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Klaus Mayr (00:02): Well, if you guys want to... Russell, would you mind just like saying what

you have for breakfast just so I can make sure that the microphone sounds okay?

Russell Howard (00:09): Alright. What did I have for breakfast? I don't know. Banana bread...

Sarah Poulton (00:16): Lovingly made by his wife...

Russell (00:19) ...and half of a serving of child's banana bread, and eggs.

Klaus (00:26): Great. And Luis, we can just go back and forth, alternate questions and stuff,

however you want to do it. But also I feel like we can just go wherever. Cool. And we're sharing

this microphone. So maybe you scoot in a little bit more so that it can pick both of us up. I

attempted to declutter our table a little bit

Sarah (00:53): Ok, so it's not gonna usually look like this.

Klaus (00:56): Oh yeah, I'll go ahead and take these off and give us some more space.

Sarah (01:08): I'm lovin' this mug, so happy, little butterfly.

Klaus (01:11): Okay. So, we are sitting here today with Sarah Poulton and Russell Howard in the

Chapel Hill Public Library. It's Wednesday, May 11, 2022, a little bit after 3:00 and we're doing

this interview for the Pandemic Stories Project.



I guess to start out., would you all mind just introducing yourself?

Sarah (01:39): Yeah. My name is Sarah Poulton. I am a Chapel Hill native, born here, grew up

here, went away for college, grad school and work, and then returned about five years ago to

the area. And I work for the town of Chapel Hill, which is a dream job in many ways and I love it

very much and also an avid journaler and trying... for many years, I've tried to chronicle kind of

what goes on day to day in my life for personal reasons only until recently.

Russell (02:16): My name is Russell Howard. I grew up in Texas, came to North Carolina for

college, met Sarah, stuck around in North Carolina instead of going somewhere else. I'm a

musician, so there's a lot of, kind of, a lot pull to other places in that line of work, but love it here.

And then Sarah and I moved back to her hometown here five years ago. We have a little three

year old daughter and here we are.

Klaus (03:02): Is there anything that you guys want to... we've obviously got all these questions

here, but before we jump into them, is there anything that you all want to start out talking about,

anything that you're like... This is a space for you to sort of like sit with the last two years in

whatever way you want. Is there anything you want to talk about?

Sarah (03:25): I think one thing that occurred to me as I was thinking about what you might ask

today was that everybody experienced the pandemic differently based on their life

circumstances and I think what maybe makes ours unique to us was that we had a daughter

who was ten months old when this started. And one third of our family is a musician whose life,

livelihood kind of revolves around gathering. And then we have four septuagenarian  parents

that live in town. So juggling kind of all those different needs really has driven our decision

making for the last two-plus years. And then also I work for an essential agency that could not

shut down, did not shut down, had to continue to operate. So I feel like we've experienced a lot

of the kind of cliche challenges of the pandemic, but then also have copious blessings of being

near our folks, even if we had a social distance, at least we got to see them. Having the most

lovely little lady in our lives to bring joy. And so we have lots of blessings, but also experienced



those things you read in the headlines about parenting and remote work and job shift because

of and all those other things. So that's something that's kind of been... something I've been

ruminating on the last couple of days as we think about coming here.

Russell (04:51): Yeah. I just think that what's been really interesting to me is in my line of work,

kind of seeing for a lot of my friends that I went to College with or that I'm kind of friends with

externally from music, everyone's decision making has been kind of made for them. If they kept

their job, then they either came to the office or they didn't, or, ya know. In music, it's been

interesting to see a lot of people have to do this kind of calculus of like a risk-reward for every

single day they go to work. And then like... and now we're at this point where everyone has

basically gone back full-steam and even the people that have been free of have avoided COVID

this entire time, everyone has it now or has gotten it in the last couple of weeks. And that's just

been really interesting, too. Ya know I've kind of been, I was in this moment of, I was in the cycle

of my work life, I was at the home stage where I was making stuff and I wasn't on tour. I wasn't

planning to be on tour. So it was kind of a moment for me where it's like, okay, we'll just push all

this stuff and figure it out later. So I didn't have to make those kind of calculations. But everyone

I know is like, I don't know how to do this. So it's just been interesting to see people that have

had to do it on like a case by case daily basis of ongoing... Do we cancel this? Do we not cancel

it? Do we, ya know... yeah. That's been the most fascinating for me.

Klaus (07:10): Yeah. You all definitely have, you have like a lot of responsibilities and roles and

stuff that are at the center of a lot of the conversations that people are having about COVID,

which is really interesting.

I'm wondering, when you're thinking about your time in the Pandemic and these responsibilities

you've had and how your work has changed, are there ways that you, sort of like, you

categorize or think about the different stages of the past two years?

Sarah (07:46): Yeah. For me, there was the very early weeks where there was still hope that this
might be over in a few weeks. So the March, the April and then reading back in my notes this
morning, clearly May 1st, there was like shift in my thinking that, okay, this is no longer a short
term kind of understanding that this is no longer a short term. And then I feel like May through



Christmas of 2020 was like another phase of, ya know, not knowing, not knowing, not knowing,
"Oh, there's a vaccine coming. Okay, great. Something's gonna to change soon." And then there
was the hope around the vaccine in the first couple of months of the vaccine. And I actually
worked at vaccine clinics. So I got to see that hope and that change and that like progress really
first hand. And then, then there was Delta and then Omicron, and then the last maybe month
and a half is probably another phase. It's probably a little more granular than you are really
asking, but like, those are kind of how I've thought. And that's reflected in this, in our little record,
like, kind of each time either something changed or we came to the realization that now it is
different, clearly, I felt moved to write something down.

Russell (09:10): I feel like the phases for me really revolve around what our child care situation

was. It's like at first, when everything started, our daughter was sharing a nanny with two other

families. And so we just continued that and kind of bubbled with those other two families. And it

became apparent that that wasn't gonna be a good option. But that was kind of the first, where it

was like, "well, we'll just, ya know, carry on." But we made the decision to not see all of our

parents who are all in their seventies. And so that was hard in and of itself. My parents had just

moved to town in October of 2019. They retired from their jobs and left Texas. The only people

they knew were us and her parents. And that was like their whole world. So it was hard to not

see them a lot. So then the next phase was we were like, "All right, so here's the deal. We're

either not going to see you or you're going to take care of Susie.

Sarah (10:28): This is us speaking to our parents.

Russell (10:32): Yeah. This is the choice. And so then basically, since then, her parents and my

parents have been splitting the child care load. And so that's kind of been the bulk of the time

has been this holding pattern of she's going there. And then we tried school for her, which was

did not go well around the holidays

Sarah (11:06): Omicron. Great timing.

Russell (11:08): We timed that well because we pulled her out right before, like the class got

Omicron and she's back with our parents. And so that's kind of been my gauge. Like, what is the

basic dynamic of how the house works and how that's shifted a couple of times.



Klaus (11:29): What has it been like when she is at home, when there is a good option of a

place to have her during the day versus when she has to be at home?

Sarah (11:45): So every day is a bit of a hybrid for us instead of being like day-to-day. So our

parents have usually from 10:00 to 4:00, 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m.. But I start work promptly at

8:00. I'm usually sitting behind my computer, typically in pajamas, like right at 8 o'clock, and I'm

responsible for work until 5:00. So there's about a third of the day where Susie's is at home. But

I am working, so that can be challenging because my first priority is work. And then if there's not

something I'm actively doing for work and Susie really needs mom that I can do that. But

Russell is the childcare provider since his job is more flexible and he works for himself. So, ya

know, if I have a meeting, first priority is that meeting. If I have something, I have to get out a

deadline that I'm hitting, I'm at the computer, and I think that can be hard for a three-year-old or

a two-year-old or a 14-month-old at the beginning of the pandemic to understand that mom's

here, but...

Russell (12:45): The door is closed...

Sarah (12:45): But the door is closed or Mom's here, and I can color in her office, on her little

table, but I can't sit in her lap. And there's some of it that's actually quite lovely. She recognizes

the Mayor on Zoom now. And so I have one meeting a month with the Mayor at 8:30 a.m. on

Thursday, on Thursdays. And so she'll often come sit in my lap and she's like, there's Mayor

Pam. I'm like, you are such a COVID child. You can recognize Mayor Heminger from her tiny

Zoom square among 20. And everybody on the call loves seeing her. And if she's not there, they

are all like, "Is Susie not at home this morning?" Because they know that she's with us until at

10:00 a.m. because we're two years into this and they know. So it could be hard and I could be

working on something and this morning my daughter run in and she's like, "I want to do a chase

around." And a chase around is a three person job, like all three of us have to do it. And so I

stop the email, I click save, and I run out, we chase around the house for ten minutes, and then

I come back and finish the email and send it. And so parts of it is joyful. Our daughter is joyful

and loving, and she'll tell you exactly what she wants. And then part of it is really hard because



there's some times where I absolutely have to close the door, have a tough conversation with a

coworker, make a tough decision about something going on, or take a call while I'm driving her

home from her grandparents house with a contractor that's not doing what they should be doing.

So the collision of work and child is daily, I would say, every day. What about you? How is it like

having our daughter around? I should preface this by saying Russell is the best dad. Everyone

says that about their spouse, but... I want to have it on record that the pandemic would not have

been possible without Russell's mentality and also without his work arrangement.

Russell (14:43): Well, I mean, having... kind of having some time every single day that's like, all

right, this is the until she... get her out the door at 10:00. But for the first couple of hours, we're

just playing or doing stuff. It's been great. I always imagined that having a little one with my

career would be like very all or nothing. Like I'd either be home and with them all the time or I'd

be gone for a few weeks at a time. That has not been the case. So it's super great to spend that

much time. And especially before we got used to the idea of the pseudo-isolation of just being in

the house all the time. It was amazing to have that much time at that particular stage of her life

was just really cool because we were seeing all of our friends that are a little further along,

whose kids are a little older, their kids are in full daycare, and they didn't get to spend any of

those months at that developmental stage with their kids. And so that's been amazing. Right?

But it's also... it also becomes really apparent. It's like, okay, well, if anything needs to get done,

it's kind of impossible.

Sarah (16:29): You can pretty much clean up the breakfast dishes. End of list. That's pretty

much what can happen between 8:00 and 10:00 a.m.

Russell (16:39): Yeah. You get like one chore done.

Sarah (16:39): Yeah, if you're lucky.

Klaus (16:44): What are some of the things that you all do... what are the activities that you do

with your daughter? And have they changed over the course of the pandemic?

Activities or just ways that you've stay busy with her?



Russell (16:58): Yeah...

Sarah (17:01): We're definitely the people that go to the playground when it's like 28 degrees

out, especially during the pandemic. There's a playground on the way to his parent's house. So

if I didn't have meetings in the morning, I would take my lunch early and we would go to the

playground and she would look like the kid from the Christmas story with all of the clothes on,

like hat and a mask. At first, before we knew that being outside, you were pretty safe. And we

would go to the playground when it was 25, 30 degrees because no one else would be there.

And I'd bring my towel and I'd wipe off the slide because it'd be covered in ice or whatever. And

so little things like that where we wanted her to have some normal experience, like going to a

playground and learning how to use a slide and swing on the swings, which is her favorite thing

in the world. But having to do it maybe at a time we wouldn't pick or at a type of weather that we

wouldn't usually go in was definitely a way to survive early COVID before we understood that

just being outside is like, pretty safe.

My parents also still have the farm where I grew up. It's a little shy of 30 acres. And we have

horses and ponies and a pig and dogs and cats. And so having friends with their little kids there

where it's a pretty safe space has been really, really important to our sanity because it's a safe,

free place we know that's never going to be crowded, so we can invite one or two families over

with their kids. And there's always something for the kids to do. And it's all outside and we bring

prepackaged snacks, and we can keep it really safe for every level of comfort of our friends. So

those are two things with Susie that come to mind during the hours that I get to be more free.

What do you and Susie do every morning?

Russell (18:43): Whatever she wants. I mean, really, it's just been her as she's grown from, ya

know... I mean she couldn't talk. She could kind of barely...

Sarah (19:00): Walk...

Russell (19:00): ...walk around at the beginning of this.



Sarah (19:01): She was still nursing. We were still breastfeeding. She's not the same person.

Russell (19:15):  Going through all those steps in this time. We got to see all of it. But activities.

So one thing you read in the journal is when we use the stimulus payment or the first stimulus to

buy our e-bikes, and that was a big change. And Susie, even now she loves... going on a bike

ride is, like the best thing. So now that it's super nice, we'll probably do more of that again.

Yeah. She spends a lot of time outside at the farm. And so I think the more that she's done that

now when she's at home, she just kind of wants to stay at the house a little more. I don't know.

She's an only child and pandemic kid, and her imagination is really great. So she's just like, "this

is my whatever, and I'm going to do this with it now." It's like, "All right. Have at it."

Sarah (20:10): And like a lot of parents, we invested in some Montessori toy subscriptions. They

send you like a box of Montessori toys every three months, which we probably wouldn't have

done if she had been in preschool all day because they have developmentally appropriate toys.

But very early on, we invested in this service that sends you these toys, and that's been great. I

mean I'm glad that we did it, but I will say like maybe as a COVID child, maybe as an only child,

she is just as happy to play with a paper towel roll and a stick, like she is just like, "Whatever..."

She's very easily entertained. And I wonder if part of that is not because she's just been with us

and our parents and Russell's parents still have the toys from when he was a kid. She plays

with, like 40 year old borderline inappropriate books and whatever wooden toys they've saved

from his childhood. Yeah. I wonder if that's contributed to her kind of being a low maintenance,

play kind of kid.

Klaus (21:28): Well, unless you have anything that you want to add on this topic, we might as

well...

Luis Melodelgado (21:35): Well I have a question. I don't know. Maybe it will lead into the next

and it is, death: at any point it became something...were you frightened by it? Was it a factor

with your relationship with your parents and the child and yourselves? Right. Because it sounds

like it was all fun.



Sarah (22:04): Yeah. All of our parents are over 70, and thank goodness they are healthy, they

are the healthiest four 70-plus-year-olds you'll ever meet. But absolutely. I think their safety was

paramount to us during COVID. And I think having a child and being a parent versus my sister

who doesn't have any children and lived her life very differently during the pandemic, I think

gave us a keen awareness of time being fleeting with our folks. So I think we were very, very

concerned about it. And also Russell's parents had several friends back in Texas where the

precautions were much lower and the death rate was much higher pass away from COVID. And

so I think the impact of COVID hit them and then us very early. I remember it was probably just

maybe a month into COVID that they had a friend that passed away from it. So I think absolutely

it was behind a lot of our motivation for being extra careful. Yeah.

Russell (23:18): Yeah. That was also, kind of circling back to the phases of it. That was kind of...

at first it was all about, we're going to keep them safe through our actions. So whether that's us

not interacting with them or mingling with them for the first section and then that's us only

interacting with them for the kind of second section. And then when they all got their vaccines,

then it became about all of us making sure that Susie didn't get it. And so as everybody's kind of

taking steps back out into the world in different ways, that's then been the focus of... everything

kind of got turned inside out that way after they all were vaccinated.

Sarah (24:38): I think something that has really informed that approach for us is that when Susie

was born, when she was eleven days old, she ran a really high fever that luckily Russell was

awake and noticed because I was passed out of time. She ran a really high fever re rush to the

hospital. And turns out she had something called group-B strep. So we were admitted to the

hospital for ten days. So when she was three weeks old, we'd spent over a third of her life, over

half of her life in the hospital. So I think we... and we done everything you're supposed to do

when you have a newborn: washed her hands, limited visitors, all the things you did in 2019, at

least, with a newborn, looks a little different now. But I think that early medical scare really

informed how we think about our child's health and how delicate it can be and how all the

metrics can say your kid is perfectly healthy and then a freak bacteria or germ comes into your

life and all of a sudden you're in the hospital for ten days and it's super scary and your kids

picked up one IV. So I think when the pandemic hit, not only were we really worried about Susie,



we were also... or about our parents, I think a lot of parents are hearing the news that kids don't

get symptoms and they're much less likely to have serious cases of COVID. We were like, well,

kids are also not likely to get group-B strep, but we got it. So why tempt fate? I think since we

had that early experience and this really traumatic, like, you know, at the time felt like near death

experience with our child, we were not doing that again. And if it means wearing a mask and

staying home for a little while, cool,  cool, cool. Totally fine.

Luis (26:09): Do you think your parents were happy for being in Chapel Hill during the

pandemic? Because they were isolated, right?

Sarah (26:18): They were isolated at first. They found that their neighborhood was really great

and they've made all these fabulous friends in their neighborhood, which is incredible. And they

were just really happy to not be in Texas. They would talk to their friends. They live just over the

line in Chatham County, but all the stuff they do is in Orange County here, and it's just night and

day to how the public was reacting to where they used to live. And their friends would tell them,

it's like, "I just got yelled at the grocery store for wearing a mask" and, like, get honked at if

you're wearing a mask and you're standing on the sidewalk. It was just such a hostile

environment. And they... so on the one hand, it was isolating, but on the other hand, they were

very glad to be here. And then when they started taking care of Susie, I mean, they've told us

countless times how the Monday, Wednesday, Friday, taking care of their granddaughter from

10:00 to 4:00 provides structure and purpose and something to look forward to. And luckily,

she's delightful and easily managed. And she loves to be outside, so it keeps them active. So,

you know, I'm sure some days they're tired and maybe don't want to maybe would rather stay in

bed a little longer or whatever it is. But for the most part, they seem to really, really enjoy it. I

think in that way they've really loved having the opportunity. Especially when a lot of their friends

have not been able to travel to see their grandkids or they have to drive if they don't want to get

on a plane, so like, how lucky are they to be able to do that? Especially after, I mean, Russell

has lived in North Carolina for 20 years now. So living near your kid again after that long must

be nice. I don't know. Yes. They love it. Yeah. Russell's their favorite person, for sure. Maybe

Susie, I don't know.



Russell (28:34): Yes. Definitely.

Klaus (28:40): Well, we alluded a little bit to the journals, and I'm wondering, since I'm sure that

there's a lot of great content in there, we might as well just talk a little bit about them and then

you guys can reference them more freely as we continue to go along.

So do you want to talk a little about what your relationship is to journaling in general, why you

started doing it?

Sarah (29:08): Yeah. So I started journaling the October before we got married. So it will be nine

years in October. And I had recently spent time with a close college friend who was a big

journalist and a big chronicler, and she tried a lot of different methods. And then this is one that

she really finds successful. And it's called a "One Line a Day Journal". And so it's five years on

every page, and every day you just write a sentence or two, and it could be anything. It could be

what you did, what you ate, where Susie is in her development, what big project I'm working on

at work, anything that just kind of comes to me. So I started my first one, first five year one in

Fall of 2013. And then I filled it up and actually started my new one while I was pregnant with

Susie in the Fall of 2018. So every day I journal just a couple of thoughts. And then a couple of

years ago, I got Russell one. So I think you've been doing about a year and a half, two?

Russell (30:06): I started in March 2021.

Sarah (30:07): Okay, so a little over a year. So he has an identical one, and we have to keep

them separate. Our daughter like swap 'em.

Russell (30:14): Mine looks newer.

Sarah (30:15): Yeah. Yours is a little less worse for wear than mine is. And then it became clear

early in COVID that I was writing day-to-day things in my journal, but not really capturing how

we were living our lives in a COVID sense. And so we kind of started what I call "The

Addendum" because I'm a contract nerd, which is like every couple of months sitting down and

being like, "okay, well, kind of where are we right now?" And I was really formatted at first, and



then you can see it kind of gets angrier and shorter. I was like, "okay, what's happening? What

does life look like?" Just some bullet points of things that were kind of significant about that time.

And then it kind of comes to Christmas of 2021, and, like, come across is ruthless, and I hate it.

It kind of gets a little more [inaudible]. So that's my history with journaling. I've tried some other

methods, like online and things like that, but I find that every night before I go to bed, I pick up a

pen in my journal, I write for 30 seconds, then I read a book, and I pass out. So it's really the

very end of the day. Yeah. That's my experience for me.

Sarah (32:59): For me, seeing her do that every night for a long time... as a musician, people

have always given me, like, blank notepads. It's like, "Here, write songs in it." It's like, well, that's

not how I work. But, so I have like this stack of blank notepads. And that always felt very

intimidating to just have, like, an endless notepad. It's like, "hat am I going to write in here?" But

then watching her do this every night, it's like, oh, I can do that. I can put down a little bit every

day and just distill it down. And there was March 2021 was a year into the pandemic, and it was

my birthday, and I had the flu or something on my birthday of 2020, and it was the day that... it

was March 13th, it was the day that the NBA season got canceled, and South by Southwest got

canceled. And it was just the day that everything started. All the dominoes started falling. I was

already in bed. I was like, "crap, do I already have this?" Because I felt, that was about the

sickest I've been in a long time. And so when we got to the anniversary of that, I was like, I want

to keep track of what's going on. Just spending so much extra time with Susie, too, is, like, just

between COVID and being witness to all of her little milestones. I was like, I want to start writing

these down.

Klaus (34:52): It's pretty wild that you were sick at that point in time. Were you scared?

Russell (35:00): I mean a little bit.

Sarah (35:01): You were so sick. I don't know if you were, like, awake enough to be scared.

Russell (35:03): Yeah.



Sarah (35:06): Well and we had a birthday party planned, it was a Friday, and our parents and

my sister and brother-in-law were going to come over, and I had a cake ready to go, and I'd

been doing errands all over town getting you stuff for your birthday, and the cake, and

something else was big was going on that week... oh, I'd been in front of Council for something

that week as well. And I just had really stretched myself thin getting ready. And then you were

so sick, we told people, you know what? He's too sick. We'll just reschedule for a couple of days

from now. Well, a couple of days turned into three and a half months until we saw our parents in

the same room.

Russell (35:40): Right.

Sarah (35:40): And I'm glad they didn't come over and didn't get the flu. But at the same time,

we didn't give them a hug for three and a half months after that, which is so good compared to a

lot of people. That was just our experience, and it felt very long at the time.

Russell (35:52): I think that's one of the first things on the journal. Right?

Sarah (35:57): In this?

Russell (35:58): Well no, it mentions, it's like, "And Russell's cake is still in the freezer."

Sarah (36:03): Oh yeah that's right! In May, kind of our check-in is like, yeah, what's happening

May 1st? We're at the end of week seven of staying at home. The official order didn't start until

March, but Russell's birthday is what we're considering the last normal day we had. He was very

sick in bed, so we delayed birthday celebration. His cake is still in the freezer at the Spoke's

house. That was really important to me at the time. That like, I guess this chocolate cake is just

gonna be frozen. It tasted fine, by the way. It was totally edible, three months later. I'm glad we

didn't throw it out. Yeah.

But I think we'll always remember it's like when people say, like, "Where were you on 911?" You

probably weren't alive 9/11. We were seniors in high school, and I'll remember it always. But



like, 2020 was Russell's birthday and it's always going to be that day. I remember the town

manager saying, "Take your laptops and your chargers and we'll let you know when you can

come back.

Luis (37:06): Have you ever done journaling before?

Sarah (37:09): Um before, not really. Well, as a broody teenager, yes. I think there's a journal

that still exists somewhere in my room at my parents' house. It's like the world is awful and I

hate everyone, probably because some boy didn't like me or whatever it was. But other than

moody journaling back as a teenager, not until I guess I was 30 or about to turn 30 when I

started journaling.

Russell (37:36): You find that old journal, you open up, you just hear Nick Cave.

Sarah (37:39): Yeah.Nick Cave some Fiona Apple just like comes off the page. I was a very

dark teenager.

Klaus (37:49): Has the kind of journaling you do... Well, you mentioned that it was like getting,

you  realized it got angrier in the first couple of weeks of the pandemic, right? In the last two

years, have your journals taken shapes that you can kind of distinguish?

Sarah (38:10): Yeah. I think the first couple of weeks we were just like surviving day to day. And

so I was journaling about that in my daily journal. But then I think by May 1st, I hate to say

normal, whatever normal was then, but to the point where I wasn't talking every day about what

COVID precautions we were taking or why we were stressed about A or B or why I wanted to

strangle my sister for doing blank. So by the time we got there, I think it became clear that every

day was kind of becoming normal. So if I wanted to capture what was happening COVID

related, I needed to kind of go outside the five line, the five little lines in my daily journal. And

also, I remember telling other people, "Write down what's happening to you, because your kids

are going to ask about this. In 20 years, you may forget what this looked like. So write it down.

And I was like, well, I can't tell people that because I thought this was enough and it wasn't. And



I was like, I need to write it down, too, because we're experiencing it in a way that's unique to

us. So maybe that'll be of interest to someone later. You never know. I guess it was. And then I

think it's also just interesting, looking back and seeing how we were dealing with it and that we

like, we made it. It seemed like the sky was falling, especially in 2020.

Russell (39:39): Yeah. I feel like mine definitely started out being kind of the mundane domestic

details. But like, you know, I would make mention if there was some kind of big event or

something big happening in the world or in politics or something. And then that became kind of

like there's just so much happening that every day there was something. And so I kind of went

into that for a minute, and then I was like, that's not what I want to read. When I read back into

this in a few years, I want to know, like, the mundane details... That's what I'm trying to keep

track of.

Luis (40:35):  Are journals something you go to to find meaning in general?

Sarah (40:38): I think for me, it is a really interesting way to see because this journal has what I

was doing a year ago today, two years ago today, three years ago today now, it shows me

friendships that have been important for a lot longer than I think in my head that they have. Like,

I still think that person is a new friend. They're not a new friend. We've been taking walks for

three years together. How nice is that? They show how things that caused anxiety before my

daughter was born because I was pregnant the first year that I was writing in this particular book

are just not on my radar anymore. So I think they provide perspective.

Russell (41:26): Especially this format. Yeah.

Sarah (41:28): Especially this format of doing one line a day and then seeing the years before. I

think they provide a lot of perspective. I don't know if comfort is the right word, but certainly, like,

affirmation... You know, sometimes I'll see myself write like the spark of something that later

becomes very significant. Like, "oh, I saw a job posted today" or something of that nature. And

of course, looking back on it a year later, you're like, "oh, my gosh, I said yes to teaching that

class, and I'm still teaching that class two years later. And I'm so glad I said yes to teaching this



thing that I teach outside of work, and it's been so formative." So it's fun to go back and see the

little nuggets of something that now is really significant in my life.

Russell (42:14): It's like watching the movie the second time.

Sarah (42:17): Yeah. See all the Easter eggs.

Russell (42:17):  Exactly. See all the little clues that they try to hide from you. Only it's your life.

Klaus (42:29): Russell, I'm curious about... You said that normally when you're writing music,

you don't normally take the route of writing ideas down in notebooks and stuff. But first of all, I'm

curious what it's been like to be a musician while you're also, like, the primary caretaker in your

household. And since you have started journaling, if that's in any way started to inform it.

Russell (43:06): You know, it's been a long time since I had written new stuff. I had been a

performing songwriter for years. I stopped doing that and was a label manager at a tiny label for

a couple of years and then stopped that when Susie was born and basically stayed home during

Sarah's maternity leave. And then I was just kind of getting ramped back up and working on

stuff and booking things and getting the wheels turning again when COVID happened. So

what's happened is that I spent every day, every, like, weekday in 2021 making something every

morning. And so I have this whole library of two to three minute little... you know, none of them

are songs yet, but they're all just kind of little musical vignettes. And it was something that I

could do. I did it all electronically and so if Susie is running around doing stuff, it's something

that I could do. She would actually come sit in my lap sometimes and go through, like, a sound

bank of all these MIDI instruments and she'd bang on the keyboard. And sometimes we would

just try to find something that she was like, "oh, I really like this" and play with it and then I'd be

like, all right, I'll make something with this sound.

Sarah (44:58):  It's kind of like a musical journal, really. I forgot that you really did that every day.

Like pretty religiously.



Russell (45:02): For about six months.

Sarah (45:05): Yeah. It kind of is like a musical journal. And Susie was going through a time

where we could trust her with the keyboard without breaking it.

Russell (45:13): So that was one way that those things kind of intersected while we were all at

home together.

Sarah (45:24): You're not like a free hand writer by nature.

Russell (45:26): No. It's... No.

Sarah (45:33): Like the way that you write songs, in my observation, is like the music usually

comes to you and then words tend to be a little second.

Russell (45:42): Yeah. Things happen very quickly for either a verse or a hook or a chorus or

something. And then that will all kind of tumble out all at once. And then the work is where you

have to fill in the rest of the song with... replicating the structure or however of the thing that just

kind of presented itself, and then you got to make the rest of it work together. And so in that time

where I was making those things every day, I was just kind of doing the fun first part. I'm working

on stuff on an older project that I'm finishing. And so then when I get to the next project, I'll have

all of these seeds, but then I'll have all the work to do.

Yeah. That was a really fun time when she was kind of just the right size to sit in my lap. Now

she's over three feet tall and super wiggly, but there was a moment where she really wanted.

She wanted to put the headphones on and do music every day. That was really fun. Now I can't

even play the guitar in front of her. Like, "No, no, no." She will let me play scales occasionally.

Sarah (47:17): So nice of her.

Russell (47:20): I think. I think she can just tune those out.



Klaus (47:23): Is that just because she wants your attention?

Russell (47:27): I don't know.

Sarah (47:28): It's just a little bit of control. We're playing with bears now, dad. Don't you see the

picnic going on in my mind on the floor. So I think it's partly that. Or maybe she does want to sit

down with you.

Russell (47:42): Yeah. I think it's also just where she is. She's trying to affect her environment.

Sarah (47:52):  That's the nicest way to say she's a little bossy at that moment. It's just a phase.

It's developmentally appropriate, as we say.

Klaus (48:02): Well, I want to be mindful of your time. We're currently at 48 minutes, which I

imagine that puts us close to four o'clock. We can be here. At least I can. You might have to go

back to work.

Sarah (48:18): We're just going to text our folks. His folks. They'll keep her until 10:00 P.m. If we

ask them to. So it's really fine. We just tend to pick her up at four.

Klaus (48:27):  Yeah. Well we've got a couple more questions.

Sarah (48:29): Oh, fine. Great.

Luis (48:34): I have to move on. I have to work for a living.

Sarah (48:35): Unacceptable.

Luis (48:39): Thank you so much.



Sarah (48:43): No, of course. You know I'll do anything for you.

Luis (48:43): It's so interesting to see all of this. I wonder. One question that I was thinking is

like, you know how children need to be socialized, right? Forget the ABCs. They have to get

down the sharing and the caring and the empathy for others. Do you see anything that we are

going to blame on COVID?

Sarah (49:10): Oh, I'm really, really curious about that, Luis, because I had this impression early

in COVID that every kid is just going to be at home and they're never going to be out in the

world. And that's not at all correct for many reasons. One, a lot of kids have siblings, unlike ours,

have siblings that they are playing and building those social skills with. Most kids do some kind

of activity like we've done swim lessons. She's dancing now in a little dance class. We have this

program we do at Emerson Waldorf. So there are all these other opportunities. And, you know,

we worried about that quite a lot. It was definitely a big motivator behind putting her in some

school back in December. But at the end of the day, she is shockingly well adjusted. She plays

great with other kids. We've never seen her hit, bite, scream, knock a kid off a swing. Like, none

of the things that you kind of are your worst nightmares being a COVID parent. So I'm definitely

curious if somebody's researching it, I will eagerly read the data when it comes out in ten years,

you know what happened to two year olds during COVID? I'll be the first person to crack that

data open. But so far, all of our concerns around her socialization and how that could be

affected have not come to pass. And quite the opposite. Maybe hanging out with a bunch of 70

plus year olds has maybe been great for her because they're not high energy. They're not like

running her around in circles. Like she has a pretty chill environment all day, every day. And it's

pretty self-directed and it involves a lot of dirt and leaves and sticks. A lot of people pay a lot of

money for that kind of childcare to send your kid into the woods and build mud pies all day. We

definitely worried about it. I think that's fair to say. But so far I haven't seen...

Russell (51:09): Yeah. Since she was with kids at the beginning of it, some of the first lessons of

sharing, that had already kind of happened. And now when she does spend time with another

kid, it seems to be I think she's just happy to spend time with another kid. When we put her in

school in December, one of the main reasons was, well, we want her to have some



socialization, and among other reasons why we ended up pulling her out was that she just

wasn't at school.

Sarah (51:56): She'd tell us that she would not say a word. She'd stand in the corner all day...

Russell (51:59): Like, play by herself.

Sarah (52:03): Why are we putting you in harms way with COVID to, like, not get that

socialization.

Russell (52:14): We haven't seen... we've worried about it, but we haven't seen any negative

effects.

Luis (52:20): Well, see you later.

Sarah (52:22): Yeah, bye Luis.

Klaus (52:28): Well, you brought a few pages from your journal there, and I appreciate you

reading... you already read a couple of the lines from it. But if there is anything else from there

that you think you'd like to share, then I'd love you to read it.

Sarah (52:44): Yeah. This whole first page is just from May 1st of 2020. It's a little more of what I

read earlier. And so it's May 1st, 2020. We'd been in lockdown for about seven weeks at that

point. And so I was just chronicling random things and about just kind of what our life looked

like. And I start with "Susie still with the nanny four to five days a week... We're sharing her with

this family and this family and so we're getting colds, but at least we know they're safe... I'm

using my little office... I'm using my greatgrandmother's desk for the first time... Russell is using

the basement studio," it's not done yet, still today, that's right now, May 1st, or May 11th, 2022.

"The weather has been amazing... We're enjoying champagne and chocolate tonight to

commemorate one year since we got out of the hospital with Susie the second time after our

traumatic experience... We're taking lots of walks... We've been watching a lot of TV," but then



kind of reflecting back, like our lives are both not that much different and we're really lucky and

then on the other hand, simple errands like grocery shopping, popping into the office, getting

coffee require face mass, awkward distancing. They're very stressful. Even though you really

want to go out. You know, "we're doing lots of takeout and trying to support our favorite

businesses." And then I have a list of "Hard to find items: Toilet paper, baking supplies, frozen

food, household cleaner, hand sanitizer, and soap... Shipping is erratic at best." So that's

apparently what was very concerning at the time. It was like the rush on toilet paper, the fact

that you couldn't buy baking soda because everyone was learning to make bread for the first

time.

Russell (54:36): I remember, like the hand sanitizer, soap, any kind of cleaning product was just

sold out forever.

Sarah (54:43): Still have some of it probably, like people still have it in their homes, the stuff they

bought.

Russell (54:48): And I remember going to... I was in Harris Teeter. I don't remember when this

was. And it was sometime in kind of early 2021, and after people had started getting vaccinated

and there was a pallet of, like, sanitary wipes, alcohol wipes. But they were always, like, on sale

for a dollar. I was like, "okay, the pandemic's over." It's like they ramped up production for so

long on all those things. And then people stopped using them or caring. And then all of a

sudden they have a glutton supply. It's like the desperate emails from the mask... where I

bought the mask from online. Now they're all like, "Sale, sale, sale. Please buy our mask."

Klaus (55:46): Yeah, they probably have a huge storage getting ready for future ways.

Sarah (55:50): Exactly. Getting ready for the next pandemic, for sure.

Russell (56:00): I think that the thing that you were saying earlier that was interesting on here is

like, yeah, they do get a little shorter over time because the day to day basics kind of leveled

out. And then I think your entries became more about kind of what was going on.



Sarah (56:16): And then that was May 1st. George Floyd was murdered on May 25th, if I'm not

mistaken, of 2020. And then you start seeing my entries, the racial reckoning, I think, of 2020

and 2021 become pretty linked to the 2020 election and COVID. I mean, all those things

become kind of tangled together. So a lot of my passages after that, both in kind of my COVID

journal and my daily journal. It's like I can't talk about COVID and what is happening there

without talking about racism and the political climate at the time. So it's interesting to see that as

I was rereading it this morning.

Russell (57:02): Yeah. I remember going to the BLM March here in town, and it was the first

time I'd been around more than, like, three people since the pandemic started. And it felt... like it

already is a little uncomfortable just to be at the... I don't know... at the ballpark or something

when they play the like "clap your hand" songs, like I'm not gonna...

Sarah (57:38): You're not a sheep.

Russell (57:39): I'm not going to do that.

Sarah (57:39): I clap my hands when they do the song at the ballpark.

Russell (57:43): Yeah. It's like, I'm not gonna do that. When the DJ says, "put your hands in the

air," I'm not gonna do that. And so I was already weighing these things. I was like, well, this is

really important to me, and I want to be here, COVID, and like, all right, I'm here, I need to

participate in the call and response and, like, actually put my actual voice behind this and not

just be a body in the crowd. I just found that the triangulation for me personally of those three

things was kind of intense.

Sarah (58:18): Yeah. I remember we decided between the two of us, like, I stayed home with

Susie to go get her and be the parent and you went to the Black Lives Matter March in

Carrboro. And it's like one of us... we want to be represented there, but it's still COVID. We can't



take our daughter as much as we would like to and probably would have if COVID wasn't a

thing. Again, linked together the two things.

Russell (58:47): Yeah. And really, just all of the... still everything that we do is based on, "All

right. Is there a safe option for an unvaccinated person in this... The places... the kind of

brewery and kind of restaurant things that we do. It's like, well, we've got to have a spot where

we can be outside and there's a spot where she can kind of run around. It's all based on her

safety still.

Sarah (59:28): And we haven't gotten COVID. So I guess we're doing something right.

Russell (59:32): So far. Actually, that's something that I'm actively worried about is... I've got a

bunch of gigs booked to finally get back out and play some music and... you know, I'm gonna be

sitting inside places with my mask off. So... as I was saying in the beginning, I've finally gotten to

my point where, like, I'm having to make that calculation again for myself and for the family. And

it's like I've not played a gig and been paid money in a while. Probably need to make that

happen. But then I'm back in with making those decisions. Yeah. That's what I'm thinking about.

Sarah (1:00:26): Actually. It's funny you mentioned that, because I was just being reminded. So

in October of 2020, Russell was playing a very rare gig. The Downtown Partnership was paying

musicians to busk in downtown on Friday nights just to kind of add some life, which I totally

supported. And when I heard they were doing that, I was like, "oh, Russell, you should do this.

Not only are they paying, which is great, it's also just a good opportunity to get out there and use

your voice and remember what it's like to play in front of people." So he kind of went as a favor

filled in one night on... somewhere in late October. And while he was performing, the details are

not important, but basically he had what could have been a possible COVID exposure. And so

this one time that Russell went out with his guitar and it was outside, it was like 50 feet from a

restaurant, so not even in the path of where people were walking or where they were standing,

someone came up to him and got in his face and spoke to him. So he came home and you were

fair to say, very upset about the fact that you'd like done this one performance and then

someone kind of got in your face and you could talk about how it felt. But then we quarantined



for a week. Again, if we knew what we knew now, which is that if you're outside, you're probably

pretty safe, we probably wouldn't have done that. But at the time we didn't have that information.

And so I said, "quarantining after Russell's possible exposure busking last weekend. Very little

work accomplished this week because Susie is home with us all day. But weather is beautiful

and just having to be even more careful and distancing from the folks." So that one time you did

go perform in 2020, that you had one gig and it just kind of blew up and it meant ten days of not

working, staying home, doing nothing.

Russell (1:02:20): Yeah. It's funny how something like that then informs my... that's been over a

year...

Sarah (1:02:30): Yeah, solid year and a half.

Russell (1:02:30): ...and I haven't taken the leap again.

Sarah (1:02:34):  Even if you see... as we've seen our favorite bands and other musician

friends, like, taking that step. But, you know, a lot of them don't have kids.

Russell (1:02:42):  And so that's another way, like, the kid has been the number one priority...

keeping her safe.

Sarah (1:02:54): Anything else jump out at you? One that jumped out at me this morning is I

didn't journal a ton in 2021. Well, December 31st I kind of looked back on the year and this is

how I'm feeling looking towards 2021 and everyone was so hopeful the first vaccines had gone

out. I say some not great things about our former President, which I'll save you from, and there's

just a lot going on. But it's also very helpful. So I'm like, "it's hard to separate all the real and

metaphorical wildfires and Hurricanes, literal Hurricanes, from the delight of raising a beautiful,

sweet, smart and growing daughter. But we are so fortunate to have her gracing our lives. We're

so lucky our parents are all healthy and my sister and brother-in-law have dodged the virus. We

look towards 2021 eagerly. A vaccine, a new President and return to somewhat normal." And

then flip over the page and Christmas 2021, a whole year later, did not think Christmas could be



more bleak than last year. Omar is ruthless. So many friends seem to have it. It feels like it's

only a matter of time till we get it too. We've had colds, thanks to Susie starting preschool and

have tested ourselves many times, and so far all negative. Only silver lining is family. Karin and

Jeremy," who are really close friends, "are all healthy." And then another checklist of things,

"Supply shortages, shipping delays, labor shortages, masks everywhere, only seeing friends

outside. So essentially nothing having changed from the year before.

Klaus (1:04:49): I'm wondering... I feel like we have talked a lot about the activities and the other

people in your life and how they're doing and everything. But I'm also wondering, emotionally,

what has the journey been like for you and where are y'all at now?

Sarah (1:05:17): I mean, it's been a rollercoaster, but I think a profound sense of luckiness, I

think, is what we feel now because we look back and we took all these precautions and we kind

of lived away that was probably a little challenging on the face, and none of us have gotten

seriously ill, and we're really thankful for that. I think I'm also deeply aware of how our

community and how our state and how our country have suffered, and I think of that often, and I

think some guilt around the fact that we have a very blessed life in many, many ways. I'm so

lucky to have had a job that was supportive of my family, supportive of taking precautions,

flexible on all sorts of things, gave us raises when they could, gave us hazard pay when they

could. Eternally grateful to my employer for how they handled the pandemic in general, and very

lucky to have had a lot of time with Russell and my kid, both of whom I couldn't live without. And

also profound gratitude for our community. I think I've said this to anybody who will listen, but I'm

so glad that we were here during COVID because our community believed in science. We

listened to experts, we wore masks, we stayed home, but we also supported our businesses. I

can't imagine having gone through this anywhere else. And I have many friends that live

obviously outside of town, and their experiences were very, very, very different. And so I'm so

grateful to Chapel Hill and Carrboro for just, like, just doing the thing that they needed to do and

put people first instead of profit or business or anything else. People were first.

Russell (1:07:16): Put other people first.



Sarah (1:07:19): Yeah, yeah, I mean, like, the people of the community were more important

than sales tax or more important than whatever it happened to be. So I think I'm very grateful.

But, you know, it's been really hard. I don't think anybody's going to come in and be like, COVID

was amazing. I saw a therapist for quite a while. I still call her up when I need her. I definitely

have leaned on friends for a lot of it. And I have zero shame about any of that. I think we all

have done that. So it's profoundly hard. I also would think that having a child during this time is a

very interesting dichotomy because some days I don't know how people without children have

done the pandemic because she is a daily reminder that time has passed and we're not living

the same lives we were two years ago. But then also your attention is constantly pulled in

multiple directions at all times, regardless of whether she's present or not. So it's a bit of A and a

bit of B, as we say in our house.

What about you?

Russell (1:08:20): I think something that I've noticed has been how we've... our kind of social

circle or through the twin realities of not going places and then also just kind of extreme

partisanship of the country. Those two things have kind of whittled down into like, all right, these

are the people we hang out with. And it's been really interesting to see that as a... from this kind

of safety angle and precaution angle of, like, who we feel comfortable being around. Who do

we... and then just on kind of a personal level, it's like, well, who do we want to be around? And

that's just been things that you would never have really cared about in a casual friend kind of

relationship is now a paramount concern because we're trying to keep unvaccinated people

safe, specifically one small three foot tall unvaccinated person

Sarah (1:10:03): And the other unvaccinated children she comes into contact with.

Russell (1:10:09): So that's been... I was thinking about that the other day. We have a lot of

pictures in our house. We have a lot of big like Ikea multi-frame for old three by fives and stuff. A

lot of tons of pictures on the fridge. We just have lots of pictures of people that we've spent time

with in our lives. And Susie likes to like point at them and ask and, it's like, all right, there's some

people in here that we just haven't seen. And I'm probably not going to see in a long... And it's...



that's just something I was thinking about the other day. Those two factors have really changed

the landscape.

Luis (1:11:13): I was thinking about the journals. I was thinking how the journals allow you to be

in a space within yourself as opposed to be plugged to the radio and to the news and to all of

that. But also I wonder about if we are risking to be isolated. I don't know where do you guys

listen your news or do you?

Sarah (1:11:41): And that changed, right? So before COVID, when we were commuting, we had

two cars. We were driving more. You know, NPR all day every day when you're in the car and

consuming that online. So I'm a bit of a news junkie. Actually both are we just kind of read

different things, but a lot of overlap. But basically every morning I come in and read five news

sources: WCHL, local, the News and Observer, the Charlotte Observer because we lived in

Charlotte for a long time, and I worked for the City of Charlotte for a long time, the New York

Times, and the Huffington Post. So those are pretty, I mean, all liberal-leaning, but different

scopes and different things that they look at. And then NPR is probably our biggest daily source.

So that's our news. We never watch news on TV unless you count, like Stephen Colbert, Trevor

Noah as, like, news. It's more commentary, less news. But yeah, I do think we've spent to

varying degrees for both of us over time, like, shielding ourselves from news. I think there's a

certain time of the day I like to do it first thing in the morning after I read my initial emails. I look

at the news, and then I'm kind of done for the day. And unless something significant happens, I

try not to look at it again. I'd say your routine is a little different than mine.

Russell (1:13:07): I look first thing as well, kind of assimilate, kind of, all right, where are we

today? But then I'll refresh... I'll just kind of refresh the headlines throughout the day and just

kind of see if anything... I mean, that's another thing of the pandemic and of the previous four

years, right? It's like, something crazy, headline-making was happening at such a pace that I

kind of got to the place where I couldn't just read it once a day anymore, which is like, maybe

that's not... on the other side, maybe being a little more isolated and just checking in periodically

would be better for the old mental health. But yeah, we both stay pretty up on the news. It

definitely changed for me from listening to things on NPR a lot to reading the articles, which is



that also kind of reveals your... not your biases so much as your interests. Like, okay, so I'm

going to have all this menu of things to click on now instead of just like, whatever the next

segment.

Sarah (1:14:35): The curated news comes to me. And I trust the news curators at NPR implicitly,

so I want them to serve up to me what I should be caring about. But when you're self curating, it

can get a little overwhelming.

Russell (1:14:51): It's like I need... there's stuff that I wouldn't have... probably a lot of stories

that I would have cared about eventually but wouldn't have clicked on the thing.

Sarah (1:15:08): I guess I get... I get my news after 09:00 a.m. from you.

Russell (1:15:13): Like, "did you see this?"

Sarah (1:15:14): Like I heard about the Capital riot from you because I was in the middle of a

meeting and you walked out of the house. And I was like, what is he doing? The full story is I

was in a meeting and Russell, without any preamble, I hear him slam the front door, walk past

the the door window of my office, walk down the stairs, and go take our Black Lives Matter sign

off our front lawn. And he brought it inside. And I didn't understand what was happening. And I

was on a meeting and I couldn't get off of it. I think I was presenting something. It was a

People's Academy meeting, actually, with Jeffrey and Emily. And so it's so weird. So I ended the

meeting and I was like, "Russell, what are you doing" And he's like, "oh, well, some idiots

stormed the capital. And I'm worried, I'm worried that they're going to see our Black Lives Matter

sign in our yard and we're going to be a target because we live kind of between the super liberal

center of Carrboro and the country. And it was so crazy. And of course, I took the sign back

outside and put it back in the yard. I was like, I will not live in fear. Put it back. And then now tell

me what's going on, because I haven't looked at the news all day. I'm laughing at it... it's not

funny.



Russell (1:16:26): When I turned it on, the crawler at the bottom was "shots fired in the capital"

and then as the entry point into what was happening as that... and I was just like... I really

thought that a candle had been lit that day that was going to just, especially in the south, was

just going to catch everything on fire immediately. Luckily, it did not. That's where I was

operating from. I was like, I just thought that it was going to all come down immediately.

Sarah (1:17:08): Well, and that day, I sat down and it was significant enough that I brought out

my special journal here. And I said, "another historic day. Biden vote count and Senate invaded

by MAGA and militia terrorists egged on by Trump. Georgia's two Senate candidate seats go to

Democrats in bonkers runoff election. Russell afraid for our safety. My friend in Texas says this

would have happened even if Trump won. What is going on with the world?" Like, that was so

significant to me in such a turning point, I think that clearly it meant something enough that I

needed to write this out and process it in writing. So again, seeing the journal is like a way to

kind of catalogue what we were feeling in that moment and how it again had changed things, yet

again. Just what we needed.

Luis (1:17:57): Yeah. It makes me think of the experience of things as they are versus them

aided by this, because... right? Because you read your journal and many things that you fear will

happen never did, right? But then your experience of this being tagged is so excruciating. And I

wonder if when you're listening the news, is Susie listening the news too? Does she have a

comment?

Sarah (1:18:34): That's a really interesting question. So we do listen to NPR in the car. It's

usually on... by the time we pick her up in the afternoon. She usually needs a little quiet time. So

she'll be sitting in the backseat and I'll have the radio on. And sometimes I remember to turn the

equalizer so only the sounds coming out in the front. And sometimes I don't. And usually she

ignores it and she won't say anything. But every once in a while she'll say... she'll react or repeat

something that she hears. And it's a good reminder that she, on some level, is taking that in.

And like so if they talk... specifically if they talk about Ukraine and Russia and what's happening,

not only is that hard for an adult to hear, I don't know exactly how that affects her. So I tend to

turn it off just in case there's sounds of bombs or something like that that they're going to play



over the radio. And NPR is pretty good about not like going for the shock value of the reporting

in Ukraine, but I think I'm more conscious of it as she gets older because occasionally she'll

repeat something. And you're like, "oh, yeah. Okay. So there's a real person with a brain and a

little tape recorder in her brain and she is listening every minute." But then if we're listening to

stories on This American Life or something like that, or SciFri, like... I remember one time they

were doing something about poisonous frogs, and she picked up on that really quickly and she's

like, "frogs jump!" And I was like, "Right, okay, you're listening. Frogs do jump. That's right. And

some of them kill people because they're poisonous."

Russell (1:20:07): But not here, don't worry.

Sarah (1:20:07): Yeah, but not here, that we know of.

Russell (1:20:12): Yeah. I remember being a little kid. What were we like six when the Gulf War?

Sarah (1:20:19): Yeah, six or seven? '91.

Russell (1:20:20): Yeah, something like that. And I remember being glued to the news during

that. And I don't know... it feels like I didn't really understand it. And it was just images of tanks

and dust. Yeah. So it's just like the imagery, but I didn't get anything deeper out of it. So that

makes me feel like Susie doesn't need to be exposed to any of that until we can have a real

conversation about it. We don't watch... you know, that was like on CNN back then, and we don't

watch the news in the house on the TV. So at least from an images point of view, she's not

getting that. My parents don't, and I don't think your parents do either, so... but that's kind of my

reference point for that. She's half as old as I was, and I still didn't get... it was still just kind of

like a weird scary thing on TV, it wasn't... it didn't have like... I didn't understand it.

Luis (1:21:45): A while ago you were talking about music, and it occurred to me whether you

feel that COVID put things on the freezer, are they there? Do you have anything that you want

to move on in your lives and COVID is just holding you back? You think you work or personally.



Sarah (1:22:12): Yeah, I'll give a quick example. I know Russell's got one, too, and it's kind of

more tangible about his work. But before I had my daughter and before COVID, I was a big

triathlete. I did a lot of triathlons. I've done half Iron Man. I've done lots of Olympic, international

distances. And after I had Susie, I did one more triathlon. I wanted to prove for myself that I

could do at postpartum, and she was like five months old when I did it, and then she was ten

months old when COVID started, and races really shut down during COVID started, again

before we learned that being outside is pretty safe. There were no races all of 2020, at least my

normal races that I'd done. And I think in a way, I use the COVID as an excuse to not do any

triathlon training in 2020. And I really haven't done a lot since. I did one run race last year, did a

10K, but that's definitely been on the shelf. And I asked myself often, am I not training right now

because of COVID? Or am I not training right now because I'm a mom? And do I need to bring

that back into my life? Or is it something that... you know, we talk about, what do you want to

take in, what do you want to let go, and what do you want to keep? And that's one of those

things I think I'm just going to let go. I don't think it's going to ever be a priority in my life again. I

don't think I'm ever going to go for a full Iron Man. It's just between having a kid and seeing how

precious life is and knowing that a lot of my passion and my personal life is around mentoring

and lifting up people of color, triathlon training doesn't seem very important anymore. I'd much

rather spend my free time on the weekend with the 16 year old that I mentor, or with my

daughter, or planting food in my garden. That just seems more important. But what about you?

Is there anything in the freezer that you just... may not bring out again? We should just chuck in

the garbage, like actual things in our freezer we should probably throw away. Real example.

Russell (1:24:13): Um, I don't know. I mean, it definitely delayed a lot of things and things from

work perspective, delayed... all of my plans kind of coming back into releasing music and

touring and stuff, and all of that has been pushed, and I'm just kind of starting to put it back

together. And it looks a lot different than it would have. But I don't know. I don't know if there's

really for me anything that I'm just going to totally leave behind. Other than... I don't know. I was

doing everything myself beforehand, and I'm not doing that anymore. I have to have

collaboration. So maybe that's part of being... kind of being isolated for so long. Maybe that's the

thing I've taken out of that is like, all right, I'm going to do this stuff, I got to do it with other

people and not just do everything myself anymore. Nothing too much in the freezer. I haven't... I



don't know. I was thinking about your triathlon stuff. It's like, I have, during the pandemic, I

started running a lot, especially when Susie was really little and I'd put her in the stroller and

we'd go for runs and it was great. And then I haven't been doing that this year because I've

been nursing an Achilles injury and this year feels a lot different than the last two years just

because I've been very stationary. But I think that the kind of overarching... we go back through

these and I was looking at some of my old entries from last year and everything felt... there was

a lot of stress in all of those. And I feel like somehow even though... if you looked at the

numbers or something, if you try to quantify everything, it's like, all right, cases are going back

up now and all the restrictions have ended and the cases going up. That could be a bad

cocktail, but the overall ambient stress level has just dropped. And I don't know if it's just

because we've reached the limit and it's like, okay, nowhere for this to go but down. Or if it truly

is that people are just... you know, when you saw there would be kind of news stories every

once in a while, it's like "these people just say that they're just done with COVID," or whatever.

And I just wonder if maybe we just all finally got there as a society. But then again, at the same

time, it's like, well, we're still going to take the precautions that we need to take for our daughter.

And I think I spent a lot of time in the last two  years thinking, like, questioning it's like the Reddit

thread, the like, are we the assholes?

Sarah (1:28:16): Yeah. Like, are we the ones taking all these precautions and making people

wear masks and only seeing them outside when it's freezing cold? Are we the jerks? We haven't

gotten COVID, so like, again, hindsight being 2020, something we did was right. I think of that

often, but like, yeah, what are some other things that we are just going to let stay in the past?

It's so hard to disconnect COVID from having a kid because those things happened kind of

similarly for us. So there's things that we did pre-kid that we're never going to do again,

probably.

Russell (1:28:56) Yeah. So it's like attributing... yeah....

Sarah (1:28:58): And I think one thing about keeping this journal and the fact that I started this

particular book and it's the one that I read every day while I was pregnant, we haven't gotten... I



mean not that we've ever been like huge partiers, but we haven't gone back to going to Happy

Hours on Friday. We haven't gone back to doing a lot of things. But is it because we have a kid

that we'd rather hang out with, or is it because we don't want to go sit with a bunch of yahoos at

a bar? Like it's a bit of A and a bit of B. It's both. But I think what was interesting is it's almost

affirming to read back to 2019, which is how far my book goes back because I was pregnant

and we were slowing down a little bit. I never was a big partier because my journal says I

wasn't. Because I was pregnant. It's fine to still not, you know, meet up with friends at a bar on a

Friday afternoon because... it's normal because if you read back to three years ago, Sarah, I

wasn't doing that either. Well, three years ago, Sarah had a three week old. So we weren't doing

anything other than being in the hospital at this point. But it is kind of affirming. Three years ago

Sarah wasn't doing triathlons. Three years ago Sarah wasn't applying... wasn't thinking about

what's next professionally. Three years ago Sarah was just existing in the world and trying to get

through with a newborn. So it's easy to lower your expectations.

We talked you just to death, guys. Oh, my goodness.

Klaus (1:30:31): I mean, yeah, it's been a real... it was just, like, so wonderful.

Sarah (1:30:35): Oh, good.

Klaus (1:30:37): Like, really, I feel like I want to do all of our interviews with, like, married

couples.

Sarah (1:30:45): That are still married. Nailed it.

Luis (1:30:48): Well I think a not-still-married couple would also be very... make for interesting

content.

Sarah (1:30:57): I will say, like, these days, Russell is everything, and I couldn't do anything

about him. But the stresses on marriage are real. Like, COVID is not for the faint of heart. If you

are not sure if you should be married to that person, you've probably learned over the last two



years whether that was right or not. And the opposite is true. I literally wouldn't trade Susie or

Russell for the world because it's hard. It's hard to live... I mean, Russell has worked at home for

years. When he's at home, he's been at home. I have never worked from home working for a

local government, it's always been understood that you are in the office or you are not working. I

mean, the library is still like that. So this has tested a lot of interesting assumptions for me

professionally. I've been in the business for 15 years. It really upended everything that I thought

I knew about my work and my marriage. We've either, like, Russell has been on tour and I've

come home to an empty house or Russell's home all day. And this was neither of those things.

This was like, we are home together 24 hours a day, and sometimes there's a tiny person

running around doing her thing. And so it's interesting. It's totally different than anything we've

experienced.

Russell (1:32:09): And I will say that our happiness has been completely hinged on the fact that

Susie sleeps so much better than most toddlers. But like to have... she sleeps great. A lot of

toddlers, don't. And I can't imagine doing the, like, everybody in the house all day, 24 hours a

day, where the kid...

Sarah (1:32:39): Is just like awake until 10:00 p.m.

Russell (1:32:42): Yeah. So just having a little bit of time and our non-Susie time, non-work time

has kind of fluctuated, like how we spend that over the time. But to be able to have a moment...

Sarah (1:32:59): Like 8:30 to 10:00 p.m....

Russell (1:33:01): To just kind of come down from the day. Yeah. It's like a lot of our other

friends with kids, like their kids just don't sleep.

Sarah (1:33:09): Or they're going to sleep late or whatever it is. We have guaranteed time every

day that it's just the two of us.



Russell (1:33:15): Or us individually. Like whatever we need. Yeah. So it's like something that's

completely out of our control.

Sarah (1:33:25): I thought you were going to say, like wine or something was like the key to our

happiness. I was like, where is that sentence going? Working out? But yeah, Susie's sleep is

crucial. And also wine.

Russell (1:33:43): When she was in school for a few weeks and it didn't work out, her sleep got

disrupted. And that's probably why, honestly, that's probably why we were like...

[inaudible with laughing]

Sarah (1:33:58): Yeah, not worth it. We were paying a lot of money for her not to sleep at night.

Go to school and then not sleep.

Klaus (1:34:05): Well, one last thing that I wanted... which you started to bring up a little bit.

They've been telling me about the office hours that you do, or that you did at one point with your

work. Am I saying that... Is that the right term?

Sarah (1:34:23): So yeah, office hours for ARPA [American Rescue Plan Act] and for like, Let's

Talk Town for engagement?

Klaus (1:34:28): Yeah. The things that you've been in your work that you've been doing to

engage with the community. I was wondering if you could just talk a little bit about that.

Sarah (1:34:37): Yeah. So I am a project manager by trade, by passion, and by employment at

the moment with the town, which I love. And I noticed in December or... November, December



that a lot of my projects were going to need community input all at the same time. Like, really

this January, February... and some of it was asking people to register for programs. Some of it

was asking people for their opinions on things. And so I kind of came up with this crazy idea

that, hey, why don't we do input about all of those things all at once? And little old me will go to

the library. I'll go to parks. I'll have Zoom office hours, meet people wherever they are. I'll just

invite people to call me up. So for six or seven weeks and informally kind of since then, January,

February, I hired an intern and we went and we just sat here at the library. We sat at Amsted

Park. We sat at the Greenway entrance, and we just talked to anybody that came through. And

it was fascinating because it's January, the weather sucks. But I think COVID meant that people

also have been in these habits of being outside more. So we caught quite a few people. The

library was probably the second best place we went. But it was fascinating because I think

during COVID, especially in our community, people have become a lot more sacred about their

personal space and talking to strangers, even though I wear a mask everywhere that I was

doing these events. So I think our natural inclination in 2022 is not to go up to a stranger and

chat. But that's countered by the fact that we've been a little isolated for two years. So I think

also when someone saw a big banner that said, "Come talk to me," literally come talk about

anything, some people really, I think, took to that, and they're like, "here, hold my beer. I'm going

to tell you about everything that I'm curious about." And especially... Luis. and I went to the St.

Thomas Moore Spanish-language mass one Sunday afternoon or Saturday afternoon and had

just the most lovely time talking to congregants there. And I think that was so special because I

think they were seeing people from the government that maybe look like them more than maybe

the average person they interact with from the government. We had Luis, who speaks Spanish

as a native speaker. And then also my intern was a person of color. And I think that was really

important to be there and to show them that we're listening to them, we probably talked to, I

don't know, 50 or 100 people. I think I should have just brought a loudspeaker for Luis because

he kind of spread the word very quickly through that. But that time was so important. I think



people really wanted to talk. It didn't really matter exactly what projects the town was talking to

them about. They just wanted to talk. And I got some amazing feedback on lots of things. Some

of it not even town related. I sent a lot of emails just off to the school board, to Orange County

saying, "hey, I talked to somebody today that's curious about blank, could you give me a link or

a contact person?" So that was really wonderful. And that's continued because the projects that

I've been working on continued to need outreach and people to talk to me. So I've had some

lovely phone conversations with older residents that got my door hanger on their door, and they

call me up and we chat for 45 minutes. So that's been really special. And for a tried and true

extrovert like me, it's been a real joy. And I think anytime you can have a good interaction

between local government and the residents that we serve is wonderful. So I've really enjoyed

that. And I've pulled some lovely volunteers along with me for some of those.

K1:38:14): Well, since for this project, we're trying to talk to people from all parts of the Chapel

Hill community. And it's hard to do that by just like sending out calls. So as you're continuing to

do that, or if thinking back on the office hours that you've already done, you have people that

you think we should talk to for this project and that you would be willing to connect us with or

directly towards, we would love that.

Sarah (1:38:46): Don't ask. I have a list. I have several people that I've had really, really

interesting conversations with. And part of my parallel work is working with people that are

wheelchair users in downtown. And that has been a really interesting intersection of my

downtown work and my ADA transition work, which is another project that I'm co-managing. And

so their specific experience has been really interesting during COVID. So I have a couple of

people that I know would love to talk to you. So I'll send you some names. A really special part

of that project, being in January, honestly, and in the coattails of Omicron, really in the midst of



Omicron was fascinating. I've got some people, like People's Academy graduates that I bet

would love to come.

Klaus (1:39:34): Well I'll follow up with you about that. I'll send you and email.

I've got one last easy-peasy question. Luis there anything else that you wanted to ask? Is there

anything else that you all wanted to say while you've got the mic?

Sarah (1:39:48): Oh, my gosh, you guys are so kind to listen to us, just talk about our lives. It's

only interesting to you guys.

Klaus (1:39:55): I'm excited for Susie to listen to this some time down the line.

Sarah (1:39:56): Me, too. Yeah I hadn't thought about that. This morning she was not interested.

We were, like, trying to read through... and she's like, "guys play dolls with me" or whatever else

she was doing. Play bears. No, I can't think of anything else that I'm like, oh get that off your

chest.

Klaus (1:40:16):  Well and also if you have anything that you think would go well with this

interview, if you want to send any pictures of certain journal passages, or if you feel like... if

there are any little audio clips from the music that you created earlier in the pandemic that you

think maybe isn't going to turn into a song, or if there's something that you think, like a sample

you might want to share with us.

Russell (1:40:44): Sure.



Sarah (1:40:46): Well he has a new record coming out in a couple of weeks, a month and a half,

month-ish. Which will be coming to Tracks, don't worry.

Russell (1:40:57): No it won't, because it's got cursing.

Sarah (1:40:59): Oh that's right. Well, he has released a song and acoustic version of a song.

So there's a song that he wrote, like shot a music video during COVID, which is...

Russell (1:41:07): Yeah, that was weird. No, yeah, I'll pull something from the like six months

of...

Sarah (1:41:20): I'll take a good picture of my scraps, my torn from a college notebook.

Luis (1:41:25): I love the idea of the journals. Where did you buy them? I'm gonna get one.

Sarah (1:41:28): So you can actually... they sell these at Flyleaf. I've seen them there. I think I

bought these just both on Target, actually. And I give them as gifts all the time, so I probably

have one at home. I'll see if I have... like any of my friends that are, like, remotely touchy-feely

like we are, I'm like, "oh, happy birthday." I give them out all the time. And they're like $12. I

mean, they're really like, I don't know. They're priceless. I have my last one. It's on a shelf, like,

right next to my bed.

Klaus (1:41:55): Yeah. I'm feeling inspired as well.



Sarah (1:41:55): Yeah. I mean, it's not hard. Look how much you write. It's just like a couple of

lines a day. It's very doable. Anybody can journal, just like anyone can cook. We just watched

Ratatouille with our daughter.

Klaus (1:42:09): Oh, good movie. Well, that's my last question. Are there any pieces of music,

movies, TV, entertainment, books that you feel like were super important for you during COVID?

Russell (1:42:28): So we started every Sunday night, we started watching... Oh man... Okay.

Sarah is a gigantic X-Files fan when she was in high school. And we've watched all of it.

Sarah (1:42:50): Two episodes or a movie every Sunday night while I fold laundry since May of

2020. We're almost done.

Russell (1:43:00):  Yeah. We're almost done with the reboot season.

Sarah (1:43:02): Yeah, the very last season.

Russell (1:43:03): Yeah. So that's been the entire time. And then last year there was two records

that came out that Susie really latched onto, and we both liked them a lot, but she super latched

onto them and we've listened to them endlessly. One is an EP by band called Michigander and

Susie just like... we have it on vinyl, and she...

Sarah (1:43:34): It's definitely the soundtrack of COVID for us.

Russell (1:43:37): She goes over and picks it up like...



Sarah (1:43:40): Yeah, like an actual record player.

Russell (1:43:42): And then the other one is the John Batiste record.

Sarah (1:43:46): Yeah, You Are. Of course it just won five Grammys out of eleven.

Russell (1:43:53): [inaudible]

Sarah (1:43:53): Yeah, that's right.

Russell (1:43:54 Anyway, but those two records

Sarah (1:43:55): And the Soul soundtrack, I'd say John Batiste has definitely been one of the

sounds of COVID for us.

Russell (1:44:03): Yeah. All the jazz from the Soul soundtrack.

Sarah (1:44:04): We watched Soul when it first came out about a year ago, maybe a little longer.

It's a very profound movie, but it's animated, so you're not expecting it. And I think it affected us

quite a bit, and we haven't been able to match it again.

Russell (1:44:20): Well. in the middle of COVID, it was like very existential.

Sarah (1:44:27): Yeah. It was really hard.

Russell (1:44:27): And presented in a way where you're not expecting it.



Sarah (1:44:29): But then again as parents, we've seen every episode of Curious George three

times. Though I will say another thing that's been interesting in child programming is that there's

some really great shows for children with people of color in them that didn't exist before the

pandemic and certainly didn't exist when we were kids. You know our daughter loves Sesame

Street, but there's Alma's Way, which is created by Sonia Manzano, who is a Sesame Street

alum, and then Molly of Denali. So we've been really enjoying the opportunity to see children's

programming with more people of color. And I think a lot of that's because of the reawakening of

the last couple of years.

Russell (1:45:05): They're both new shows in their first seasons.

Sarah (1:45:07): I read a lot. I read every night. I'm usually reading a fiction book and a

nonfiction book. And a lot of my reading, like many people that look like me, has been about

racism and how to be better. So I've read a ton to the probably annoyance of this guy over here

and done a lot of reading and thinking about that. And then you got to always have something

like romance models, things of that nature. And then I slogged through all of To Drink From a

Well by Geeta Kapur, which is the racial reckoning of UNC, and I would highly recommend that

as required reading for any employee at UNC or Chapel Hill. So that was... it's a very dense

book, but it's fascinating. So those are some of the highlights. But there's always something...

you know, a murder mystery in the background, a lot of podcasts, a lot of podcasts.

Russell (1:45:59): Yeah, you go on a walk and listen to a podcast a lot.

Sarah (1:46:03): Yeah, if it's during work hours I'll listen to a work related podcast and if it's not

during work hours, it's usually murder or crime, let's be honest. It'd be great to get some of that



Michigander on the soundtrack for this project. That's like everything for us. It'll sound like

COVID.

Klaus (1:46:19): Hey, we can make that happen. We'll figure out something. Well, and you met

him mid-COVID, you met him between OG-COVID and Delta, and then we saw him between

Delta and Omicron. We went and saw him live. So it's really been this, like, ongoing theme for

us. We saw him at the Cradle with 30 other people. Probably the best show I've ever been to.

So again between Delta and Omicron in that little window where we all felt like we could go

places. Yeah. Haven't been back.

Russell (1:46:54): Yeah, that's been definitely the media soundtrack.

Sarah (1:47:01): X-Files. I can't believe you brought that up.

Russell (1:47:03): We're almost done. It's been the entirety of COVID.

Sarah (1:47:05): We're so close. We have like six more episodes out of, like, 200.

Russell (1:47:08): You've got to have some consistencies.

Sarah (1:47:07): Well, yeah, that's exactly what it is. It's a comfort show for me. I'd never

watched some of the seasons without David Duchovny, because why? But we went back and

watched all of them. Every episode. It's been a real labor of love.

Russell (1:47:26): Well, thank you all so much. This has been really wonderful.



Sarah (1:47:30): Oh god. It's been like 2 hours. You guys are so patient.


