth. Substitute Greek yogurt for more protein. *If you do not have freshly 
squeezed orange juice, you can substitute a bottled or carton variety. 
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Scaring vs. scarring: Navigating Halloween Night
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