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Editor’s Letter: This Time in Place

When I was young, I had a fantasy of being locked inside 
a bookstore overnight. My wildest dream, apparently, 
was to curl up for an extra 12 hours (which I tended to 

do in my bedroom anyway) and absorb as many words as I could. 
Despite the fantasy of being surrounded by books, no doubt my 
reading of choice would have consisted of Madeleine L’Engle and 

“The Chronicles of Narnia” series, which I tended to read again 
and again. Cocooning, for me, meant escaping into new worlds.

Decades later, when I was a solo mom, home on maternity 
leave, the months of beautiful sleepy days with my daughter 
eventually gave way to strong feelings of isolation. By the 
time winter months rolled around, I had begun to feel trapped 

indoors. My identity felt limited largely to diaper changes and breastfeeding. Who was 
I, without my fast-paced job at a New York City magazine company? 

I suspect many of us today who are required, and privileged, 
to stay indoors are beginning to feel suspended somewhere 

between relishing home life and being bewildered by it. 

Some of us have filled out a flurry of paperwork for unemployment or small business 
loans and now worry as we wait to see what our financial picture will look like. Others 
are figuring out the structure of home office life and Zoom calls, working additional 
hours as we check in with clients and coworkers for conversations that linger longer 
than usual. Still others struggle to create new routines of safe socialization, shopping, 
and stretching.

Minnesota Women’s Press enters its 36th year this month. Our usual anniversary 
lunch in mid-April with long-time supporter Margaret Shryer and her lasagna, salad, 
and almond cake will be curtailed for the first time in decades. In its virtual place, we 
are heeding the insights of three pioneering owners of this publication about how they 
weathered financial downturns.

Every day, the sales & development teammates are reaching out to hundreds of our 
small business clients — some of them supporters of this publication for decades — to 
talk with them about how they are doing.

Our job is to offer inspiration, action steps, and strong storytelling to readers. We are 
stepping up that mission in new ways over the coming weeks, as we create additional 
digital content, thanks to small business sponsors. We are calling these storytelling 
compilations Quaranzines, to reflect the unique space and time we are all in together. 

Upcoming topics
• The Ecosystem (mid-April) — An homage to Earth Day, when we explore the 

viral nature of our interconnectedness as humans and habitats
• Transformation (late-April) — Individual and collective visions of rebirth; how 

will we use this metamorphic time in our cocoon to transform into a society 
more inclined to heed the pulse of community and connection?

Please share these stories — also available individually at womenspress.com — with 
others who might value the diversion, and our work in tandem with advocates, small 
business owners, writers, and women of passion. 

Be engaged, be safe.

— Mikki, Sarah, Shelle, Fariba, Ryan, Ashlee, Lydia, Ashley, Quinn, Kelly, Selena

http://womenspress.com
http://womenspress.com
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Judy Bell: Confessions from Quarantine
For years, I held a fantasy about pausing for a month 

of solitude. I read May Sarton’s “Journal of a Solitude,” 
Doris Grumbach’s “Fifty Days of Solitude,” and Dale 
Salwak’s “The Wonders of Solitude.” In my usual 
fashion, I sticky-noted the pages in anticipation of my 
own journey someday. 

I never did find the time for my “Walden” until now. 
Here it is! I have been isolating myself for several weeks. 

I knew I had to tone down my anxiety, which was 
based on fear of contracting the virus, fear of the changing economy, new fears emerging 
every day. I know that fear can affect your immune system, brain, circulation, and 
digestion. I decided to embrace the mounting unknowns in the world with a sunny-side-
up attitude, and shift my fear into clear, focused thinking. The fantasy of solitude I had 
held close for so long gave way to creative thinking: How could I find a unique way to 
approach each day? 

As Doris Grumbach revealed, “Order, sequence, is a secret of being alone.” Now, on 
weekdays, the minute I get out of bed, I tune into a new online yoga class from my gym. 
Then I settle into my office routine, which tends to begin with a Zoom meeting. I wear a 
business jacket on the top and casual yoga pants on the bottom. Don’t tell. 

For work breaks, I practice Einstein’s method of sharpening his creative knack with a 
few rounds on the violin. 

In place of my 2:30 p.m. Rustica coffee break ritual, I walk around one of the neighboring 
lakes. I often walk with my friend, Lila, the mandatory six feet apart. We brainstorm and 
laugh. I return to my home office refreshed and inspired. I’ve walked more than 60 miles 
in the past few weeks and I am feeling more fit than ever. My immune system is smiling. 

Somewhere, May Sarton is smiling too, knowing that I have taken her words to heart: 
“Help us to be ever faithful gardeners of the spirit, who know that without darkness 
nothing comes to birth, and without light nothing flowers.”

Details: energetic-retail.com

Melanie Lewis: Brunch Pastries
Due to COVID-19, quite a few of the events I 

was booked for either postponed or cancelled, so 
the demand for cakes and mini desserts has slowed 
down. But my love for brunch is at an all-time high! 
This slow time has given me a chance to play around 
with brunch pastries (sweet and savory), which 
helps keep my creativity at its peak. 

My go-to resource for brunch pastries is Thomas 
Keller’s Bouchon Bakery book, or my old notebooks 
from my days in restaurants. I also follow cake 
decorators from Russia, Australia, and Malaysia. I 
now have more time to watch their tutorial videos, 
read their blogs, and check out their pictures.

Details: perfectpiecesweets.com

The Cocoon 
everyday women using space and time during #StayHomeMN
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Family & Home

Sifting through the boxes and boxes of papers I’ve lugged 
from one place to another for years, I wondered if I really 
did need seven copies of that truly stunning annual report I 
designed and wrote for a health system — 24 years ago. No, I don’t.

Nor do I need all those papers that chronicle my time doing this or that nonprofit work. 
Nor all the brochures (remember those, pre-websites?) that describe services no longer 
offered. Nor the letters (remember those?) from people whose names I cannot place now. 
Nor those boxes of unused “hanging files” — hanging from what, and why?

For people of a certain age, the word “downsize” is hovering all around us. 

How the hell did we accumulate so much, and 
why did we squirrel it away so carefully?

Never mind. We did it. And now it is ours to go through.
What the people we eventually leave behind do not want is to figure out what to do with 

all the concrete pieces of our lives we also leave behind. That job is for us now. No amount of 
feeling overwhelmed by the task makes the work disappear. Knocking mouse droppings from 
the bottom of those boxes stored in the basement, I tell myself “into the breach” and dig in.

The Age of Property
I think of this passage from E. M. Forster’s “Howard’s End,” written in 1910: “When a 

move is imminent, furniture becomes ridiculous. Chairs, tables, pictures, books, that had 
rumbled down to them through the generations, must rumble forward again like a slide 
of rubbish to which she longed to give the final push and send toppling into the sea.

“But there were all their father’s books — they never read them, but they were father’s, 
and must be kept. There was the marble topped chiffonier — their mother had set great 
store by it, they could not remember why. Round every knob and cushion in the house, 
sentiment gathered, a sentiment that was at times personal, but more often a faint piety to 
the dead, a prolongation of rites that might have ended at the grave.”

Ah, there’s the rub. Do I want to have my children someday stare at all of this and think 
it would be lovely to drop it all into the sea — trying to not feel guilt for disposing of my 
relics, hanging on to things that don’t even have meaning for me anymore?

So I will continue to go through the bundles and boxes. I will continue to pause over 
memories that arise before hauling another load to trash or recycling or Goodwill. I will 
continue to stare at the furniture as photos soon to appear as sale items on Craigslist.

What do I choose to save? Those Peace Corps letters from my son in Thailand. Every 
card from my daughter and postcard from my husband. The booklet a granddaughter 
made long ago. Bowls — ones I have been given and those I have collected for years. 
Photos — I cannot give up the reminders of the people I love. 

In downsizing, it is not that I see my life as having little value anymore. It is about giving 
it a different value — a changed focus, less weighted down by all those boxes. 

Patti Lazarus (she/her) spent a career working in nonprofits, including Firefly Sisterhood. When she is not 
cleaning out boxes, she works as an end-of-life doula, trained by the International End of Life Doula Association. 

The Age of  
Decluttering

submitted by Patti Lazarus
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On March 13, I made my weekly grocery trip to a local warehouse store. The parking 
lot was jam-packed. After I managed to find a parking space, I went into the building 
and saw a staff member wiping down the handles of each shopping cart with a 

disposable wet cloth before passing them to customers.
What I saw and experienced in the store was disturbing to me. After I left with my groceries, 

I drove to a less crowded parking lot so I could stop and take a breather. I called my wife to tell 
her what was happening in the store. Then I used my phone to write a piece of poetry:

Shopping for the Apocalypse
The warehouse store's getting
robbed out —
Bare bread shelves
Store staff collecting empty
boxes and hauling them away
Wearing gloves
Patrons piling boxes and crates
full onto carts and flatbed dollies
Crowded aisles blocking access
Faces hidden by surgical masks
Masses queuing at the checkout
A store run, like a bank run
Triggered by rumors of 
Financial fall
What descent has fueled
This withdrawal
This stockpiling

The first piece of creative writing I ever did was a poem I wrote in fourth grade. Since 
then, as playwright Lin-Manuel Miranda says in a hip hop song, I have “wrote my way 
out” of a background of urban poverty, school bullying, and child abuse, and into two 
college degrees and a home that I own. I wrote my way out of an economically depressed 
Rust Belt town, and into the financially stable Twin Cities. My family of origin eventually 
followed me to find new lives here.

In the present time of shutdowns, lockdowns and stay-at-home orders, I struggle with the 
fact that with this crisis there is no way out. There is no distant city that can provide me escape, 
no college education that can offer me uplift, no jobs with income that can give me refuge.

I was 19 years old when I was able to take the first step of writing my way out, attending 
college far from where I grew up.  Before that, as a child and teenager, I wrote constantly: 
journals, poems, essays, stories, letters to my best friend. I often walked around with 
notebooks to scribble whatever came to mind. Until writing got me out of the traumatic 
environment I lived in, it got me through living in it. 

I cannot write my way out of the pandemic and its effects, but I am compelled to write 
my way through it.

Stephani Maari Booker (she/her), author of “Secret Insurrection: Stories from a Novel of a Future Time,” 
writes nonfiction, speculative fiction, erotic fiction, and poetry. .goodreads.com/athenapm

Writing My Way Through 
submitted by Stephani Maari Booker

Health & Healing
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Art of Living

T  wice a month for several years, a group of eight Minnesota women have 
gotten together to share their writing. In late March, for the first time, 
they moved to a virtual Hangout session. 

One of the writers, Janet Houck, was distracted by the COVID-19 crisis and 
struggled to focus on the longer piece she has been working on. So she turned 
to prompt cards developed by local writer Terry Faust. The Write Now!TM deck 
offers five cards that tend to have quirky prompts and are designed to help 
shake off writer’s block and offer a collective exercise. 

The prompts are for an item, a place, a character, an event, and a motivation.
According to writing circle member Lisa Burke, who brought this story idea 

to our attention, Houck used the prompts to weave “the most wonderful story 
about a gentle man and his spiritual practice during social distancing, with an 
ending that made me weep.”

Houck took more than the suggested 30 minutes to create her story, which 
ended up at just over 3,000 words. “I think I was lucky. The cards I drew at 
random spoke to me.”

The cue cards she drew:

Character: Dudley Cheeses, Spiritual Advisor
Place: Tubeworms ‘R’ Us pet store
Item: Fully Sanitized Camp Stool
Event: The catapult event on National Adopt a Kitten Day
Motivation: Left his heart in San Francisco and wants it back

“Dudley’s Lockdown” 
It was the ninety-fourth day of the “lockdown,” as Dudley Cheeses had taken to 

calling the “shelter-in-place” order handed down from Delaware’s governor. Delaware 
was a sturdy state, a dignified sub-piece of the whole of the United States of America. 
Although she was a diminutive place, apt to be forgotten in trivia games — unless the 
players happened to live in the tri-state junction where Delaware touched her sisters 
New Jersey and Pennsylvania. 

A Writer’s Life
by Janet Houck

http://womenspress.com
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Delaware wasn’t prone to panic, or jumping on the band-wagon without careful 
examination of the facts. And in this case, the facts were compelling and she had 
become an early adaptor of precautions to prevent the spread of the potentially deadly 
virus that was causing this global pandemic.

These were, indeed, the strangest times Dudley could remember in the span of 62 years. 
HIV-AIDS had been devastating too, and many people had died before medications 
were developed. There had been, of course, polio myelitis — younger people might 
not even be aware of that one and the toll it took. But there was something especially 
ominous about a scourge that could be spread by a sneeze, a cough, the touching of 
a surface. So Dudley had fully complied with precautions. His hands were raw with 
months of vigorous hand-washing, but it was good news that the worst of the public’s 
panic about food and paper products had died down. One could find rolls of toilet 
paper on the shelves once more. What on earth were the hoarders going to do with all 
of that toilet paper and hand sanitizer once the all-clear was called, he wondered.

 As he had lived by himself for years, and was fond of his time alone, Dudley’s day-
to-day routines were not so terribly affected by the precautions and limitations set in 
place, and for that he was thankful. He was thankful, too, for the structure and routine 
of tending daily to his small charges.

  For over 20 years, he had been the proud solo proprietor of the Lewisville Tubeworms 
‘R’ Us pet store. Other stores in the franchise had come and gone, but Dudley’s shop 
survived — a fact that he attributed to his enthusiasm for tubeworms, the unsung 
heroes of the pet world. They were clean, compact, quiet, and long-lived. You did not 
have to walk them, they ate very little, were inexpensive to maintain, and they could be 
induced into hibernation if one was going on an extended vacation. Despite his reticent  
nature, Dudley could not say enough about their virtues to anyone who would listen. 

Vigorously rooting about in the deep pocket of his worn field coat, he heard the jingle 
of the keys before he fished them out and opened the heavy metal and glass door of 
Tubeworms ‘R’ Us. The rest of the shops in the aged strip mall: The Smiling Buddha 
restaurant, the shoe repair, dry cleaner, bakery, and even the hardware store had been 
shuttered for months. 

Dudley’s shop wasn’t open to the public, but he kept his daily routine of feeding his 
worms, and met with pre-scheduled potential adopters on the sidewalk outside while 
maintaining proper “social distancing.” 

“Good morning, my little friends!” he called out cheerfully. One had to use the 
proper tone and put out positive energy. Tube-worms were sensitive, empathic animals, 
and easily affected by tension or negativity. Dudley was careful to keep the shop radio 
tuned to only the classical or new-age music stations at all times so as not to shock the 

http://womenspress.com
https://organiclawnsbylunseth.com/
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delicate creatures with discordant notes, raunchy lyrics or the general negativity of the 
news. Dudley peered into each of the three rows of aquariums lining the storefront, 
clucking and murmuring softly, checking the health of the worms as he made his way 
to the back. 

When he first opened the store, he had set up his small altar and meditation spot in the 
corner deemed best for that purpose by Feng Shui principles. Taking a deep, cleansing 
breath, he lowered himself down to the lotus position on the plump, plum-colored 
meditation cushion, and with palms together made a slight, respectful bow to the altar. 
He lit the candle in its brass holder, as well as the charred tip of the incense stick — one 
of a cluster nestled bouquet-like in a small lacquered bowl next to a diminutive statue 
of Lord Krishna. There were no scheduled adoptions today, so his meditation practice 
could go on uninterrupted. 

Years of practice hadn’t conquered his monkey-mind —the tendency for the brain to 
jump to thoughts rather than the desired nothingness of being in the present moment. 

“Thinking,” he reminded himself. “Worrying.”  
As thoughts glided in and out of his mind like unwanted guests, he named each one 

and let them go, bringing his breath back to the “now” — breathing in the darkness 
and pain, the fear of the world, and breathing out light and calm, peace, and love. 
Throughout this terrible ordeal he had remained calm and grounded, qualities essential 
for tubeworm husbandry, his own well-being, and his work as a spiritual advisor. 

“OOOOOMMMM.....” the deep tone of the vibration of the universe resonated in his 
chest before returning back through the O of Dudley’s lips. His eyes were closed behind 
silver-rimmed granny specs, in the deep calm and earnestness of his gentle, round face.  

When the soft tone of his Zen bell alarm chimed, he bowed deeply to the altar and 
extinguished the candle. Dudley rose, smoothing the deep blue of his batik yoga pants. 

The mood had been set, the energy dispersed. It was time to feed the tubeworms.

Dudley parked his old bike in the small stand-alone garage in the alley behind his 
modest home. Another thing he would add to his gratitude journal: a working bicycle 
and a body able to ride. It was perfect transportation for the four-mile ride to and from 
Tubeworms “R” Us. It was safer, too, being alone and out in the fresh air. He enjoyed 
the exercise. 

During his daily ride over the past few months he had noticed the air was cleaner 
with the marked decrease in auto traffic. Early on, citizens hoping to do something 
positive, and needing to be out-of-doors, had taken to the street edges and sidewalks 
picking up the trash and detritus that accumulated there. He had noted, too, that those 
with the tendency to throw their refuse on the ground seemed to be less inclined to 
offend again, now that the clean-up was complete. 

Some positive things were happening, despite the crisis...

Click here for the full version of Janet 
Houck’s story at womenspress.com
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perspective 

Being Away From  
Ailing Loved Ones

written by Mikki Morrissette

Shortly after my father passed 
away on the afternoon of March 
4, my brother, son, mother, and 

I grieved with his body at the Vet’s 
Home, packed up his room, and 
witnessed his sendoff with the U.S. 
flag and “Taps” in honor of his Army 
service. My daughter Sophia flew in 
from California the next day. With 
my brother’s family, we gathered for 
an informal goodbye at the Cremation 
Society. We assumed we would have 
a Celebration of Life in May after my 
daughter’s college semester ended.

By the time Sophia returned to 
her college campus, schools were 
closing down in favor of distance 
learning during the COVID-19 
crisis. On March 13, nursing homes 
such as my father’s were locked down 
from visitors to avoid affecting the 
vulnerable populations within.

I am extremely grateful that we 
had been free to visit dad in the days 
before he passed at age 89. 

One of the things that troubles me 
most about our shelter-in-place order is that families who have an elderly or sick loved 
one are restricted from visits. I asked Jane Whitlock, an end-of-life doula who has led 
workshops for Minnesota Women’s Press, to offer suggestions on how families can 
grieve physical separation from loved ones.

“One of the issues of the moment is how to grieve the loss of the person, and the 
anguish over not being there when they need you,” she told me. “I always say grief is 
a feeling, and feelings sometimes need rituals to be brought to the surface, especially 
when it is complicated. We can still be with our loved ones before, during, and after 
their passing, even if we are not in their physical presence.”

Her suggestion: “Make a memorial spot in your home to hold the space for your 
feelings of love and loss. Make it beautiful and reflective of that person. Light a candle, 
have a photo, flowers, objects that were important to them. Take time each day to visit 
them. You could sit and send them love, write them a letter, talk to them, sing them a 

Jane Whitlock
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song. Get creative. That is what is great about ritual — you can customize it in any way 
you want.”

Grief is not only about physical death. Whitlock believes anxiety, 
hoarding, and “pathological productivity” are all manifestations 

of unexpressed grief. “We are all grieving at the same time.”

She reminds us to practice self-compassion. As she wrote in a recent blog post at 
doulajane.org, “I have always been deeply comforted when someone tells me to ‘take 
my time.’ They recognize I feel pressured to do something at a pace that is not my own. 
I appreciate the reminder to pay attention to what I need.” 

One of the things Whitlock recognized was that she needed to attend to the panic, 
and denial (“a cloak that we use to wrap around us for protection until we are ready”), 
that she was feeling about the impact of this pandemic. After she woke up anxious 
at 4am, she wrote a living will, letters to her sons, and instructions about her will, 
trust, insurance, and passwords. She talks about these things regularly, but says C19 
motivated her to finally put it all down on paper.

Whitlock also allowed herself to grieve something other than the life of a loved one.
When Whitlock learned that musician John Prine was sick [he died on April 7, 2020], 

she placed candles around her darkened room and played his songs while lying on her 
bed. “It was a portal for all the grief inside me. It felt good to cry. I was ready to feel the 
pain of all the medical professionals who don’t have adequate protection. The suffering 
of people who are dying alone. The anguish that loved ones endure, isolated with all 
their love. The fear I had for my family and friends.” 

She focused on photos of loved ones. “Feeling my grief allowed me to be grateful for 
the whole arc of my life thus far. I am here wholly in my body. Feeling my heart softly 
pound in my chest on a bed surrounded by flickering light. I know that I am not in 
control, never have been, and never will. And that is okay. I am here now.”

Whether it is the physical distance from a loved one who is suffering, or the upending 
of daily life, Whitlock encourages us to see this time in a reflective light.

“Grief is like a tiny woodland creature that we must lure out into the open with a trail 
of bread crumbs made of silence and vulnerability. For me, it is like preparing a beauty 
bath and slowly inching in. My message is: take your time. Grief is slow and lives inside 
you. And it is here to change you.”

Click here for an extension of this essay at 
womenspress.com that includes tips and 
insights compiled by end-of-life advisors.
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How does a small rural community respond to a global pandemic? That is the 
question I have to answer. 

For the past two years, I have been the Roseau County Emergency Manager 
as well as the Minnesota Department of Health’s Public Health Preparedness Consultant 
for northwest Minnesota, a region that covers 12 counties and three tribes.

Locally, I spend my time as Emergency Management Director, helping Roseau 
County prepare for, respond to, and recover from emergencies and disasters. In 2019, 
that meant coordinating a federal disaster declaration in the spring and a state disaster 
declaration in the fall, both due to flooding.

Regionally, as a Public Health Preparedness Consultant, I work with county and tribal 
public health departments, helping them plan how they will prepare for and respond 
to activities for incidents affecting public health. With funding from the Centers for 
Disease Control, we work on building and maintaining our capacity to respond to 
events ranging from anthrax poisoning to an influenza pandemic. 

For the past few years, our activities have been centered around planning a major 
practice exercise for June 17, 2020, when we would have been testing our plans for 
mobilizing a Point of Dispensing, or POD, location. The goal of this POD exercise was 
to practice distributing antibiotics to the entire population of a county in response to 
a hypothetical targeted attack involving anthrax poisoning. This exercise is on hold.

I had no formal training for either of these emergency preparedness positions 
when I first started, except for a master’s in public health. Going through emergency 
management training, and attending multiple public health emergency preparedness 
trainings, however, quickly revealed that Roseau and the other counties in northwest 
Minnesota operate with the bare necessities of resources. Even the smallest of incidents 
could have the potential to overwhelm Roseau County’s four-county volunteer fire 
departments, two volunteer ambulance services, and one hospital and clinic system.

But now COVID-19 is here, a pandemic on a global scale not seen since the Spanish 
Flu in 1918. In even the best of times, rural Minnesota’s health care providers struggle 
to keep up with demand from residents for services. Suddenly, we hear that the largest 

Greater Minnesota

A Rural County’s Response
written by Sue Grafstrom

 

However, multiple natural and manmade 
disasters have disrupted life in northwestern 
Minnesota over the past 25 years, and each 
time ingenuity, creativity, and strong local and 
regional partnerships have compensated for the 
limited resources available.    — Sue Grafstrom

http://womenspress.com
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In the News: #StayatHomeMN
The trickle of testing that is being done statewide and nationally is showing 

the spread of virus in rural and recreational areas. One recent report indicated 
that seven out of ten rural counties with the highest number of cases in a 
week were recreational areas, 
including skiing destinations 
in Colorado and Utah.

With snowbirds returning 
to the Midwest, and seasonal 
homeowners moving to 
cabins in recreational, rural 
areas, there is concern 
that Minnesota will see an 
increasing spread in the 
warmer weather weeks.

In many of these rural areas, 
residents tend to be older. An 
influx of people who might 
travel with the virus could 
bring strain to smaller healthcare systems.

As Kelly Asche, of the Mankato-based Center for Rural Policy and 
Development, wrote: “So what should people do? The desire to 
escape from a place that feels dangerous, to a place that feels 
safer, is understandable. Unfortunately, that is exactly how the 

coronavirus proliferates and spreads, people moving from one 
location to another. The tricky part about COVID-19 is that a person 

can be infected and be asymptomatic — they show no symptoms — but they 
can still infect others. So it is important that people not become vectors for the 
disease. The best way we can help stop the spread and protect our neighbors 
and ourselves is to stay home.” 

Source: ruralmn.org

metropolitan areas in Minnesota are concerned about “surges” of patients overwhelming 
their hospitals, their specialized care units, their emergency rooms.  

If the counties of Hennepin, Ramsey, and Olmsted — which have the state’s highest 
number of intensive care unit beds and largest number of primary care physicians per 
capita — are fearful of being overwhelmed, where does that leave rural counties like ours? 

A recent article in the Grand Forks Herald articulated my confidence in the residents 
of Roseau County and northwest Minnesota. The author, who is deputy director of the 
University of North Dakota’s Rural Health Center, said, “Health care workers know 
they’ve been struck by rising cases. Knowing there is a potential explosion of them, 
they might not be sure exactly how they’ll get through it yet. But they are convinced 
they’ll get the job done.” 

COVID-19 has yet to take a foothold in northwest Minnesota. When it does, it will 
be met by resilient people tested by previous storms, who are invested in ensuring that 
their community, and the communities around them, will weather this storm, too.

 
Sue Grafstrom (she/her) is a board member of the Center for Rural Policy and Development. This story 
originally appeared on its website: ruralmn.org

http://womenspress.com
http://ruralmn.org
http://ruralmn.org


  14  |  Minnesota Women’s Press  |  womenspress.com  | Cocoon Quaranzine

ACTION = CHANGE

One of the stories we are following in this COVID-19 world is how women and 
children are finding safety in homes when sheltering in place includes domestic 
abuse. Another is how healthcare workers — predominately women — are being 

protected. Here is what we have been learning so far. Visit this story on womenspress.com 
for more details and resources. 

Cheryl Thomas: Intimate Partner Violence
Cheryl Thomas, executive director of locally based Global Rights for Women, reminds 

us that systems address the public impacts of a pandemic, but do not address what 
happens in private. Although isolating people in their homes is part of the solution to 
minimize the spread of virus, there is little protection for those who are abused in the 
home. In general every day, the United Nations reports that 139 women are killed by 
intimate partners every day.

“Women’s right to live free from violence has not been a priority for centuries,” 
Thomas says. “Governments are very late in acknowledging that most forms of violence 
against women occur in private lives, and they have been reluctant to intervene and 
stop it. Fortunately, awareness has grown in the last 20 years in many countries. But we 
are today living in a pandemic within a pandemic.

“We leap to our feet to do something about a viral pandemic, thankfully,” she adds. 
“But the reality is, we accept the thousands of deaths and harm to women and girls that 
occurs daily around the world. Too many people in power accept it. A reporter recently 
asked our President about ‘shelter in place,’ and the higher risk of domestic violence. 
His response was, ‘it’s a cost.’ The acceptance of the violence makes it a non-issue. That 
is reflected in the research, or lack of it, on the gender impact of natural disasters and 
pandemics.”

Thomas says, “This pandemic will be different only if we continue to advocate for the 
most vulnerable and share more documentation about the gendered nature of the harm.”

Cecelia Rude: Police Response
As the Domestic Violence Community Advocate for the Minneapolis Police 

Department, based in the North Minneapolis Fourth Precinct, Cecilia Rude has 
been on the front lines of this issue. A majority of calls to the Minneapolis police 
department overall — on average 25,000 calls a year — are about domestic crisis. Since 
#StayatHomeMN started, she has seen an increase in calls. 

“The requests for Order for Protections and shelter have doubled. On average I write 
approximately 5-7 Protection Orders a week. Over the past three weeks, since the 
Stay-at-Home Order, I am averaging 14-17 orders a week — and that is just writing 
of protection orders. Calls for assistance, and follow up from officers, is constant. The 

The Gender Lens on 
COVID-19

reported by Sophia Morrissette

http://womenspress.com
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need for shelter is extremely high, with little to no open beds at this time. Women and 
their children don’t feel safe in their homes. We as service providers are struggling to 
find alternative places for them to find refuge.”

The stay-at-home order has an exemption for those who do not feel safe. Those 
concerned about domestic violence are encouraged to seek out assistance outside their 
home. “Governor Walz wants survivors to know that they do not have to quarantine 
with someone they do not feel safe with, and should call 911 if they or another family 
member is in danger.”

Although Rude herself is working remotely, police officers are “still following protocol 
and conducting arrests when need be. Cases are still being investigated and prosecuted. 
The city and county attorney’s office are following up and prosecuting these cases to the 
best of their ability.”

A phone report center has been implemented for non-life-threatening calls for 
service that requires a police report, but might not be an imminent emergency, such as 
protection order violations, deprivation of parental rights, obscene or harassing calls 
and text messages, and damage to property: 612-348-2345 or 911.

Rude says two domestic violence advocates from Cornerstone, and one sexual assault 
advocate from the Sexual Violence Center, continue to work with the investigation 
office, particularly for higher level assault. They provide direct advocacy through 
their agencies, including protection order writing, court advocacy, and shelter. 
She says advocates from the Domestic Abuse Service Center (DASC) follow up 
with misdemeanor calls. Advocates from the city attorney’s office, Victim Witness 
Assistances, follow-up with victims. Officers provide victims with blue cards offering 
domestic-related resources within the city.

Rude is a direct resource for victims, providing safety planning, referrals, system 
navigation, and protection order writing.  She offers these Action = Change tips for 
readers who want to help someone in an abusive environment.

• With intimate partner violence victims being quarantined inside with 
their abuser, it has made it extremely difficult to reach out for assistance 
discretely. Create a code word. Have them text it to you if they need 
help or want you to call the police on their behalf. I do this a lot with 
my clients.

• Help them figure out a plan to keep safe, including an alternative 
place to stay. Encourage self-care. 
• Try to maintain social connection using video or phone conference, to keep the 
communication lines open and help victims from feeling isolated.

“The most important thing a loved one can do,” Rude emphasizes, “is to remember 
that they have to stay patient and be understanding. It is hard to see a loved one 
experiencing intimate partner violence, but we can’t force someone we care about 
to make a change. Let your loved one take the lead. When and if they get to a point 
of wanting a change, support and encourage them. Applaud them for their courage. 
Validate their struggles — that this is hard and what they are feeling is normal. Tell 
them you are there to support them in any way THEY need. Encourage self-care for the 
survivor, and for you. This stuff takes time, so be patient as we take care of one another. 
Know that your loved ones are not alone during this. There are people and agencies all 
over Minnesota who are dedicated to keeping women and their children, or anyone 
experiencing IPV, be safe during this challenging time.” 

http://womenspress.com
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Health Care With a Gender Lens
According to Laura Wilson, women’s human rights attorney for Global Rights for 

Women, less than one percent of published research papers on the 2014-16 West Africa 
Ebola virus outbreak and the 2016 Zika outbreak focused on the gendered dimensions 
of health emergencies

A Project Syndicate essay pointed out that shifting narratives, with gender at the 
center of the pandemic response, also requires protecting and supporting the healthcare 
industry. The protective gear needed — medical masks and gloves — affects a global 
health workforce that is 70 percent women.

 Women’s traditional role as caregivers for sick family members increases their 
exposure to infectious diseases through person-to-person contact. This occurred during 
the 2014-16 Ebola outbreak and the 2002-03 SARS epidemic, when large numbers of 
caregiving girls and women were infected. 

During the West African Ebola outbreak, maternal mortality in the region also 
increased by 75 percent.

The attention needed to these issues, wrote the Project Syndicate authors, “requires 
promoting women to leadership roles. Women are skilled service providers, 
epidemiologists, caregivers, community leaders, and more. Above all, they are the best 
experts on their own lives and must be meaningfully engaged in all preparedness and 
response efforts. Gender imbalances in global health leadership, where men hold 72 
percent of the top positions, must urgently be addressed.

Despite the World Health Organization’s recognition of the need to include women 
in decision making for outbreak preparedness and response, there remains inadequate 
women’s representation in national and global COVID-19 policy spaces, such as in the 
White House Coronavirus Task Force.

 
Resources

• Minnesota Day One hotline: 866-223-1111

• Sexual Violence Center: 612-871-5111

• National Domestic Abuse hotline: 800-799-7233

• National Sexual Assault hotline: 800-656-4673

• Domestic Abuse Service Center: 612-348-5073

• Cecelia Rude, Community Navigator with MPD: 612-443-4289 

Click here for more resources about intimate partner 
violence and healthcare protection, including 
legislative action steps at womenspress.com.
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Policy & Politics

Community care in a time of social 
distancing is hard. This disconnect 
can feel especially isolating when our 

communities need support, and need to organize 
and advocate for each other. Now, we must find 
new ways to do so. 

As we maintain our distance and work to 
protect each other, I want to make sure we don’t forget about the 2020 Census. The 
census decides how billions of dollars in federal funding are allocated each year. This is 
money that funds schools, roads, public transportation, emergency services, affordable 
housing, healthcare, and so much more. 

Communities most likely to be undercounted are the 
communities that need these resources the most. An undercount 

will only exacerbate economic, racial, and gender disparities. 

Political power is also allocated through the census. Minnesota is projected to lose 
our 8th Congressional Seat because of our slowing population growth, which means less 
political power for Minnesotans overall. Our state will be redistricted to compensate, 
meaning our fewer districts will cover larger swaths of people. 

Of course, the form is often met with great suspicion. These concerns are valid and 
legitimate and based on real historical trauma. It is important we remain critical and 
skeptical of anything that could potentially cause us harm. 

Individual data gathered by the census — name, phone number, address, age, race 
and ethnicity — will be protected for 72 years. The data from the Census Bureau will 
be summarized so it is not possible to find personal information. No data can be used 
in a court of law. Landlords, police, and ICE do not have access to this information. 
Census responses cannot be subpoenaed, nor can data be accessed through a Freedom 
of Information Act request. Title 13 of the U.S. Code prohibits census data from being 
used for anything other than the creation of datasets, and prohibits the use of statistical 
datasets to be used for the “detriment” of any individual.

If you are concerned about your private information, when you fill out the form you 
can use ‘Person 1,’ ‘Person 2,’ in lieu of using real names of you and your family members. 
You can also use a community center, like a library or masjid, in your neighborhood as 
your address if you would prefer. However, doing so will result in your address showing 
up as having not responded, and a Census Bureau worker will visit your home. 

The census is a simple and powerful way for our communities to take back our 
power. Ten minutes of your time will decide the next ten years of funding, resources, 
and political power. Go to my2020census.gov

This essay originally appeared on RevivingSisterhood.org, one of our Year of 20/20 Vision leadership 
partners. Reviving Sisterhood is a designated Questionnaire Assistance Center (QAC), available to help 
with filling out census forms. contact@revivingsisterhood.org or 612-568-8091

The Census as 
Community Care
reported by Malak Shahin
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from womenspress.com

Stories You  
Might Have Missed

For 35 years, Minnesota Women’s Press has been sharing the stories of local 
powerful, everyday women. Here are a few of them. Click links and images for 
quick access.

TOP 15 Online Stories as of 4/1/2020
• Financial Trauma, by Tess Montgomery

• Lessons From Dying,  by Sarah Agaton Howe

• Indigenous Science, by Miigis Gonzalez 

• Columbus and Sex Trafficking, by Christine Stark 

• Native Foodways, by Dana Thompson

• 21 Grams, by Gaea Dill-D’Ascoli

• The Struggle to Build a Family: Nancy Lyons, reported by Erica Rivera 

• Fair Shake: Hayley Srur, reported by Shannon Drury  

• Women for Trump: An Observation, by Lisa Burke   

• Mindful Consumption, by Anupama Pasricha   

• Of Mirrors and Windows: Sarah Park Dahlen, reported by Lydia Moran 

• The Economic Impact of Immigration, reported by Siena Iwasaki Milbauer 

• Turning Tragedy into Action: Valerie Castile, reported by Erica Rivera 

• The Upcycler: Kristen McCoy, reported by Isabelle Bousquette 

• Orphans of Skynet, by Sun Yung Shin

Visit the Minnesota Women’s Press online store here.
Visit the Minnesota Women’s Press online store here.

Are you able to support our unique brand of first-person journalism? 

We have options for low-entry subscriptions, back issues, and book orders.

Visit the Minnesota Women’s Press online store here.
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While you are there...

Judith Guest’s witty observations on 
ageism.

Thoughts on trying to fix the system 
while living in it, by Raven Bellefleur

Kao Kalia Yang’s reflections about her 
vision as a parent.

A look at Nimo Omar and her push for 
change at Amazon.

A personal take on sexuality as it relates 
to disability by Trista McGovern.

What a former city woman learns in Ely.
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