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PRAISE FOR THERE’LL BE PEACE WHEN YOU ARE DONE


“Supernatural has often been seen as a quote-unquote little show in the larger scheme of premium networks and a peak TV era that has expanded to more than 500 scripted shows alone. In a way, that descriptor is perfect for this show, though, because like its characters, it has been quietly doing important work—unknowingly to many, but life-changing for the special group whose lives have been directly touched by Dean and Sam Winchester and their friends. Using stories from those who worked on the show, including Jensen Ackles, Jared Padalecki, and Davy Perez, as well as those extended #SPNFamily members who have been touched and inspired by the show, There’ll Be Peace When You Are Done poignantly and poetically captures the bigger legacy of Supernatural. For 40-odd minutes a week, it was about hunting, but, as this volume of unabashedly honest and open essays proves, for 24/7, 365 it has been about saving people.”


—Danielle Turchiano, senior features editor at Variety


“Supernatural represents an extraordinarily special moment in pop culture history and in this moving, thoughtful and beautifully curated collection, Lynn Zubernis has perfectly captured being a part of such a wild—and inimitable—ride. The Winchesters’ greatest accomplishment (outside of saving the world a few times) is definitely the #SPNFamily, and the beating heart of the fandom and the good works it has inspired live in the pages of There’ll Be Peace When You Are Done. I can’t think of a better tribute or testament to a show that has meant so much to so many than this wonderful book.”


—Courtney Summers, New York Times bestselling author of Sadie
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To the SPNFamily









INTRODUCTION


SPNFamily Forever


LYNN S. ZUBERNIS


There are certain experiences that happen in our lives that we will never forget. Psychology even has a term for the memory created by this kind of experience: a flashbulb memory. When something happens that shakes our world especially profoundly, the brain encodes that moment differently, and more vividly, than it does our everyday memories.


Back in the day, a flashbulb was a cube that sat on top of your camera and went off to illuminate a scene you were capturing with a photo, freezing it in time forever (it’s now just a light on your smartphone). Our brain, when it records a flashbulb memory, does something similar: it freezes the important, often upsetting moment in time forever. The sights, the sounds, the smells, and the emotions of that moment are all preserved deeply. The memory doesn’t fade like other memories, or lose its emotional intensity. Instead, it remains as clear and vivid as if it happened yesterday. We remember the clothes we were wearing, or exactly what we were doing or thinking, or who we were talking to. We remember our initial shock and then the moment when our emotions kicked in.


Most often, flashbulb memories are about world-changing events like September 11 or shocking personal news. But they can also be things you wouldn’t expect. Sometimes, something is so important to you that the news of its impending loss hits hard enough to freeze the moment in time. I think that’s what happened to me on Friday afternoon, March 22, 2019, the moment I found out that Supernatural would end after its fifteenth season. That might seem like an odd thing to be preserved forever as a flashbulb memory, and it’s certainly not equivalent to world-changing events, but that’s not how our brains work. When something is important, it’s important. And for many people, myself included, this little television show that lasted for fifteen seasons is personally and emotionally important.


After the news of the show’s cancellation, many fans were confronted with family, friends, and coworkers who didn’t quite understand that importance—who said something like, “It’s a television show, for godsakes, get a grip!” Probably those loved ones meant well, but when you’re grieving, that lack of understanding is like salt in the wound. There’s a psychological term for that too, in fact—disenfranchised grief. It can be hard to find room to express our feelings when others don’t recognize the loss as valid. How do you explain that, for most of us, Supernatural is a lot more than a television show? How do you describe the ways in which Supernatural has changed all of our lives and gotten us through some of our toughest times? It’s difficult for anyone outside the SPNFamily to understand what we’ve gained from this show and how hard that is to lose.
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The actors and fans who wrote chapters in this book share their own emotional stories of what Supernatural has given to each of them. They take us along on their personal journey with Supernatural, writing about how it changed their lives and what they’ll take with them as the show comes to an end. The importance of the show differs for everyone. For some fans, the connection they feel to one or more of Supernatural’s vividly written and acted fictional characters has been pivotal. We all figure out who we are by “trying on” aspects of others’ identities, a process psychologists know as attribute substitution. Maybe you admire your great-aunt Sally’s gregarious way of interacting with literally everyone she encounters on the street, but find that quickly exhausts you and decide to model your socialization routine after great-uncle Joe’s introversion. Maybe you aspire to be a leader like Dean Winchester or to “always keep fighting” like Sam Winchester, and that keeps you going when things are tough. Maybe you see some aspect of yourself in Castiel and decide that if he can keep on trying, you can too. Maybe it’s Charlie, or Jody, or Donna, or Billie. Maybe it’s Bobby, or Kevin, or Ketch. The point is, we don’t know who we want to be until we see who others are—we don’t even know what it’s possible for us to be until we see it in someone else.


This idea, which is part and parcel of human development, is the reason why so many people talk about the need for representation in media. Books and films and television shows are where we find the exemplars of how to be human. As a species, we evolved to write our own life stories by absorbing the narratives of our culture and then making them our own. When we connect strongly with a particular story and that story’s characters, it impacts the course of our own development.


When Supernatural premiered fifteen years ago, the media landscape was different. There were fewer female characters for fans to emulate and fewer characters of any gender who were not straight and cis and white and young and able. Fans turned to fan fiction, creating stories where women also saved the day and characters weren’t all straight and men did talk about their feelings, and all sorts of stereotypes about race and gender and disability were turned on their heads. Fans longed to see the diversity that existed in their own communities and penned it themselves as they waited for media to catch up.


Over the years, Supernatural (along with television as a whole) evolved. Female characters who weren’t just on-screen to be love interests or eye candy, who had backstories and personalities and emotional arcs and relationships, began to appear—and talk to each other about something other than men! There were women who were both strong and vulnerable, successful and not, emotional and rational. The male characters on the show evolved too, with more characters breaking the straight white male stereotype. Even the Winchesters’ mantra of “no chick flick moments” evolved, as the brothers learned to be vulnerable and talk to each other. Both male and female characters on the show were gay and lesbian and bisexual and persons of color and deaf and blind and using a wheelchair and older than their twenties and all sorts of other things that we humans are. The show itself began to reflect its own fandom a little more accurately, and in the diversity of those characters, many fans found that elusive thing called representation in their favorite show.


But it’s not just identifying with favorite characters and witnessing their journeys over the years that has had an impact on fans. The relationships we’ve made as a result of the show and the fandom have changed our lives in countless ways. The value of making the world better is an integral part of our community, and the charity work fans have taken on together, and with members of Supernatural’s cast, has also been life affirming for many people. People have found friends, confidants, travel partners, even soul mates. The ways in which Supernatural and the SPNFamily have changed all of our lives are the reason saying goodbye is so hard. But sharing our memories and hanging on to all the good we’ve taken from this show eases the loss a little. That’s why we all wrote this book.


In each chapter, people share their perspectives on what made this little show on the CW so special. Cast members who played memorable characters on the show write about how their character or the fandom’s response to that character impacted their lives and their own development. The characters they played are diverse in many ways: they are straight and queer, women and men of color from different backgrounds, hearing and deaf. The actors are equally diverse, and they write with emotion about their own struggles with representation and identity and self-acceptance, within the intense atmosphere of a business that makes those struggles even more difficult. Like the cast, the fans whose stories appear here are also diverse, and they write with great candor about how the characters on the show have inspired and changed them, and how the community of fans has done the same. Reading their stories, it’s clear why Supernatural ending is something significant and memorable.


As we all come to terms with the show’s ending, fortunately there’s a lot of support within the fandom community, in all its various forms. In fact, that’s one of the reasons that Supernatural is so important in the first place: the supportive community that was inspired by the show. Yes, fans are incredibly sad to be losing Sam and Dean and Castiel, the fictional characters who mean so much to us. But the show is more than that. Supernatural created a family over these past fifteen years. It’s where many fans found their best friends, their support systems, the people who finally “got” them. It’s where they felt like they belonged, maybe for the first time. The SPNFamily is the community that allowed them to get sober, change careers, leave a cult, keep living.


Perhaps unlike shows that run for a year or two, Supernatural, after fifteen years, has changed not only its fans. Supernatural and the SPNFamily have also changed the lives of its cast and crew and writers in equally powerful ways. They too have channeled the support of the SPNFamily to take risks, be vulnerable, and reach out and connect with fans in life-changing ways. The reciprocal relationship that has developed over fifteen years between the Supernatural actors and fans is unique and powerful. After interacting with fans both face to face and online for all these years, the actors have forged connections that allow them an unprecedented level of understanding and a degree of genuineness that is rare in the media industry. It’s not just the fandom who considers us all “SPNFamily.”


The respect and understanding that the actors have for the fandom was obvious on that day in March when the news of the show’s cancellation broke. It says something about Jared, Jensen, and Misha that they insisted on telling their longtime crew first. Many had been with the show since the beginning and were truly family at that point. Then they recorded a video message for the fans so we could find out directly from them that the fifteenth season would be the last. Although all three were clearly struggling with their own emotions, they wanted their fans to hear it from them. It’s the same reason they wrote chapters for this book and for Family Don’t End with Blood in their own words: because this is too important to telegraph through someone else.
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Jensen and Jared tear up at their last Comic-Con panel.





It’s a testament to Supernatural’s impact that the news of its ending brought such an outpouring of love and gratitude, on every social media platform and on every mainstream media outlet. Actors who guested even once or twice on the show sent messages of respect and support. The British Columbia film industry itself weighed in, with gratitude for what the show has done for that industry and for Vancouver, including huge financial benefits and providing a talented and hardworking crew with jobs they could not only count on for fifteen years, but also love. Journalists from many of the publications that cover fan-favorite shows shared their own stories of how Supernatural impacted them, from inspiring them to enter the field to the joy of being able to write about something they’re passionate about.


Fans reached out to other fans, offering a safe place to talk, a shoulder to cry on, whatever support might help. Then, as fans embarked on the inevitable process of grieving, they began to look back with gratitude on what Supernatural has given each of us and to celebrate the legacy of this remarkable show. The hashtag #SPNGaveMe sprang up on Twitter, and fans started sharing all those life-changing things that Supernatural brought to their lives. I saw many posts from fans of other shows who had never even seen an episode of Supernatural, but who, as fellow fans, understood the depth of this loss and reached out with sympathy. As always, fandom took care of each other.


I did my own looking back and my own assessment of what #SPNGaveMe and why this show is so special to me. I’ve published six books about the show that trace my own journey with Supernatural and how the show and the characters have inspired me and changed me, but I don’t think I’ll ever have enough words to truly describe the profound impact that this little television series has had on my life. I found my voice—and myself—through this show and this fandom. I changed jobs, started writing, learned to speak up. I’ve realized that I can be criticized and not fall apart, and that criticism can be helpful once I’m able to listen. I’ve gone from being the painfully shy girl who failed geography class because I never spoke, to doing panels at San Diego Comic-Con and actually enjoying it. I had never traveled by myself until Supernatural, and now I have navigated airports and train stations and bus stations all over the world—because seeing my SPNFamily was totally worth the anxiety attacks! The show’s mantra of “Always Keep Fighting” has been my mantra too, and it’s kept me moving forward just like Sam and Dean and Cas.
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I am, quite literally, a different person than I was in 2005 when this little show began.


When I first heard the show was ending, I was volunteering at the Project Fancare table at Lexington Comic-Con, surrounded by copies of Family Don’t End with Blood and fellow fans. Project Fancare is a nonprofit that gives fans a forum to talk openly about how television and film and books and all sorts of fandoms have helped them get through tough times, and why that’s a good thing. I had just finished talking to a woman who stopped by to tell me what Family Don’t End with Blood and Supernatural have meant to her.


As the woman walked away, my friend Kim leaned over and said softly in my ear, “You need to take a break. Take your phone and go to the bathroom and watch the video that Jensen just posted.”


That’s all she said, but instantly I knew. I knew from the genuine emotion in her voice, and the concern for me that I could hear there. I knew because there’s a part of me that had been waiting for that news and anticipating it and knew it was coming sooner rather than later. My stomach instantly fell and my brain kicked into survival mode, blocking all my emotions and making me feel oddly calm even though intellectually I knew I wasn’t. I can vividly see the table in front of me, the books spread out there, and the woman walking away. She was wearing one of the first Represent “Always Keep Fighting” T-shirts and she had bright red hair and a bag with the protection symbol on it. I can see it like it’s a photo frozen in time—as bright as if lit by a flashbulb—and I can hear Kim’s voice and her words like she just finished talking, even though it’s now many months later.


I stood in the alcove by the bathroom in the giant convention center and pulled out my phone and found the video—and as soon as I saw their faces, before they even started speaking, there was no doubt in my mind. Jared, Jensen, and Misha are extraordinary in how open they have been with their fans, and I could see all the emotion they were struggling to contain before I ever hit play to listen to the message. I am forever grateful that I got to hear it from them.


As Supernatural comes to an end, we are all trying to find a way to cope with its loss. Not everyone will understand how people can grieve for a television show or for fictional characters who don’t exist or for friends you’ve never met in person, but the grief is real because the loss is real. There’s research about how we get the same emotional satisfaction from spending an evening with our favorite fictional characters as we do from having dinner with family or close friends. Fictional characters play a role in inspiring us and fictional stories are a way of making sense of (and even rewriting) our own life stories. Sam and Dean and Castiel and the other characters we love have been, and always will be, an important part of our real lives. Friendship can transcend the physical realm, and online communities can be amazing sources of support. All of that is real, and all of that is healthy.


There will be many things I’ll miss going forward. I’ll miss the anticipation that we all shared as we awaited a brand-new episode after days of devouring tidbits of information and video previews and tantalizing speculation about what might happen and how our heroes would deal with it. I’ll miss a fandom community so active and vibrant that I could check Twitter at any time of the day or night and find new posts from fandom friends or check Instagram or Tumblr and find new photos and art and videos about my favorite show. I’ll miss the sheer immediacy of this SPNFamily and the all-encompassing nature of a fandom that has new content to pore over every single day. I am so very grateful for so many years of that.


This book is a celebration of the show and not a goodbye. What Supernatural and the SPNFamily have given us cannot be erased or taken away, even though the show itself is no longer in production. Sam and Dean and Cas and Jody and Donna and Charlie and Bobby and all the other characters we fell in love with will live on, not only in reruns on TNT, but also in the countless ways they’ve inspired us in our real lives. That decision you made to “always keep fighting,” because that’s what Supernatural taught you, sent your life in a different direction, and you’re still here now because of that. Nobody can take that away from you. We are all different people than we were on that day we first saw the Impala roar across our screen. That change is permanent. This show did that.


Some things will change going forward, but not everything. I have no doubt that the SPNFamily will live on. We may not gather together to dissect the latest episode or argue amongst ourselves about which way canon “should” go, but we will have fifteen seasons of rich and nuanced and fascinating adventures to keep watching and keep talking about. As with any fandom, a lot of what my SPNFamily friends and I talk about on a daily basis doesn’t even have anything to do with Supernatural. We talk about family stresses, job challenges, kid questions, politics, that awesome thing we found at Target—whatever! They are the people I can reach out to for support, no matter what the problem. Fandom friends become forever friends, and the friendship is all the richer for that amazing show that brought us together. Ten years from now a bunch of us will say, hey, let’s all watch the pilot, or “The French Mistake,” or “All Hell Breaks Loose,” or the finale. And no matter where we are in life and who we’ve gone on to become, we’ll all pause and be reminded of all the ways that Supernatural changed our lives. Maybe we’ll get a little teary and reach for the tissues, and maybe we’ll share some hugs as we dab at our eyes, either virtual or in person. Because we’ll always have this show in common, and we’ll always “get it.” Nobody can ever take that away.


Because family really don’t end with blood. And those of us who have been part of the SPNFamily, whose lives have been changed for the better by this show, are now a little more able to “carry on.”


The Winchesters, and Castiel, and all our favorite characters from Supernatural have inspired us with their fifteen-year journey and have earned the rewards they never sought in the fictional universe. It’s what we hope for them every time we sing along to Kansas at the top of our lungs—that “there’ll be peace when you are done.”


#SPNFamilyForever









A FAMILY AFFAIR


JARED PADALECKI


When I think about the legacy of Supernatural, I feel like the relationships I’ve been able to build because of this show are what I’ll take with me. I’ve met a couple of my best friends. I met my wife in season 4 and now we have three kids. There’s also the relationship with the SPNFamily. The show and the SPNFamily have grown organically, and it’s made this into something that’s way beyond what any other television show has done. It’s always been a family affair, with us as actors a cog in the wheel, too. We wouldn’t exist without the fandom, and they wouldn’t exist without the show. So it has felt like a communal thing, almost like how Sam and Dean say to each other, “Hey, good job, good job back at you, okay, let’s get to work.” It’s made our work more important; it’s given our work more value.
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One of the reasons why Supernatural has lasted so long is that the fans forgive us, accept us, and love us. They keep watching even when we falter, and they bolster us back up to where we were. We fight for them; they fight for us. It has always felt like a reciprocal situation.


I don’t think any of us who make the show care about awards. This is the accolade: having people who actually care about the story and about each other and who have literally raised millions of dollars for charities over the past fifteen years. There was a point a few years ago when the Powerball got to a couple billion dollars, and Jensen and I both bought lottery tickets. We had a funny conversation in one of our trailers the night of the lottery draw. We were like, “Hey, if you win tonight, are you coming to work tomorrow?” We both looked at each other and said, “Absolutely!” It wasn’t for the money. It wasn’t for the prestige, the fame, or the awards. It was for our family of fans. I was committed to seeing Sam Winchester’s story play out and doing whatever I could to make that happen.


I’m very proud of what we’ve done and of the story that we got to tell. Sam Winchester has inspired me, just like he’s inspired many fans. Sam is a character who thinks about things differently. From the start, Dean was written as the let’s-go-in-guns-blazing one, and Sam was the let’s-think-about-this character, carrying a lot of the weight of the moral and ethical burden of decision making. Do you drink demon blood and hulk out so you can save people? Is it worth letting one person die if it’s going to save twenty people? Sam is thoughtful, whereas I tend to be more impulsive like Dean in some ways. But Sam has changed me and helped me be more thoughtful about those things. I think most of us, like Sam, probably do struggle to forgive ourselves sometimes. But I feel like Sam’s actions have been kind and sacrificial and loyal, and I have always wanted him to keep fighting—for his brother, for his family, to save people. I value that about him. The way the Winchesters have faced insurmountable odds inspires me and hopefully others to keep on working as hard as we can.


I feel sad about the show ending, but I want to feel sad about it ending. I don’t want to feel relieved. I don’t want to feel like it’s time and I’m relieved to be done with it. I want it to be how I felt about Harry Potter—you’re still alive, J.K., write some more! Even though it’s hard, I want the show to end with me wanting more.


So what is the legacy of this show? It’s the relationships. The relationships that fans have made, the relationships the cast and crew have made, and the relationships that we have with the fandom. I’m so grateful for the family that’s been built because of the show. There are other shows that are bigger and more famous, but they don’t have something like the SPNFamily. They didn’t create something extraordinary like that over the last fifteen years. Someone asked me recently what it’s going to be like saying goodbye to Sam Winchester. And my honest answer was that I can’t say goodbye to him. Sam Winchester will forever be a part of my life. I’ll always love Sam, and he’ll be a part of me forever. And I hope for the fandom that has spent 327 hours watching our 327 episodes that he will always be a part of them too. That the part of them that felt this way because of Supernatural will be a part of them forever.
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DREAM A LITTLE DREAM OF ME


AMY HUTTON


FADE IN:


SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA, JANUARY 2006


INTERIOR LOUNGE ROOM:


A young woman sits on her sofa, alone, watching television.


On-screen a scene plays out of a mother and father saying goodnight to a baby called Sam. In the father’s arms is a young boy. His name is Dean.


FLASH-FORWARD 14 YEARS


SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA, JANUARY 2020


The same woman sits on her sofa watching television. She’s a little older now, and her hair is a whole lot redder. She leans forward, captivated. The children she met in 2006 are now men. The baby called Sam stands over 6 feet, 4 inches tall. The young boy called Dean is not far behind him. The woman sighs wistfully, every word they speak nestling in a new place in her heart. They have become her constant, her touchstone, her home.


From an outsider’s view, it appears not much has changed in those fourteen years. The woman still sits alone, still watching the same TV show. But what is not seen is the throng of people right there beside her. Thousands of voices speaking a language she understands completely. Across Australia, across the globe, sharing in her experience. People who have become friends. People with whom she’s traveled the world. People who have given her strength, who have helped her grow, who have helped forge in her a love and acceptance of herself, who have lifted her up and encouraged her to chase her dreams, to be brave, to trust in being the truest version of herself.


As she sits all these years later, unconditionally in love, the light bounces off her face, making her tear-filled eyes glisten. She feels connected in a way she never dreamed existed. Emotional tendrils reach out across the planet, in touch with a thousand other beating hearts.


Okay, okay, it’s a bit dramatic, but it’s none the less true. Who would have guessed, back on that night in January 2006, that watching a new TV show would eventually help shape my life?


In 2006, I was working in my first big management-style job: a creative manager in charge of a promotions team for television. It was a good job. It was a great job. Cool and a lot of fun. But along with the fun came a decent amount of responsibility. I was in charge of creative for the first ever pay-per-view movie service in Australia, and there were a lot of eyeballs watching what I was doing. Looking back on those days, I now understand that part of me was acting out a role. That’s not to say I wasn’t good at the job (I was) and I loved it and the people I worked with. But it was like I was wearing someone else on my outsides. Someone who didn’t quite gel with my insides. Around me, my friends were getting married, having kids, doing adult types of things. I wasn’t doing any of that, and I felt kind of out of sync. So, I played along as best as I could, being what I thought a grown-up needed to be, trying to look like the right person in the big job, going to the big meetings with the big bosses, complete with smart skirts and sensible tops. But I knew, deep down, I didn’t feel like me.


I don’t know why I decided I needed to be that person—that person who felt they had to change themselves in some way in order to fit in and be accepted. No one ever outwardly told me to do that or gave me that direction. But over the years, I guess I just drifted into it. I guess I simply went along with what I thought everyone else expected me to be.


It wasn’t always like that. When I was younger, I was the rebel. I was the kid at school forever in trouble for breaking the uniform rules. The one with the wrong colored tights, wearing the tie and blazer long since banned. The one who dressed in winklepicker shoes to go to the sports carnival, and head-to-toe black. The one wearing crazy eyeliner and earrings as big as her head. I went to pubs when I shouldn’t, dated boys in garage bands, wore bright red lipstick and sprayed color in my hair. For a girl who lived by the beach, I definitely stood out, if only for my purposeful lack of a tan. While my peers were enjoying a day in the surf, I was probably scribbling in my school journal or being ridiculously thrilled about tackling an essay assignment on Macbeth. I was reading plays for kicks and tinkering with some short story that just popped into my head. I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t jotting something down in a notebook. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t love words. It wasn’t like I was trying to stand out; I wasn’t even trying to be different. I was just being me. At seventeen, somehow, I was being my authentic self without even knowing it.


That seemed to get harder as I got older. I found myself being sucked into the expectations of what we strangely call the real world (as if there’s any other kind). Without realizing it, I was bending and conforming to become who I thought I was supposed to be, who I thought people wanted me to be. I was so busy trying to make sure I was the right person for the people around me that I forgot who the right person was for me.


This makes me sound like Zoolander or something, gazing wide-eyed into a puddle, asking, “Who am I?” But looking back at that time, I don’t feel I was like that. I feel like I’ve always known who I am. I just think that I allowed that sense of self to take a back seat and get muddied by my preconception of others’ expectations, and by my own pliancy. My loss of self is all on me, and I’m acutely aware of it.


But all that began to change when I started watching Supernatural.
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So often media can be a powerful, negative force in how it influences people. As a woman, I’m continually bombarded by messages that don’t necessarily ring of positivity for me, even if positivity is what they claim to be promoting. All these images and conversations representing everything I’m not, and reinforcing the notion that, apparently, I’m doing life wrong. I’m not a wife or mother. I’m not a size 6 with bouncy hair. I’m pretty much none of the things I see as being the media’s construct of a woman. So, who am I if I’m not the things the world is forever telling me I should be?


I sometimes find myself thinking about my place as a woman who doesn’t follow society’s traditional gender-assigned role. Intellectually, I know women have come a long way toward gender equality, and I have reaped the benefits of the courageous women who stood up and fought for a world where the law says I cannot be discriminated against because of my sex. But when the first question out of someone’s mouth when they meet me is to ask me if I’m married and have children, it feels like society is still playing catchup.


I’m not going to lie: there’ve been times when I’ve struggled with and avoided situations where I knew that I’d be faced with that eternal “Are you married?” conversation that plagues women of a certain age. The awkward silence and incredulous arched eyebrows, followed by some misplaced pity when I say no, is sometimes too exhausting to shoulder. I’ve definitely turned down invitations, I’ve definitely been made to feel less than, and sometimes, if I’m feeling particularly wobbly, I’ve definitely questioned my value as a woman who has chosen a nontraditional path. And boy, does that make me mad at myself! I’m smart and a decent human who’s not ashamed of who I am. I am not disappointed in my life. I dig my life—it’s full of love, family, friendship, adventure, and independence. My need for that independence, my wanderlust and my urge for freedom, is part of what makes me who I am, and I genuinely like who I am, even if sometimes I still stumble a little bit. It’s the life I chose, and it fits my soul, and I shouldn’t be made to apologize for that. I mean, screw destiny right in the face, right?


It took me a while to get to that place, where I can quote Dean Winchester and mean it. Finding Supernatural inspired change in me slowly; it wasn’t an overnight thing. I didn’t suddenly dye my hair and get fifty tattoos. But something in the story of those brothers and the family they built up around them stood out to me. Something in their love, their devotion, and their fight for their own identities. Something in the way they lived their lives, their determination to live them as best they could regardless of the circumstances, connected with me on such a deep-down level that it lit a light inside me bright enough to guide me on a journey that would, over the course of more than a decade, totally shift my perspective and alter my entire life.
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It’s kind of wild to think that a TV show can affect an individual so entirely. Hell, not just affect them, but help them reconnect with not only who they are, but who they want to be and what they want to stand for.


I sometimes wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t tuned in to watch Supernatural on that fateful Monday night all those years ago. I often wonder who I would have become without the influence of Supernatural and this profoundly individual adventure. Would I have eventually found my way around to be the same person I am now? Would I have still been brave enough or passionate enough to completely upend my life, as I decided to do in 2018? Because it was Supernatural that inspired that too.


Loving something as much as I love Supernatural made me want to talk about it, share my enthusiasm, share my experiences, share my connection. After penning ridiculously long comments on my friends’ blogs that were dedicated to the show, I was encouraged to start my own. So, in April 2010, for Supernatural’s 100th episode, I did just that. At first, I simply wrote episode reviews, but it wasn’t long before I ventured into fan fiction, then convention reports. Then, at some point along the way, I started writing a book. Suddenly, every spare moment I had, I was writing. I was doing this thing that I’d loved all my life, and yet somehow in the mists of time and obligations, had forgotten all about. It was a revelation, remembering my excitement for words. I found the experience incredibly liberating, and inevitably, incredibly exhausting. As I juggled my day job with its ever-increasing stress levels and responsibility, I was writing all night and all weekend. I was getting up in the wee hours of the morning to ensure I got a jump on the day, making sure the article I was working on was uploaded before I trundled off to my real work. During my (rare) lunch breaks, I would polish the fan fiction I’d come up with the night before or read the chapter of my book I’d been working on until 3 a.m. that morning, editing, making notes. Then, as soon as I got home, I’d start writing again. I was existing on a few hours’ sleep, and I started to burn myself out in the process. Between work and my passion, I wasn’t giving my mind that much-needed downtime. In the end, something had to give, and of course, it had to be the writing. The thing I loved the most, the thing that made me feel the most like me.


I didn’t even notice at first that I had completely stopped writing. First the book fell to the wayside, because that was the hardest, then it was the fan fiction, and then the blogging, and eventually it was writing altogether. I didn’t even notice, until I looked around and realized all I did was work, think about work, and usually, rant about work. I was no longer doing the thing that gave me so much joy, because I seemed to only have space for the thing that was feeding my mortgage. “Hey,” I thought. “That’s life.” But should it be?


I remember Jared Padalecki saying that he used to live by the mantra “life is short,” but now he lives by “life is long.” When I heard him say that, something clicked for me, because life is long, if we’re lucky, and we should all be endeavoring to do something that’s important to us and makes us happy, because we could be doing it for a helluva long time, and we only get one shot.


It took a while for me to get up the courage to make the changes to my life I knew I needed to make. That Supernatural inspired me to make. I wanted to do something that made my spirit soar again, I wanted to do something that reflected how I wanted to move forward with my life, something that felt like me, something that made me happy. In my heart, I knew writing was that thing. Whenever I was doing it, I felt such exhilaration, such joy. I wanted so badly to finish the book that I truly had faith in. It had become a dream of mine. I had several failed starts, I’d get back into the discipline, but then I’d have a long, fraying week at work and, boom, I’d stop writing again. I just couldn’t seem to muster the consistent creative mental energy for the level of commitment I needed. When it came to that energy, I gave it at the office. Quite literally.


In the end, I knew the only way it was going to happen was if my dream of writing became my priority. If I truly wanted to write, I was just going to have to write. So, one day, in the spring of 2018, after floating the idea with my family and a few close friends, I decided to do it. Follow through on that idea that had been percolating, tickling the corners of my brain for a while. Trust in myself, take a deep breath, and go for it. So, I chucked it all in. Sold my apartment, quit my job, moved back into my family home, and decided to concentrate on becoming a writer full time. Sound crazy? Maybe. Sound easy? It absolutely wasn’t. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. It was terrifying and nerve-racking, and most of the time I felt like I was about to throw up in my mouth. Years of associating my self-worth with my career was a tricky thing to put down. I was tossing it all away. Everything I’d worked for. Stability, security, respect, I walked away from all of it. But I knew it was the right move. I knew it in my gut. As frightening as it was, I never had a doubt. This was about being me. This was about reclaiming and starting my life.


I’m pretty sure I would never have gotten to this place if it hadn’t been for Supernatural and all that came with it. If it hadn’t been for Sam and Dean and the lessons they taught me—their continual fight for themselves and each other.


One of the many reasons I’m so drawn to Sam and Dean Winchester is because of how they choose to live their lives, and how unapologetic they are about it. They’ve both fought a long, tough, internal battle to discover who they are and where they fit in a world where they’re not only different, but often invisible. That’s something I relate to profoundly. They fight so hard to never lose their sense of self, even when faced with situations that threaten to completely strip away their identity. They never compromise if it’s something they truly believe in. They keep moving forward, trusting in themselves, in each other, and in what they value, regardless of what any given day throws at them. No matter what they’re faced with, they continue to choose the life they’ve learned to embrace and love. I feel like their search for peace in their own skins mirrors mine. I feel like we’ve been on our epic journeys together.
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When, during Supernatural’s landmark 300th episode in 2019, Dean said that he was good with who he is and good with who Sam is, it was not only a cathartic moment for the characters, but it was also a cathartic moment for me. If I hadn’t been bawling my eyes out at the time, I would have fist-pumped the air. It was such an incredibly positive message to come out of that man’s mouth, a man who has hated himself for most of the time we’ve known him. I was so proud of Dean (who I feel an emotional bond with that’s sometimes a tad overwhelming), and upon reflection of that moment, I realized I was also so proud of me, because at this point I’m good with who I am too. Owning and, more importantly, liking who you are, and what you stand for, is important in this world, and is a valuable lesson for all of us to take to heart. Be confident in who you are, be proud of what you’ve achieved, and be comfortable in your skin. This is what Sam and Dean Winchester have taught me, and what I’ve slowly been able to embrace in my own life over the past fifteen years of watching this show—just like Dean. This is why I will be eternally grateful for the gift that is the Winchesters and Supernatural.


As we get older, we’re bombarded with messages that tell us to forgo pleasure for duty. We’re told to be careful, not to risk our livelihoods or our futures. To keep our dreams realistic. Our individuality can be stymied as we follow society’s “rules.” We can end up feeling shame or guilt over doing the things we enjoy, because they might be viewed as selfish, or childish, or a waste of time. It’s a big reason I kept quiet about my passion for Supernatural in the early days, because I knew that people might think it was weird, that I was weird. Apparently, at the time, I still cared about that. Now when people question my devotion to a TV show in a less-than-positive way, I say, “Hey, some people collect stamps.” If that’s what blows your hair back, who am I to judge? Who is anyone to judge? If you dig it, do it. It took me a long time to understand that. It took me a long time to own my happiness.


A good pal of mine once said to me that though I always seemed happy, now I seem like I’m who I’m supposed to be. It made me laugh. I said, “Yeah, I feel like that too.” She asked what had changed. I said, “Well you know what, as buckets of crazy as this might sound to you, it was Supernatural and everything that’s come along with it.” The brothers, the story, the cast, the crew, the fans, the friends, the conventions, the love and acceptance. It was seeing actors release long-desired albums, bloggers become showrunners, and other fans putting their art on the line. It’s given me the courage to take risks. Big ones. It’s given me the desire to learn, to do good in this world, and to be a better and more accepting person. It’s changed my internal and external gaze and expanded my horizons. It’s helped redefine who I am. I have a community where I feel wholly represented and uniquely embraced, like a wave of people have my back: the SPNFamily, who always encourage me in absolutely everything I do; the cast, who embolden me; my friends; and, of course, my amazing family, who supported my decision to flip my life 100 percent and are so very proud of me for taking a great big leap of faith. All of this has helped form me into a person that I understand (mostly), and that I’ve grown to love. It helped me reach for and follow my dream. I’m writing full time, every single day. And that book I was telling you about? Guess what? I finished it.


I’m in the driver’s seat of my own life now; I’m no longer riding shotgun.


And to think, it all started with a couple of boys on a TV show.
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HOW CAN I HELP YOU SAY GOODBYE?


Disability, Loss, and Grief in the Fandom


VICKIE ANN MCCOY


As I sit and reflect on fifteen years of Supernatural and the community it created, the same question echoes over and over: How can I help you say goodbye? I believe that Lynn Zubernis is doing just that by creating this love letter to all who will grieve this loss. I have been given the task of voicing my thoughts regarding what this show has meant to a community of persons with disabilities. And while I would not be so arrogant as to suggest that my single voice speaks for all persons with disabilities, it does represent my experience and that of several others who have found a home in the online community that was constructed around Supernatural.


Persons with disabilities have long found comfort and community in online chat rooms, forums, and social media groups. We enjoy the experience of communicating with others around shared passions, without intrusive questions and lingering stares. It is freeing to be anonymous. It is empowering to be known for our ideas, words, poetry, stories, and artwork instead of for our limitations.


Over the years, my life changed after I sustained a head trauma in a car accident and later received several chronic health diagnoses. There were many losses of function, and a sense of loss of self, as I struggled to accept my new normal. As I am not a digital native, the idea of finding community online evolved slowly over the years as technology changed and provided ever-expanding opportunities to connect with others who experienced challenge and loss. My early interactions were with others who enjoyed entering contests and sweepstakes (or “Sweepers,” as we are called), many of whom were/are persons living with disabilities who used their computers (then laptops, then tablets, now phones . . . someday cyborg interfaces?) to connect with the sweeping opportunities and then with each other.


The first time I found out about conventions where we could all meet in person, I was intrigued and terrified . . . as if someone had just broken the fourth wall. The role I played in my secret online life had just been acknowledged and exposed as real, which meant that the relationships were real as well. What an awesome realization that was. That experience led to greater comfort in immersing myself in the online world surrounding Buffy the Vampire Slayer, a community that saw me through many difficult years and was my gateway to pop culture fandoms, fan fiction, cosplay, and finding my voice as a woman standing at the intersection of an already complex identity, which now included disability. Combining my personal story with my professional experiences in disability rehabilitation has helped me understand that, in essence, online fandoms save lives and provide a sense of belonging and acceptance to persons who might not otherwise have access to communities of like-minded supportive individuals.
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