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“This fear spurs me into action.”

— Lindalee Soderstrom
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Collectively Facing Down Fear 
 by Mikki Morrissette
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I believe that the fears we try to 
hide — from ourselves or others 
— tend to control our behavior. 

When I was younger, I hid my 
experiences with sexual harassment 
(in childhood) and assault (in college). 
I did not talk about it for more than a 
decade, trying to will it into being “not 
a big deal.” I was attempting to block 
the fact that I was sometimes simply 
unprotected and vulnerable. It was 
not until I began to talk to a therapist 
in my late 20s that I began to let go of 
how that fear had shaped me.

With solidarity from the #MeToo 
movement, more women today grow 
up with less fear about speaking out 
and acting for change. We are nowhere 
near a world in which women do not 
have to fear predators, but it helps to 
transform the fear that can control us 
by talking out loud about what we are 
afraid of.

Fear can lead to anger, and action.

Why Fear?
In spring 2021, I started having 

conversations with founding advisers 
of Changemakers Alliance who were 
engaged in grassroots action. Everyone 
mentioned how much fear shapes 
lives of themselves and the people 
they connect with. This month’s theme 
of “Fear” was suggested by Ellie Krug, 
one of those advisers, as a way to start 
off our year focused on solutions and 
collective action.

We launched our first-ever “What 
are we afraid of?” survey; 214 people 
participated. Of the one-fourth who 
were under the age of 45, mental 
health concerns and personal feelings 
of failure or isolation were strong. Our 
BIPOC survey takers had more to say 
about discrimination and gun violence. 

All age groups had intense fears about 
political polarization and climate 
change. A few survey comments:

“I am no longer a young adult but still 
do not feel established in my career and 
community. I am changing as the world 
also changes around me. It is a challenge 
to navigate both at once. Nothing feels 
stable. I acknowledge how much I have, 
and yet I often feel beset by scarcity and 
overwhelmed by what my communities 
need from me — church, civic, family, 
friends, work, cultural.”

“Politically I feel we are not able to do 
anything to help people who are really 
struggling. I feel like we are so selfish 
and money-focused as a country that 
we cannot trust politicians to actually do 
things simply for the good of the cause. It 
is incredibly disheartening and has made 
me feel so pessimistic about our future.”

As you will read in this issue, our fears 
range from what impacts us directly to 
how communities are affected. You will 
read about common fears — snakes, 
guns, death — and honest feelings. 

One of the survey takers was 
Lindalee Soderstrom, from southern 
Minnesota. Her personal experiences 
with housing insecurity have turned 
her into an advocate. We asked her to 
write a longer essay for this issue and 
participate in a group interview with 
other impassioned women engaged in 
solving the housing crisis in Minnesota. 

This is how our new Changemakers 
Alliance works — bringing advocates 
and Minnesota Women’s Press 
readers, reporters, and commentary 
writers together to work toward story-
shaping, solutions, and solidarity.
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Tapestry

What Do You Fear?

Political Polarization
I fear we could easily move into a totalitarian government 

and lose democracy. This is my greatest fear.

Misinformation and disinformation are so rampant, and 
people so vulnerable, that I do worry about where we are 
headed, and our ability to change course.

Voting rights being destroyed, rights being diminished, the 
stress of losing democracy.

— Jackie Lannin, Saint Paul

I should not have to worry that 
one political party is going to 
block the other from doing things 
we need to do (infrastructure, 
social programs, protecting the 
environment). 

Climate Change
The U.S. contributes way more 

greenhouse gases per capita 
than any other country, yet our 
economic system is set up for us to 
fail at mitigating climate change. 

Raising a school-aged child during a pandemic, on a 
dying planet, amidst increasing gun violence nationwide is 
unbearably hard some days. At the moment I have consciously 
chosen to continue making a living in a materialistic industry 
contributing to climate catastrophe so I can afford to support 
charities helping the homeless and marginalized — while my 
government should have been taxing the rich decades ago 
and doing that work instead of me.

Not knowing if my child with special needs will grow up 
to have enough air or water or food or safety is very nerve-
shattering. 

— Lindalee Soderstrom, Saint Charles 

I am a climate migrant from another part of the country 
and the same issues I had there were happening here this 
summer. It is something I worry very deeply about. 

I worry about climate change, our deteriorating democracy, 
a right-wing authoritarian take-over, police violence, and 
how white people — even us “liberal” DFLers — contribute to 
this, actively and passively and in service of maintaining our 
“innocence.” In terms of most of my fears, my fellow white 
people are the problem. 

— Lynnell Mickelsen, Minneapolis 
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This is one of my 
deepest concerns 

This is a 
regular fear

This is an 
occasional fear

This is not something 
I think about

These options do not 
reflect my concerns

Minnesota Women’s Press conducted a virtual statewide survey to ask Minnesotans 
about their current fears. In total, we received 214 responses. Most comments were made 
anonymously, with a few who gave permission to use their name and location. The following 
comments do not necessarily reflect the views of Minnesota Women’s Press or its staff.

If we don’t 
have a planet 
we can live 

on, all other 
important 
issues 
become 
moot. 
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Gun Violence
Too many guns. I was 

raised in a sports hunting 
family; lack of regulations 
and the sheer number of 
guns is outrageous. 

This past fall I was in the 
middle of gun violence. 
This one event changed my 
outlook on my life. I might 
be homeless, yet thankfully I 
am on Section 8. This places 
a roof over my head. I might 
be unable to buy food next 
week, yet thankfully I am 
able to go to the local library 
and print out forms to apply 
for SNAP and to go to local 
food shelves. As I write this, I 
am crying because with gun violence there is no person to date 
that has come up with a creative solution for my community. 
Who will take the lead in our Minneapolis community? How 
will they bring gun violence to zero shots fired? Who will be 
the Changemaker(s)?

The constant shootings concern me more than the mass 
shootings. Guns, everywhere. 

Hate Crimes/White Supremacists
Racism is uppermost in my mind because it affects human 

relationships, economics, housing, health care, immigration, 
and safety from white supremacists. 

As a trans woman, I rarely experience discrimination; 
however, the threat of violence by some bigoted nut job is a 
possibility, particularly in Trump country. 

They are the obvious, less scary to me than those who hate 
with greater subtlety. 

Mental Health
 I think my generation (Gen Z) have a serious problem 

with this; we are all struggling with our own mental health 
concerns and then are constantly worried about our friends. 
It feels like we all know someone who has attempted or 
committed suicide or has self harmed. It is a huge burden. 

— Sophie, Mankato

The U.S. and its laissez faire response to mental illness is 
criminal in its abdication of responsibility. We all suffer — 
and pay — because of it. 

,
Medical Expenses/ Serious Illness

With a high-deductible health plan, a major surgery for 
my son, and ongoing mental health needs for family, paying 
medical expenses is high on the anxiety list. I would love to 
see the U.S. move to socialized health care. 

— Sandi, Duluth

I do not want to get sick  
and I do not want to be alone.

Every non-wealthy American, even if insured, is at risk of 
bankruptcy due to medical bills following serious illness or 
injury. It has happened to friends and it could happen to me. I 
worry about this and at the same time know there is nothing I 
can do to prevent it other than invest in building community 
and caring networks. 

Child Safety 
With two young girls, it is sad and complex to empower them 

that they are not the problem, but that they need to be careful. 
— Mónica, Minneapolis

I worry about the safety of all children. No support, parents 
overworked and under great stress. Social factors and no 
community support for families or children. 
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My mom 
was killed 
in a mass 
shooting. 

It seems 
like they are 

becoming more 
prevalent and 

that is terrifying 
to me when I 

think about it.

Minnesota Women’s Press  |  womenspress.com  |    January 2022  |  5

http://womenspress.com


Tapestry

Economic/Job Security
 It is a true joy, she said, 

dripping sarcasm, to be laid 
off at 60 from a state job, only 
to be told you cannot take your 
full state pension for another 
six years. What the hell am I 
supposed to do to survive? 

— Lisa, Duluth 

The lack of protection for 
workers is appalling to me. 

Money, lack of money, 
never having enough money. 
Everything costs so much. 
Will I ever be able to retire? 
Living paycheck to paycheck 
and working my ass off. 

Being able to look after my basic needs should not be such 
a concern and yet with how our current wages and cost of 
living are set, it has become a major concern. I am afraid that 
one major crisis could ruin me. 

 
Deportation

Deportation is a reality because of the people around me. 
Seeing it in the media amplifies this reality.  

 — Denisse Santiago Ojeda, Minneapolis

Our policy is broken and discriminatory in a most egregious 
way. It is neither fair nor just. As an immigration court 
observer for those being tried for deportation, I am seeing the 
heart of this system and can only hope that by observing the 
process, some good will come out of it for those who should 
not be deported. 

— Nan, Bloomington

 Police
I have a BIPOC teen with 

autism and live in Minneapolis. 
If he had a public meltdown and 
needed help with de-escalating 
emotions in front of the police, 
I have lost all faith that most 
officers are trained or would try 
anything but reasoning (which 
neurologically does not work) 
or use force. I have never felt 
less safe around police than I 
do now. 

 Police brutality is a huge 
worry for me.

I live in Minneapolis and I feel like I am being held hostage 
by this city’s inability to enact real police reform. This is a very 
deep concern.

I do not trust police to respect the law and human rights. 
I have seen how they treat peaceful protesters and innocent 
people, and I know someone who died as a result of his 
injuries from “nonlethal” munitions. My race, gender, and 
class privilege might make me somewhat safer in general, but 
even those “protections” vanish if one is protesting or does 
something, even inadvertently, to displease an officer. 

I am concerned about what our culture is doing to law 
enforcement and their mental health and ability to continue 
to serve under these conditions. 

 
Death
I do not fear death so much as the suffering that could 
precede it, as well as possible unavailability of help. 

Triangle accounTing
Providing Quality, Affordable 
Services Designed for Your 

Small Business

Free Initial Consultation

Jeanne Schnitzen

651-641-1807
Creating Order Out of Chaos

Bookkeeping/Accounting

Check Writing

Complete Payroll Services

Tax Preparation

Special Projects

TurboTims.com

900,000 
Minnesotans 
[carry student 
loan] debt. 
People who face 
the brunt of the 
debt crisis are  

women, 
and women 
of color 
specifically. 

I cannot talk to 
neighbors and 

colleagues  
who cannot or 
are not willing 

to see racial 
bias in my 

neighborhood. 
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Civil Unrest
I believe uprisings and 

protests are forms of public 
grief that should be pro-
vided with care by meeting  
basic needs: food, water, 
bathrooms, counseling 
spaces, grief and trauma 
therapists/chaplains, and 
clear communication, rather 
than a militarized response. 

Affordable Housing
Middle class people are 

being priced out of the 
city. I have rented in my 
neighborhood for 20-plus 
years but cannot afford to 
buy a house here or to rent in 
any of the newer buildings. 
If my landlord sells, I might 
have to move out of the city.

 
I am homeless. I have a chemical injury so it is extremely 

difficult to find a place to live that not only does not make me 
sicker, but that I am able to afford with disability pay. I am not 
able to meet my basic needs. Society is set up, I have learned, 
to only work for those able to conform. 

Isolation
Minnesota is the least friendly place I have lived in as an adult 

(out of five states) and the place I have the least close friendships. 
There is a lot to do here, but everyone is strangely entrenched 
in their own childhood friendships so there is nobody to do 
anything with. 

I am getting older and isolation is a real and present threat.

The uprisings of 
last year were 
understandable 
and important and 
also traumatizing. 

We watched our 
neighborhoods 
burn and 
outsiders 
terrorized us, 
and no one came 
to help. We were 
on our own. 
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PETS GUIDE

Support our advertisers, and tell them you saw  
their ad in the Minnesota Women’s Press!

PetHavenMN.org952-831-3825

Adopt. Volunteer. 
Donate.

Our pets are family. 
Let us help you adopt or 

foster a pet with us!
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Pets Guide

Emily with Doug the boa constrictor at Snake Discovery
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Education Before Extinction
as told to Lydia Moran

Historically, reptiles have elicited fear and suspicion in 
humans. There are 17 species of wild snakes in Minnesota. 
Only two species that live in the southeastern counties 
are venomous, and they are rarely encountered. But the 
likelihood of danger bears no correlation to the impact 
human fear can have on a species’ survival. The venomous 
timber rattlesnake, for example, poses no significant threat 
to humans, yet Minnesota paid a bounty for the rattlers 
until 1989, and the depleted species was listed as threatened 
in 1996.

Emily Roberts of Snake Discovery believes education 
is key to preventing extinction. Since becoming an 

independent exotic animal keeper, she has garnered 2.5 
million subscribers on YouTube and over half a billion 
views. Her down-to-earth personality and genuine love for 
her animals — including an alligator, a python, lizards, and 
geckos — shine through in videos meant to educate viewers 
on animal care and behavior. 

In October, Roberts opened her first brick-and-mortar zoo 
in Maplewood, where visitors can learn about (and adopt) 
bred and surrendered reptiles. No wild-caught animals are 
on display or available for adoption. Minnesota Women’s 
Press caught up with Roberts to learn why reptiles are feared, 
fascinating, and vital to our ecosystems. 
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The following transcript has been edited for length and clarity.

I have always had a fascination for animals, especially birds, 
reptiles, and bugs. I started working at a pet store, and that 
is what introduced me to how to care for nontraditional 

animals. After graduating from the University of Minnesota, 
I worked as a naturalist for the Minnesota DNR, where I was 
trained to do educational programs at Interstate State Park. 
After my temporary job with the DNR was over, I wanted to 
continue teaching people about wildlife in a way that [was] 
easy to understand and more approachable for kids. I started 
my own business called Snake Discovery, where [before 
pandemic shutdowns] I brought reptiles to various places to 
teach people about them.

The more we can teach the public about the wildlife in our 
backyards, the more likely that wildlife will be to be protected 
and conserved. It is always our goal to reach the younger 
generation so that they can grow up appreciating reptiles, 
and then hopefully [reptiles] will not be unnecessarily killed 
when those kids are adults. 

Snakes always play the bad guys in movies. 
We are raised thinking that snakes are 

antagonists, but in reality, they are more 
afraid of you than you are of them. 

They are cute animals, but they are not that bright. They are 
easy pets to take care of and fascinating to learn about. They 
have so many unique adaptations to help them survive in the 
wild. The more you know, the less scary they are.

We take a very non-pushy approach to teaching kids. I am 
holding the animals the whole time, sharing fun facts, giving 
them silly names so that they are more approachable. And by 
the end of my programs, I rarely see a kid who still refuses to 

touch or hold a snake. The most rewarding part about this job 
is watching that transformation happen. I think there might 
be, especially in school groups, a little bit of peer pressure. But 
in this case, it is for a good cause — encouraging friends to 
get over a fear. 

We definitely did not expect our fan base to be as big 
as it is now. When I was doing my educational programs, 
families would approach me afterward and ask how to take 
care of an animal because they fell in love with it at the show. 
Averaging about 350 programs a year, I did not have time 
to answer all the questions I wanted to. I started making 
YouTube videos that were about reptile care to answer 
questions. Turns out, people from around the world want to 
learn about reptiles too. 

The channel is what funded [Snake Discovery’s] expansion. 
We bought our building in December of 2019; then Covid-19 
hit the following March, and what should have been about an 
eight-month construction project turned into two years. If it 
weren’t for our fan base and their generous support, we would 
not have been able to keep going. 

A lot of people associate snake keepers with being big 
burly guys. Based on what I see in the community, it is 
probably 60 percent men, 40 percent women. I try to have 
a very approachable personality at the program so that these 
reptiles seem less scary. At first people did not quite take me 
as seriously as [they would] if a guy were teaching them about 
reptiles, but thankfully with how the times have changed, 
people’s perspectives have changed as well.

I wish people would realize that snakes are not the bad 
guys; snakes are a vital part of our environment. They are 
important. They have a job to do, and if you leave them alone, 
they will do their own thing. They do not want to attack 
people or chase people. That is a myth. They just want to eat 
rodents and keep your house clean of pests. They are very 
beneficial to have around.

Pets Guide
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GoSeeDo

Through January 29 — Home of Memories
Iraqi Minnesotan photographers 

Ahmed Alshaikhli and Jaafar 
Alnabi explore homemaking and 
memories in their portraits of 
Iraqi Minnesotans. Curated by 
the CarryOn Homes collective, a 
Minnesota-based group dedicated 
to telling the stories of immigrants 
and refugees, and produced by the 
Minneapolis nonprofit Iraqi and 
American Reconciliation Project, 
photographed subjects explore the 

meaning of home. Free. Virtual and in person at Hennepin History 
Museum, Minneapolis. hennepinhistory.org

Through January 30 — 50 by 50+ Exhibit
Fifty glass mandalas made 

by people over the age of 50 
were created during a series of 
workshops led by artist Debra 
D’Souza, and are now on display 
in Rochester Art Center’s 
entry corridor gallery. The 
workshops provided an artistic 
learning experience while build-
ing confidence and helping to 
alleviate stress in older adults. $5. 
Rochester Art Center, Rochester. 
rochesterartcenter.org

Through February 20 — Transformation: Art From the Inside
Works by artists incarcerated at 

the Stillwater and Shakopee branches 
of the Minnesota Correctional 
Facilities are on view in Minnesota 
Museum of American Art’s 4th Street 
Window Gallery. The variety of pieces 
express personal transformation 
and restoration. Founded by retired 
Stillwater correctional officer 
Antonio Espinosa, Art From the 
Inside helps incarcerated people 
use art as an emotional outlet 
and emphasizes dialogue about  
the complexities of the criminal legal 
system. Free. Minnesota Museum of  

American Art, Saint Paul. mmaa.org/transformation
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Robin Taylor, Mandala, Glass Mosaic, 16”

Karessa BirdHorse, “Spirit 
Within,” 2021, colored pencil 
and beads on paper

January 8 — Snowshoe Tour of Franconia

Franconia’s executive director and chief curator 
Ginger Shulick Porcella will guide visitors through 
snow-covered prairie and chat about the park’s 
contemporary sculptures along the way. Snowshoes 
are available on a first-come, first-served basis, 
and a snowshoeing how-to and history lesson will 
be included. Post-trek, participants can warm up 
around a fire with hot chocolate and apple cider. $20. 
1pm. Franconia Sculpture Park, Chisago County.  
franconia.org/events-programs

January 28 — Dance Theatre of Harlem

This 17-member company aims to present a vision 
of ballet for the 21st century. Dancers will perform 
classical and neoclassical works, as well as innovative 
contemporary works that use the language of ballet 
to celebrate African American culture. This program 
includes the Northrop Centennial Commission “Higher 
Ground,” with choreography by Robert Garland and 
music by Stevie Wonder. $30–$75. 7:30pm. Northrop 
Auditorium, Minneapolis. northrop.umn.edu/events
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What makes me most fearful on a regular basis 
is how many Minnesotans are suffering from 
insecure housing all over the state. This fear spurs 

me into action. 
I am an advocate in the fair housing field. As a volunteer 

for many organizations, including Minnesota Homes for All 
and the National Coalition for the Homeless, I have attended 
perhaps a thousand meetings about providing more affordable 
homes for low-income Minnesotans. 

During the eight years I lived in the Twin Cities suburbs of 
Richfield and Bloomington, I was forcibly displaced twice in 
24 months. Despite having a Section 8 housing choice voucher 
— which was supposed to entitle me to an affordable rental 
unit — I was moved by development projects. The first time, 
in 2015, I was forced out alongside more than 2,000 neighbors 
in Richfield. In 2018, it was removal in Bloomington by a 
Chicago investor who gave only a 30-day notice to vacate.

My option was to move to southeast Minnesota, where rents 
are lower and vouchers are accepted. I now live in a small town 
near Winona. There are housing issues here too. 

In August 2018, the Governor’s Task Force on Housing 
released its 72-page report “More Places to Call Home: 

Investing in Minnesota’s Future.” The report noted that we 
need 300,000 new affordable units built statewide by 2030 if 
communities are to thrive and new businesses are to open. It 
also noted that 25 percent of all Minnesotans and more than 
45 percent of renters are burdened by housing costs. Many of 
these are people who have been paying more than 30 percent 
of their household income toward housing costs for a decade.

Here are a few other issues I have learned about:
• The housing shortage in the Twin Cities is now the 

worst in the nation. Statewide, the state is expected to be 
40,000 houses and apartments short of what is needed 
to keep pace with population and business growth over 
the next five years, according to the Minnesota Housing 
Finance Agency. In the Twin Cities, the Minnesota 
Population Center estimated that an additional 44,570 
affordable housing units were needed in the decade 
ending in 2020; only 16,000 were built. 

• According to the State of the State Housing report for 
2021, there are about 169,585 renter households in the 
state who are low-income renters — earning less than 
30 percent of the median income in the area — yet, 
there are only 64,238 affordable and available units at 

housing

Why I Am a Housing Advocate

submitted by  
Lindalee Soderstrom
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this income level across the state. 
• Most housing supply in rural Minnesota has not 

improved in many decades, and many abandoned 
homes are in disrepair. MinnPost recently reported, 
for example, that Polaris would like to expand jobs 
in Roseau, but had no homes for 80 new employees. 
Currently the city is building a $6.8 million apartment 
complex with taxpayer funds to meet the needs. 

• Additionally, people leaving jail, and survivors of 
domestic abuse, have very limited options for housing 
in smaller communities. 

• Thousands of “naturally occurring affordable housing” 
units — known as NOAH — have been lost in the 
Twin Cities and seven adjacent counties in the last 
few years. In a Civic Caucus discussion in 2019, it was 
noted that the Twin Cities alone is losing at least 4,000 
units per year to investors and developers who buy 
older properties, make some improvements, and then 
increase the prices so they are no longer affordable. 
Many new properties are priced out of reach for most 
working people. A family of four cannot thrive in a 
$1,500/month one-bedroom unit. 

• Seniors are a rapidly growing group of displaced renters. 
Older adult homelessness increased 25 percent from 
2015 to 2018, according to Wilder Foundation research. 
(Its survey of people experiencing homelessness has 
been postponed until 2022 because of the pandemic.) 
Wilder also found that 16,400 extremely low-income 
senior households cannot afford to make repairs and 
accessibility improvements for habitable homes. 

• Shelter investments occur, but new housing supply 
remains nearly nonexistent for those in greatest need. 
Shelters are simply not homes. One adage I hear 
in this work is: “Shelters save lives, but homes end 
homelessness.”

As a state with a populist past, many people are trying to 
help our residents thrive. Longtime Minnesota Representative 

Alice Hausman — who recently announced she will not run 
for re-election in the fall— says, “Nothing goes well without 
a home.” As we prepare to lose her passion in the legislature, 
we all need to pay closer attention to decisions being made by 
policymakers in the coming months. What is every elected 
official doing to help grow housing supply? 

It takes the political will of all residents, 
including those who are secure in their own 

housing, to prioritize housing needs. 

The cumulative costs of doing too little about homelessness 
and displaced renters in our communities are much greater 
than investments that solve for safe, stable, accessible housing 
that is affordable for all incomes. Let us spend money at the 
front end to prevent further harm.

Fair housing is a human right. No one in our state should 
have to experience the fear of not having a safe place to live. 
I believe Minnesota can solve this crisis. To join in advocacy 
efforts, attend the Homes for All Coalition legislative launch 
online 10am on February 2, 2022. 

Details: homesforallmn.org 
Visit the online version of this story at womenspress.com  

for resources about the data used.

Green cleaning & toxin-free 
disinfecting for home and 

businesses since 1994!
651-225-1960 

Mbscleaning.com

Editor’s Note: Join Us 
Join Changemakers Alliance conversations on February 

9, 3pm (Wednesday), or February 12, 9am (Saturday), for 
a discussion about Minnesota legislative priorities. What 
can readers and advocates learn from each other about 
enhancing equity, restoring agriculture, healing trauma, 
and transforming justice? What connections can you 
make? Details: womenspress.com/changemakers-alliance

Our February issue about “Equity” will have several 
stories about the housing crisis in Minnesota, and 
solutions.
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For a few fleeting weeks during 
the summer of 2012, nearly 
every cable news channel and 

headline was devoted to Rudy Eugene, 
a Florida man who viciously attacked 
a homeless man in Miami, biting off 
most of his face. It was a ready-made 
story for a culture that was obsessed 
with zombies, and the headlines about a 
“Miami zombie attack” wrote themselves. 
The case was complicated by early 
speculation from a police source 
pointing to a then-unknown 
designer drug called “bath 
salts” as the likely culprit. 
This speculation triggered 
a full-scale media panic over 
this mysterious substance that 
could allegedly turn ordinary 
people into terrifying, violent, face-
eating zombies. 

The threat of a new drug 
epidemic loomed large, 
taking up an outsized role 
in public discourse and 
imagination. As scholars 
of mass communication 
and neuroscience, we 
undertook a comprehensive analysis of 
broadcast media coverage of the Miami 
incident, contextualizing it within the 
empirical scientific literature on bath salts 
and illicit drug use. 

Our findings were stark — not only was 
the Miami incident framed incorrectly 
from the beginning, but bath salts use in the 
United States was all but nonexistent. Its effects, 
too, had been wildly misstated. It soon became 
clear that Eugene, the would-be “Miami 
zombie” himself, did not even have bath salts in 

his system at the time of the attack. 
The entire cycle of panic and fear 

that had accompanied the story 
turned out to be groundless 
speculation. 

But by then, the link in the 
cultural imagination between 

“bath salts” and “face-eating 
zombies” had already taken root.

At the crux of the intersection of our 
work was an interesting story: a story 

about misplaced fear, misunderstood 
danger, and the complex variables 

that work together to produce 
what sociologist Stanley 
Cohen famously termed 

“moral panics” — large-scale, 
exaggerated, sensationalized crises 

often propagated by the mass media. 
These moral panics often result in 

deeply entrenched false narratives around 
danger and risk for Americans. 

Fear of international terrorism, for 
example, has profoundly shaped the 

lives of Americans. In the two decades 
since September 11, 2001, concern 

about international terror has 
significantly changed everything 

from immigration policy, to 
surveillance, to the way we travel. 
However, coverage of high-profile 

acts of terror often eclipses a much 
more insidious danger: garden-variety 

gun violence.

Everyday Terror
The United States has the highest 

per capita rate of gun ownership of any 
country, with many states requiring little to 

gun violence

Rationalizing Fear: How Media Coverage of 
Violence Shapes American Culture

written by Ruth DeFoster and Natashia Swalve
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nothing in the way of waiting periods or background checks. 
The Covid-19 pandemic has increased American gun 

ownership. Three of the five highest months of gun sales on 
record took place in 2021. Studies suggest that the ongoing 
pandemic and social unrest in the wake of large-scale protest 
movements have exacerbated fear of unrest and crime, 
prompting Americans to turn to guns. The broad category 
of “self-defense” is now one of the most commonly cited 
rationales behind the purchase of firearms. 

But given the significant links between gun ownership and 
accidental injury or death, owning a gun for self-protection 
actually increases a person’s danger of injury or death. In 2020, 
a record 19,380 Americans were killed by guns, a statistic that 
does not even include the roughly 20,000–25,000 gun deaths 
by suicide that took place the same year. 

Rates of gun violence across every category — domestic 
incidents, mass shootings, suicides, accidental discharges — 
are consistently at least 20 times higher in the U.S. than any 
other developed nation. Firearms in the home make domestic 
violence deadlier, lead to accidental discharge by children, 
and exponentially increase the likelihood of firearm-assisted 
suicide. Even in the tiny percentage of cases in which weapons 
are used in self-defense (less than three percent of all cases), 
gun owners are equally likely to injure or kill themselves while 
discharging a weapon as they are to injure or kill an attacker. 

Through our research, we have learned that Americans have 
become desensitized to this invisible epidemic, fearing high-
profile acts of terror more than everyday preventable gun 
violence. Many media scholars have found that news coverage 
often focuses on large-scale events like mass shootings, to the 
exclusion of broader, more nuanced big-picture stories about 
preventable injury and death. 

Naturally, sensational violent acts are newsworthy, but it 
is crucial for journalists and professional communicators to 
carefully consider and unpack the complex variables that fuel 
gun violence in the U.S., including access issues, mental health 
considerations, and Americans’ misplaced perceptions of 
risk. Additionally, American media tend to favor an episodic 
(individual level) frame for tragedy, while European media 
tend to tell a broader (thematic) picture. This environment 
helps exacerbate a culture of gun violence in the U.S.

In the wake of two mass shootings in Finland in 2008 and 
2009, for example, most of the news coverage focused on 
communal healing, the way Finns were coming together in 
national unity, and big-picture questions about social factors 
that led to the shootings. They did not name the culprit. In 
coverage of the Virginia Tech shooting one year prior in the 
U.S., meanwhile, most coverage focused on the culprit, Cho 
Seung-Hui, framing the event as a one-off standalone tragedy 
perpetrated by a madman. 

Misplaced Fear
We tend to be bad at assessing risk — we are trained to 

fear strangers as kids, for example, but family members and 
acquaintances statistically pose a much greater threat to 
children in terms of abuse than “stranger danger.” Alcohol 
is the number one date-rape drug, but we are taught to fear 
sedative drugs and other less commonly used substances.

We see this desensitization to everyday threats continue in 
American coverage of the Covid-19 pandemic. The drumbeat 
of preventable death is equivalent to a September 11 attack 
every two to three days in the United States, but it is hard for 
media consumers to wrap their heads around this kind of 
sustained loss. 

We are currently working on a book that builds on a decade 
of collaboration to tell this bigger story about fear and risk: 
What are we afraid of, and why? How do we understand 
the science of risk and fear? How do shared culture, media 
consumption, and political narratives help drive beliefs about 
risk and danger? Which fears are rational and evidence-based, 
and which are driven by sensationalism or misinformation? 

The truth, it turns out, is that the answers are complex — 
and sometimes even counterintuitive. 

Ruth DeFoster (she/her) is the director of undergraduate studies at 
the Hubbard School of Journalism and Mass Communication at the 
University of Minnesota. Her research focuses on media coverage of 
crime, terrorism, gun violence, and identity.
  
Natashia Swalve (she/her) is an assistant professor and chair of 
Psychology and Sociology at Alma College in Alma, Michigan. Her 
research focuses on interdisciplinary perspectives in drug addiction, 
including vulnerabilities to and societal influences on drug use. 

American media tend to favor an episodic (individual 
level) frame for tragedy. This environment helps 
exacerbate a culture of gun violence in the U.S.
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Nikki Crowe is an enrolled member 
of the Fond du Lac Band of Lake 
Superior Chippewa, a social 

worker, and an ethnobotanist in training, 
studying how people of different cultures 
make use of indigenous plants. With climate 
change likely to impact the composition of 
the environment Crowe calls home, she is 
educating herself and her community on the 
plant species that may come to replace others 
as the Northern Minnesota climate warms.

Plants and other natural resources are 
at the intersection of climate change and 
treaty rights, which ensure indigenous 
communities can “hunt, fish, gather, and 
preserve cultural resources” in treaty areas. 
If manoomin (wild rice), maple syrup, and 
fish become scarce, how do sacred traditions 
survive, and food sources remain available? 

Crowe is also a survivor of abuse and 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). She 
says her healing journey has informed how 
she understands what it means to grieve 
environmental degradation. “The realization 
came to me, not in a dream, but by talking 
in circle with women,” Crowe explains. In 
essence, talking about one’s grief with others 
feeling the same is how communities move 
forward through changes and loss. 

Climate grief

Ethnobotany and Grief
as told to Lydia Moran
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When and why did you first start thinking about how 
climate change would impact your community? 

I worked as an intern in a climate change lab at a university 
in Kansas, where I washed roots being studied for the effects 
of rising CO2 on crop plants. I thought about where I came 
from and what effects the rising temperatures would have 
on our traditional food sources. I continued moving into 
work where I could learn and teach about plants and their 
importance to people. 

How did visiting other tribes inform your understanding 
of climate change intersecting with treaty rights?

When I first met the coastal tribal communities in 
Louisiana and Alaska, I learned about the loss of land they 
were experiencing. Imagine the land is literally disappearing 
under your feet, your homeland. When I came home to my 
community, it strengthened my resolve to uphold my treaty 
rights in the 1854 and 1837 treaty areas. I help others learn 
that our treaty rights protect our lives from the greed of 
resource extraction and indifference towards climate change. 

Nikki Crowe nets a northern pike on Mille Lacs Lake. Netting and spearing is a treaty 
right under the 1837 and 1854 treaties between Fond du Lac and the U.S.
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I honor the treaty rights by doing my part to participate in the 
seasonal harvests on and off the reservation. I honor my treaty 
rights by teaching others about these rights. Treaty rights not 
only protect the Ojibwe — they protect the plants, animals, 
and even the non-native communities. 

How are you seeing the effects of climate change impact 
Ojibwe lifeways? How are you working through the 
emotions that this causes?

I feel anger, sadness, and helplessness thinking about how 
people are surviving the effects of colonization [only] to have 
our way of life end through this greed and indifference. I 
address the emotions by planning and working to help others 
learn more about the plants and the land. 

I have survived abuse, the chaos and confusion of poverty, 
and the resulting health impacts; as my response, I collect 
plant books from all over. If that big wave comes up and moves 
me to places where I do not know the plants, I have the books 
to learn. With hope, I have a leak-proof container to keep my 
books dry. Even without a big wave, what will I do when the 
maples and the manoomin no longer grow here? Will I starve 
from my grief or will I survive? When the fish no longer live 
in the warming cool waters, I will be here to help restock with 
adaptable species and make sure we have something to eat. I 
will learn about plants that take the place of others we know 
and love that may not survive here. 

Why did you become interested in community healing? 
How do you define it?

There was a time [when] I did not know what healing 
was and thought only I had been through what I had been 
through. It turns out childhood sexual abuse runs rampant 
in many communities, not just tribal communities. I decided 
if I had to go through the trouble of healing, others were just 
as capable. Eventually, the realization came to me, not in a 
dream, but by talking in circle with women. We have the 
strength in the community, and healing can come about. 
To define it, one needs to put down the lens of individuality 
and look through the lens of communality. We were hurt as 

a people when they sent us to the boarding schools. We hurt 
when we lose our land and natural resources, our traditions. It 
only makes sense to heal as a community to offer one another 
strength to survive. 

Why is being able to talk about loss important? 
We have secrets in our community we do not talk about, 

having to do with abuse. We cannot keep quiet if we want to 
heal. There is so much loss in abuse, violence, and unaddressed 
grief. In order for me to survive, it was important to use my 
voice to heal from the losses of my childhood. It is important 
to address those historical losses so we can be collectively 
strong enough to withstand the challenges to our livelihoods 
due to climate change. 

How do you see adaptation happening now? How do you 
hope adaptation continues to happen in the future?

Adaptation brings additional loss. If a coastal tribe has to 
move inland to survive, at what cost to their health due to diet 
change? At what cost is it when a community is divided? 

I see environmental programs addressing adaptation 
through climate mitigation, invasive species monitoring and 
removal, land loss, rising temperatures, seasonal changes. 
Some of these may work; some are a band-aid for a gaping 
wound. And rising temperatures, melting ice caps, and 
invasive species are not interested in bargaining for our 
survival. Why should they? We did this. And by we, I mean 
collectively we all contribute, willingly or not. Some of us 
will adapt; others may panic and hit the button, so to speak. I 
think communal indigenous folks will survive the longest; we 
have so far [and] through so much. 

Does grieving play a role in survival?
Yes, I believe we should grieve and honor the sadness and 

loss. We should take the time to remember and show respect 
to the land and the community we have lost. We are surviving 
climate change, epidemics of disease, addictions, and violence; 
we grieve every day around here, yet we move on to live as 
well as we can and to survive another day.

Licensed, fully insured 
free estimates
• Tree Trimming
• Tree Removal
• Stump Removal

Matthew Molinaro
Tree Trimmer, Certifi ed Arborist
molinarotree.com • 612-239-2508

Cert Number - MN4551-A
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Last October, I got a postcard in my mail saying I 
may be affected by a settlement between the health 
insurance company UnitedHealth Group and the 

U.S. Department of Labor and the New York State Attorney 
General. The federal government and New York State allege 
that UnitedHealth Group, based in Minnetonka, violated New 
York state law and the Mental Health Parity and Addiction 
Equity Act, popularly known as the Wellstone Act after the 
late Minnesota Senator Paul Wellstone. 

UnitedHealth Group will be paying $13.6 million to affected 
participants and beneficiaries — which apparently include me.

How did UnitedHealth Group, the second-largest health-
care company in the world by revenue, allegedly violate the 
Wellstone Act? The answer from the postcard:

“[The federal government and New York State] allege that 
United … improperly applied a medical management program 
for outpatient behavioral health services called Algorithms for 
Effective Reporting and Treatment (referred to as ‘ALERT’), 
which resulted in denials of coverage for services. Plaintiffs 
allege that ALERT violated the requirements of mental health 
parity laws.”

And why am I affected by this settlement?
“… Because United has identified you as a person covered 

by a health plan where both medical/surgical and behavioral 
health/substance use disorder benefits were administered by 
United … and who had one or more benefit claims that was 
denied as a result of United’s ALERT Policy.”

I received behavioral health services when I was on 
MinnesotaCare. I remember calling United Behavioral Health 
to get approved for these services, giving an anonymous 
person on the phone personal details about my behavioral 
health conditions and why I needed the services I wanted the 
insurer to cover. 

According to the Mental Health Association in New 
York State, “United [Behavioral Health’s ALERT algorithm] 
employed arbitrary thresholds to trigger utilization review of 
psychotherapy, which often led to denials of coverage when 
providers could not justify continued treatment after 20 
sessions … These denials violated parity laws because United 
subjected all outpatient behavioral health psychotherapy to 
outlier management, but it employed this treatment limitation 
only to a handful of medical/surgical services.” 

data gathering

“I Am a Victim 
of a Harmful 
Algorithm”

submitted by  
Stephani Maari Booker
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In other words, the ALERT 
algorithm was used to limit or 

deny behavioral health services, 
but it was rarely applied to 

physical health services. 

Along with payout to those impacted, 
United’s settlement includes discontinuing 
the use of ALERT.

When I was covered by United, my 
behavioral health-care service provider had 
to continuously submit information about 
my conditions and treatment. I had to 
contact the insurer many times and request 
approval for ongoing services.

It was a headache for my service provider, 
and it made me feel like a child begging for 
ongoing treatment. This was bad for my 
behavioral health, ironically. Why couldn’t 
I just get the services I needed, as long as I 
needed them, without going through this 
automated, bureaucratic process?

Behavioral health issues, also known as 
mental health or psychological health, carry 
with them a burden of stigma, bullying, and 
discrimination. I have suffered from all of 
those traumas for both having behavioral 
health issues and using behavioral health 
services. However, this time I was the victim 
of behavioral health-based discrimination 
and didn’t even know it. 

That is the horror that comes with 
discrimination via algorithms, the automated 
computations created by tech companies 
and sold to corporations who use them 
to maximize their profits, resulting in the 
minimizing of human beings. 

Algorithms Are Everywhere
The documentary “Coded Bias,” which 

depicts the systemic biases encoded in facial 
recognition software and the algorithms 
that drive them, featured a Houston teacher 
who — one week after he was named teacher 
of the month at his school — was labeled as 
ineffective by an algorithm his school district 
paid a private company to use. The teacher and 
his union were able to fight the school district 
and stop them from using the algorithm. 

Many people still do not know what 
algorithms are, or whether algorithms are 
being used to deny them coverage for health 
services of any kind, or deny them credit, 
or deny them a job. However, algorithms 
are being created with no accountability to 
ethics or the law before they get used on, or 
against, flesh-and-blood people.

Activist Cathy O’Neil is author of 
“Weapons of Math Destruction: How Big 
Data Increases Inequality and Threatens 
Democracy.” In a video panel discussion 
regarding “Coded Bias” she says: “Just as 
drugs have to be [proven as] safe and effective 
before the FDA approves them. I claim that 
algorithms should have to prove that they are 
safe and effective.” 

With no one to ensure that algorithms are 
safe, effective, ethical, and legal, more people 
are going to find out long after the fact that 
they have been victimized by corporations 
that use technology to perpetuate bias. 

Stephani Maari Booker (she/her) is the author of 
“Judie Junkie Blues,” a science fiction story serialized in 
the Minnesota Women’s Press. For more information 
about her work, go to athenapersephoni.com.

EXPIRES JANUARY 31, 2022
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CAMP & Kids 
Guide

Support our advertisers 
— and tell them you saw 
their ad in the Minnesota 

Women’s Press!
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Camp & Kids guide

In 2018, staff at a large midwest children’s museum began 
working on an exhibit to spark conversation about race 
among families. Preliminary research revealed that 

museums were eager for such an exhibit, and many relevant 
tools existed to inform the project. When the pandemic hit 
and staff were laid off, a new idea formed: develop the exhibit 
on race with other underemployed museum staff, and center 
BIPOC voices.  

Throughout the summer of 2020, six laid-off museum 
workers prepared the groundwork and recruited participants 
on social media, where I stumbled upon the group in August.
The group understood that unless museums are for a specific 
minority group, most of them center whiteness, have a 
majority white staff, and serve predominantly white visitors. 
BIPOC communities often feel unwelcome and excluded. 
I was drawn to the concept for a number of reasons: I have 
experienced racism, have been studying Japanese American 
mixed-race and disability history for 15 years, and witnessed 
the recent surge in hate crimes in the U.S. 

In early September 2020, I attended a virtual Q&A session 
with nearly 100 others, including several Minnesotans. 
Participants comprised a spectrum of people, from an 
anthropology major working in fashion to a STEM educator. 
Some wanted to use their museum experience; others had 
spent their lives and careers surrounded by white supremacy 
and wanted to support equality, diversity, and inclusion. 

Currently we have a core group of eight who have met 
weekly for 14 months — four members are from the midwest, 
two are on the east coast, one is on the west coast, and one 
is in Aruba. We also settled on a name for our group: Free-
thinking Abolitionists Interpreting Racism (FAIR) Collective.

We continue to meet as a team as well as in subgroups for 
design, education, exhibit development, content research, and 
funding. Because of the pandemic, I have seen more of the 
collective members than I have of my friends and much of my 
family, and we have become close. I have mostly worked in 
exhibit development and content research, looking at existing 
exhibits that discuss race or similar issues and compiled lists 
of materials on race and racism — books, podcasts, and 
websites — as resources for teachers and guardians.

We have created over 600 themes, topics, and sample 
components. Our early topics included bias in education, 
health care, and law enforcement, and sample components 
included a maze that explores racism against different groups 
and a whack-a-mole game to teach children about bias and 
how to overcome it.

Eventually we settled on a scalable, interactive, 
traveling exhibit on and around a school bus 

for families of five- to twelve-year-olds. 

The exhibit will be child-led and focus on their curiosity 
because we believe children see and understand much more 
than adults think they do. We will provide a space to discuss 
uncomfortable topics that caregivers might not at home. 

We want children to identify and interpret their biases, 
understand racism by focusing on inequality, and learn to see 
and call out racism in their families and communities. I am in 
awe of what we have accomplished so far and hope that our 
exhibit will make a difference. 

Selena Moon (she/her) is a factchecker for Minnesota Women’s Press.

Busting Racism
submitted by Selena Moon
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CAMP & Kids 
Guide

952-988-3463
blakeschool.org/summer

Register Today!
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death

Am I Afraid of Dying?
submitted by Lisa Ashley

T here are many ways we might leave our bodies on 
this earth. Approaching this inevitable transition can 
range from fearful to peaceful, as I have learned from 

four experiences with people close to me.
Not long ago, I lost a dear friend of 30 years. We worked 

together in special education at a local school and shared the 
challenges of stressful and emotionally charged jobs. Our 
bond extended beyond retirement. I was shocked to hear 
from her on a Friday: “I am in the hospital. I have cancer in 
my lungs, liver, and bones.” 

I visited her two days later, after she was discharged to 
hospice. She was alert, fully clothed, mobile, eating, drinking, 
not experiencing any pain. We laughed as we looked at old 
pictures and reminisced about shared experiences. 
She wanted to talk about the afterlife. I read 
“Native American Prayer” to her about 
death, and she loved its message. 

Ten days later, I visited her again. She was 
weak, unable to sit up or stand. She was not 
eating or drinking and was heavily medicated 
for pain. She was totally lucid, however, 
asking me about the trip I had 
recently taken. Our conversations 
and hugs were slipped in between 
her dozing and sleeping. 

I read a scripture passage about 
the body wasting away but facing impending 
glory — one which we had shared at the death 
of her significant other. She said, with peace and 
conviction, “I am ready to die.” She had said her goodbyes 
to family and dear friends. She harbored no self-pity, anger, 
or regrets. She died the next morning, only two weeks after 
telling me she was ill. 

Her passing was one filled with awareness, acceptance, and 
gratitude for the life she led and for the people who loved her. 
She had no fear. 

My earliest experience with death was with my parents. My 
father fought death with every fiber until the absolute end — 
the same approach he took when he denied the inevitability 
of my mother’s passing 20 years earlier. 

When my mother was terminally ill with colon cancer, 
my father did not want to face losing her. He spent her last 
days researching “miracle cures.” Years later, when he himself 

became ill, he refused to discuss anything related to the 
planning of arrangements upon his death. 

Sadly, my father could not rejoice in approaching heaven, 
despite his many years of a faith-filled life. As he approached 
his passing, he was unable to express joy in the rich and 
wonderful life he had led, and to talk about his arrangements 
for his memorial. 

My precious daughter Amanda was born significantly 
disabled, with an accompanying seizure disorder. She lived in 
our home until age 13, when her care became too overwhelming. 

In her late 20s, she was diagnosed with chronic kidney 
disease. She was asymptomatic for several years. Just prior 

to her 36th birthday, her lab tests indicated a 
rapid decline. She was living in a wonderful 
group home that allowed her to enter home 
hospice, where staff continued to provide 
loving care. 

I was permitted to be in her room 24/7 
with my husband and Amanda’s sister 

and husband, even in the midst of 
Covid-19 concerns. We all read to 
her, showed her photos, laid by her, 
sang to her, and played music. 
In Amanda’s last moments, we were 

there as she slept peacefully. We watched 
her breathing slow, and eventually stop. She was 

our angel on earth. 
Staff came from their homes to say goodbye to her, their 

words precious to me beyond description. After her death, 
we received a card with a dragonfly created by artist Heidi 
Leppala. The dragonfly, I learned, is a symbol of transition 
that reminds us our loved ones are watching over us. I was so 
touched by this concept that I recently got a dragonfly tattoo 
on Amanda’s birthday.

While this experience is heartbreaking, I celebrate it. 
Amanda was at peace. She knew that she was surrounded by 
unconditional love and dedication. Her death was spiritual — 
the way I believe that transition from this earth to the afterlife 
is meant to happen. 

These experiences have taught me that death need not be 
dreaded or feared. When my own time comes, my hope is to 
be able to transition with full acknowledgement of the love, 
acceptance, peace, and gratitude my life has given me. 
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dying 

I moved to Finland when I was 19 for music school. I 
had romanticized the idea of living in Europe since my 
passion for playing the trombone took off in my younger 

years in Blaine. My trombone teacher in Minnesota was from 
Finland, and I became obsessed 
with living in that country. My 
dreams were realized after I 
passed an audition and was 
accepted at a college in Helsinki.

Soon after arriving, in 2017, I 
was doing out-of-town orchestral 
work and staying for free at fancy 
hotels in Europe. I did a solo with 
the Finnish Radio Symphony 
Orchestra. I became a marathon 
runner. These experiences were 
amazing.

Positivity and “manifesting 
the life you want” was my vibe. 
I bought a happiness planner. I 
wrote that I wanted to win an 
orchestra position in Finland. I 
wanted to be fit and healthy. I 
maybe wanted a boyfriend, but 
I definitely wanted a greyhound. 

At the end of 2017, I started 
struggling to breathe through 
my right nostril and had issues 
with my right ear clogging up. 
As a musician, the symptoms 
were troublesome as they 
affected my hearing. The 
condition lasted for months. I went to multiple doctors to 
figure out what was wrong. The overall consensus was that 
I was suffering from a chronic sinus infection. Doctors kept 
prescribing antibiotics, but nothing improved. 

Finally, I was seen by a highly respected ear, nose, and throat 
doctor. He ordered an MRI and other tests, and mentioned 
that it could be polyps. I was referred to a surgeon to remove 
the mass in my sinus cavity. 

The surgeon broke the news — the mass was a malignant 
tumor. In April 2018, I was diagnosed with stage 3 
rhabdomyosarcoma — a rare and aggressive type of cancer 
that forms in soft tissue. I was 22 and living alone in Helsinki 
when I got the diagnosis.

There was a year of intravenous chemotherapy and facial 
radiation treatments. I suffered numerous infections, landing 
me in the emergency room multiple times. I stopped playing 
the trombone for five months as I underwent treatment. I had 

to give up running, because of 
an issue with my lungs.

Cancer eventually robbed 
me of the motivation to 
pursue these things that 
I loved most. Thankfully, 
my mother could join me 
in Helsinki to help me get 
though treatment.

After a year of treatments, 
my scans looked clean, 
but a biopsy in May 2019 
revealed that the cancer was 
still present. In April 2020, 
a three-centimeter tumor 
was identified in my parotid 
gland, along with some 
cancerous lymph nodes 
in my neck. I had a neck 
dissection and major surgery 
to remove the gland. I did a 
short bout of radiation after 
the surgery. The doctors told 
me that I should be good for 
a while. Sadly, that hope did 
not last long. 

Three weeks after I 
completed radiation, I was 

struggling to breathe. Emergency scans showed that tumors 
had spread to my pleural cavity and that my right lung was 
full of fluid. That is when the word “terminal” was introduced 
into the conversation.

I made the difficult decision to return home permanently 
to Minnesota to be with my family. My home in Finland had 
been the only thing I felt like cancer had not yet taken from 
me. When I lost that I felt like I lost everything. I started 
chemo a week after returning, in September 2020.

The chemo yielded remarkable results, and I had no 
evidence of disease for the first time since my diagnosis. Yet 
six weeks later, tests done during an intensive care unit stay 
showed that my right lung cavity was filled with “innumerable 
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The Ebb and Flow of Cancer
submitted by Danna Nelson
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tumors” — one of the scariest descriptions doctors have used 
to explain the state of my cancer.

The average life expectancy — from identification of 
malignant pleural effusion (MPE) to buildup of fluid and 
cancer cells — is 4 to 12 months. September 2020 is when I 
was diagnosed with MPE. 

For the first few months of 2021, the pain was exhausting, 
but tolerable. I was still working, dating, partying, and living, 
so it was strange to think about the seriousness of my cancer. 
I was on heavy pain medications, which make me mentally 
foggy and sleepy. I could not have a cocktail when out with 
friends, because of interaction with the opioids.

I started a maintenance chemotherapy that was shrinking 
the tumors for about six months, but recently had scans that 
revealed the tumors are big again. I am trying to apply to a 
new drug trial, but do not yet know if I am accepted. At least 
the pain is less severe, so I am not taking opiates right now.

The hardest part about living with cancer is the ebbs and 
flows. It is traumatic to have one foot in the grave for a 
month, then suddenly be doing better the next. 

I have spent a lot of time thinking about dying and my 
wishes. The fear that is most palpable to me is about the 
changes and loss of normalcy that will come between now 
and the end.

Becoming an Advocate
As my cancer has progressed and I have had to accept the 

inevitability of decline, the option of medical aid in dying 
has become important to me. It is not that I strongly believe 
I would take the medication, but having the option itself 
is important. Cancer has repeatedly robbed me of my own 
power and control. Having the autonomy to obtain an aid-
in-dying prescription would provide a much needed sense of 
control and peace of mind.

I wish more people understood that medical 
aid-in-dying is not about wanting to die. 

It is for people who want to live but know 
that disease is taking their life from them. 

 
It is appalling to me that terminally ill Minnesotans who 

want autonomy need to relocate to a state that offers medical 
aid in dying. I cannot imagine the heartache of leaving the 
only place that feels like home during my last weeks of life. I 
believe terminally ill Minnesotans deserve to be trusted with 
our own end-of-life health-care decisions.

I am now a volunteer with Compassion & Choices so I can 
advocate on a larger scale. It gives me purpose. 

Learn more: compassionandchoices.org
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Classified Ads

Classes/Seminars 

PSYCHIC DEVELOPMENT CLASS. 
Learn to access and work with your 
soul’s gifts. Wednesday evenings, 36 
sessions beginning on March 23, 2022. 
Cindy Lehman, 612-669-1861, cindy@
cindylehman.com, cindylehman.com 

Coaching  

BUILD THE WRITING LIFE YOU 
LONG FOR. Coaching for writers 
of all levels by a critically-acclaimed  
author and certified meditation 
teacher. Breathe. Write. Repeat.  
heatherdemetrios.com

Counseling 

MOLLY NICHOLSON, MA, 
LPCC. Preferred One provider. 
LGBT Psychotherapist. Feminist,  
Integrative Relational Counseling  
Approach. Offering a supportive place  
to explore loss, depression, anxiety, 
abuse, relationship struggles, and  
stress. 612-702-4119, mollylpcc.com

Accounting 

PHYLLIS BURDETTE, CPA.  
Year-round tax, accounting, and  
advisory services for busy women. In-
dividuals, businesses, LLCs, nonprofits.  
Office in St. Louis Park. 952-546-8708, 
p b u r d e t t e @ b u r d e t t e c p a . c o m ,  
BurdetteCPA.com

JROSE BOOKKEEPING. Person- 
alized non-judgmental bookkeep-
ing for small businesses and busy 
professionals. Twenty-three years 
of experience. QuickBooks setup 
or training, payroll, invoicing, bill  
paying, reconciliations. 612-221-2211,  
judy@jrosebookkeeping.com 

Attorneys 

CALL MUNDAHL LAW today to 
learn more about setting up your Estate 
Plan! 763-575-7930. mundahllaw.com

Books / Bookstores 

THE BOOK HOUSE IN DINKY-
TOWN. We buy books! Books for the 
academic, collector, and “common 
reader” since 1976. Open 7 days/wk, 
1316 4th St. S.E., 612-331-1430

Chiropractors 

HEALTHWAYS CHIROPRACTIC, 
PA. Experienced, gentle care. Wom-
en’s and children’s health. Auto, work, 
sports injuries. Applied Kinesiology, 
exercise/rehab, nutrition. Accepts  
insurance. Dr. Judy St. Clair, 612-869-
7371, healthwayschiro.net

Education 

GAIA DEMOCRATIC SCHOOL 
We are a small, unique, independent 
private school for K-12 grade stu-
dents. Enroll now! 612-823-0154,  
GaiaDemocratic.org. Learning To-
gether in Fun and Freedom.

Environmental  
Products/Services

FAIR TRADE (coffee, etc.) eliminates 
poverty & protects the environment. 
Fair Trade Minneapolis needs help 
giving Fair Trade Awards to retailers & 
cafes. karen@lunde.net  (612)516-2025

Financial Services

KAREN R. PALM, CPA, CFP. Tax 
preparation for individuals, business-
es, estates for over 30 years. Current 
and back taxes. Represent you with 
IRS and Revenue. 612-379-1393

Furniture 

CUSTOM SLIPCOVERS that 
fit like reupholstery. Affordable 
Third Generation Quality! Fabric  
discounted up to 40% off. By text or call 
612-280-1553. Free estimates online at 
designersbestfriend.com

Home Services 

CHILEEN PAINTING: Serving 
the Lakes area since 1952. Offering 
interior painting, wood finishing, 
water damage repair, patching, & 
insurance claims. greg@chileen.com 
612-850-0325

Home Services
Continued

MS. GREENJEANS 25+ years expe-
rience with interior painting and wall 
repair. We are taking precautions for 
COVID-19. Set up your free estimate 
at Laurie@msgreenjeans.net

Insurance

Davina M. Baldwin
763-535-4788
Auto • Home • Life 
Health • Business

www.davinabaldwin.com

33-4 CD

 

Professional & Personal 
Services

THUGGISH ESSENTIALS - Mul-
tiple services. Notary on wheels will 
come to you. Paperwork for expunges, 
divorces + more. Versatile catering of-
ferings. T-shirt design + crochet prod-
ucts. Contact Cynthia Johnson 612-
562-5720, thuggishessentialsllc.com

Real Estate

 

NEXT DEADLINE: Monday, January 10, 5pm

CLASSIFIED DISPLAY advertisements
Run a boxed ad (1 or 2 inches) in a classified category. Contact us for more information, 
categories, deadlines, and rates.

LINE CLASSIFIED advertisements
Place your ad at womenspress.com. Click on Classified Ads. Prepayment is required for the 
amount of the entire run. $35 minimum. We bold and capitalize the first 2–3 words at no extra 
cost. Pay online with PayPal or mail check or Visa/MC info to Minnesota Women’s Press, 800 W. 
Broadway, #3A, Minneapolis, MN 55411 or call 651-646-3968 with credit card info.

EMPLOYMENT advertisements
$2/word for print and online presence. $1/word for online-only ads. Minimum charge $50. Email your text to ads@womenspress.com. 
Include company name, address, contact person, and phone number. 

Ads are placed both in the magazine and on the MWP website: womenspress.com  
For more info call 651-646-3968 or email ads@womenspress.com 

Ads are run in consecutive issues.
up to 25 words: $36/ad, 1-5 issues

up to 25 words: $26/ad, 6-12 issues
up to 50 words: $62/ad, 1-5 issues

up to 50 words: $47/ad, 6-12 issues

Claims for adjustment due to error must be made within 10 working days of ad posting. The publisher will not be liable for slight changes or typographical 
errors that do not lessen the value of an advertisement. It is the responsibility of the advertiser to check the accuracy of the ad.
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Retreats / 
Retreat Centers 

ARC RETREAT COMMUNITY. 
Serving individuals and groups seeking 
time apart, rest, and spiritual renewal. 
On ninety acres of woods and wet-
land near Cambridge. 763-689-3540,  
arcretreat.org

SHIRE IN THE WOODS. Unique 
cottages. Wood-burning fireplaces.  
Walking trails. Labyrinth. Natural 
surroundings will nourish and  
rejuvenate your soul! 320-592-0180, 
shireinthewoods@outlook.com,  
shireinthewoods.com

Spirituality 

COMPASSION OF CHRIST CATH-
OLIC COMMUNITY, pastored by 
womenpriests, streaming liturgies on 
Zoom. Send an email to compassiontc@
gmail.com for more information.

SOUL READINGS / CLASSES. 
Soul Readings for clarity and guid-
ance. Psychic development class-
es to connect and live from your 
highest self. Cindy Lehman, 612- 
669-1861, cindy@cindylehman.com,  
cindylehman.com

Travel / Adventure 

COMO ROSE TRAVEL. Experience 
our personal attention helping you 
get the most out of your travels! Trips, 
tours, cruises, air tickets. Visit us at 
2190 Como Avenue, Saint Paul, 651-
646-8855, david@comorose.com

ELY FOLK SCHOOL — Online 
and in-person hands-on classes in-
clude blacksmithing, ethnic foods, 
basketry, photography, ceramics, wa-
tercolor, writing, wild edibles, twig 
furniture, stained glass, much more.  
ElyFolkSchool.org

Writers / Editing  
Services 

FAMILY, HOUSE & BUSINESS re-
search, interviews, illustrated histories & 
collaged scrapbooks. Preserving mem-
ories, honoring ancestors. Loris Sofia 
Gregory, 25+ years experience, out-
standing endorsements, 952.431.5586, 
lorissofia@frontiernet.net

I began creating “American 
Bride” in January of 2021. 
This was a time when, 

embattled with the deadly impact 
of the Covid-19 pandemic and 
its life-altering implications, 
vaccines were first becoming 
available to the public. I chose to 
make a woodcut print to process 
how Covid-19 is compounding 
long-standing issues in America 
and the many ways members 
of my generation have been 
impacted by domestic crises 
since our birth. 

The imagery was easily 
accessed in my memory bank: 
pine beetles that kill trees and 
exacerbate forest fires and the 
effects of climate change in 
the Rocky Mountains; the Twin Towers 
burning — an image that was seared into 
my brain as a second-grader; the AK-47 
from the Sandy Hook shooting.

Carving the block was a refuge. I have 
always felt comforted by the sculptural 
process of drawing, redrawing, and 
carving a wooden surface. I found myself 
wholly invested with my tools every day 
for months. Perhaps the physicality was 
necessary for me to process simultaneous 
feelings of hope for the vaccine and 
discouragement related to the ongoing 

pandemic and resulting losses.
Initially, when exploring imagery for the 

woodcut print in my sketchbook, I had 
difficulty arranging and relating the images 
to one another, even though each motif 
seemed interconnected. The common 
subject surrounding the crisis imagery is 
me, so I decided that the print would be 
a self-portrait exploring my relationship 
with my identity as an American. I titled it 
“American Bride,” as I am engaged to my 
partner, but I feel like I am, instead, engaged 
to our broken, dysfunctional United States 
of America.

thoughts 

American Bride
 

submitted by Nicole Soley

Employment 
HIRING GARDENERS Must love 
plants and people - we’ll train the rest! 
From a client, “I just love the crews at 
HSG. They make my day every time 
they are here.” Be a part of a great 
team making a difference in people’s 
lives and gardens. Info@HomeSown-
Gardens.com

Nicole Soley, “American Bride,” 2021, Woodcut, 30” x 30”
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Changemakers Alliance:  
Stories, Solutions & Solidarity
Reporters should not be the only ones asking questions.

Join public Changemakers 
Alliance conversations on  

Second Saturdays, 9am 
Second Wednesdays, 3pm 

Let’s Talk  
About Fears 

January 8 or 12
Get acquainted 

session for members 
Register: 

tinyurl.com/
LetsTalkFears

Legislative 
Priorities,  

February 9 or 12
What can readers and advocates 
learn from each other about the 

upcoming legislative session? Make 
connections for action.  

Register: tinyurl.com/
MNLegPriorities
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