
Chapter 16

Chapter 16 of If These Wings Could Fly focuses on the narrator’s ongoing struggle with sleeplessness,
stemming largely from an intense fear of the crawl space in the basement. This crawl space, concealed
behind the staircase, is a dim, damp, and seemingly insignificant area that becomes a powerful source of
anxiety for the narrator. What should be a simple, unremarkable space becomes transformed by the narrator’s
imagination into a dark, foreboding place that fills her with dread. This irrational terror is not caused by the
physical space itself, but by the unknowns it represents, fueling an ongoing sense of fear that keeps her
awake at night. As the darkness of night envelops the house, the crawl space becomes a symbol of everything
that is hidden, a place that might conceal things far worse than its ordinary appearance suggests.

The narrator’s inability to sleep is worsened by the unpredictable emotional climate of her home. Despite
moments where everything appears peaceful—when laughter fills the air, when flowers are admired, and
when the household mood is light—there remains an ever-present undercurrent of tension. The narrator is
keenly aware that what may seem like calm at any given moment could quickly shatter into chaos. Tomorrow
could bring another outburst of her father’s anger, which may result in a violent confrontation that disrupts
the entire household. This knowledge of an impending storm constantly looms over her, overshadowing any
fleeting moments of tranquility. It’s the uncertainty of not knowing when the next emotional storm will hit
that keeps her on edge, making it impossible to relax and fully enjoy any peaceful moment.

The crawl space, in the narrator’s mind, becomes much more than just a neglected corner of the house; it is
symbolic of the buried traumas and unresolved fears within her family. The real terror does not come from
the darkness itself but from the ambiguity and the potential danger that could be hidden within it. The
narrator imagines that the crawl space could one day become a physical manifestation of everything that has
been pushed down and ignored—buried memories, suppressed emotions, and unresolved conflicts. This
space symbolizes the family’s collective suffering, the parts of themselves they’ve tried to forget but that still
haunt them. The fear of the crawl space mirrors the fear of the unspoken issues that loom just beneath the
surface, always threatening to come to light. As the narrator lies awake, she is not only fighting against the
physical discomfort of insomnia, but she is also battling the psychological toll of living in an environment
filled with uncertainty and emotional chaos. The inability to sleep becomes a manifestation of her constant
vigilance and anxiety, a direct result of the trauma she experiences in her home life. The crawl space thus
serves as a powerful metaphor for the larger emotional landscape of the family, a place where everything
they cannot face is stored away, quietly waiting to be revealed.

This chapter is a profound exploration of the mental and emotional struggles that arise from living in a home
filled with unpredictability. The fear of the crawl space is just the tip of the iceberg, representing a much
deeper well of psychological distress. The narrator’s insomnia and her constant state of alertness reflect the
toll that living in such an environment takes on her mental health. As she contemplates the crawl space and
the darkness that may lurk there, she is confronted with the unsettling reality that the true source of her fear
lies not in the physical space itself, but in the unaddressed trauma that it represents. This chapter speaks to
the emotional scars left by a chaotic and unstable home life, and the struggle to find peace when that peace
feels perpetually out of reach.


