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There’s No Place Like Home  

 

Day One – Getting to Know You 

The screener, gowned, gloved and masked, unlocks the main entrance and 

jabs a thermometer in my ear.  Ouch.  Day one, April 2, 2020, of my 

redeployment assignment in the time of COVID-19 and I’m already wary.  

My temperature registers 36.5 C.  She hands me a face mask.  I have no 

idea how to put it on.  “Turn it ‘round so the blue side faces out.  Press the 

metal strip ‘cross your nose.”  With the elastic loops secure behind my ears 

and pleats tucked under my chin, I’m relieved I can still breathe.    

After two weeks of working from home, my job as a Museum Curator for 

the City of Toronto was deemed non-essential as COVID-19 disrupted the 

planet.  An improvised home office had felt relatively safe.  Now I am being 

redeployed as a cleaner in Toronto’s largest long-term care facility.   

Biking to my new position through deserted downtown streets, questions 

gnaw at me.  Should I have declined this assignment?  Am I putting my 

family at risk?  Are my fears rational given that daily headlines report rising 

deaths?   

Before my start date, online videos instruct me in infection prevention and 

control, and causes of cognitive impairment in seniors.  But nothing 

prepares me for my role as a high-touch sanitizer in a seven-story building 

with over 450 residents and 550 staff. 

Koko, the Building Services Supervisor, welcomes me to Castleview 

Wychwood Towers (CWT).  He starts my orientation tour in the basement 

where a massive kitchen, an industrial laundry facility as well as furnace 

and maintenance rooms evoke the steamy bowels of a grand hotel.  

Uniformed staff jostle cage-like carts in and out of elevators that deliver 

meals, laundry, linens and supplies to residents on the upper floors.   
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Back in the lobby people congregate with their wheelchairs and walkers.  

No longer allowed to leave the premises during the pandemic, they still 

gather.  Some wait for cigarettes to be dispensed by the nurses.  Smokers 

are let outside to a secure courtyard.  The building is locked.  No visitors 

allowed.  So far, COVID-19 hasn’t been detected but long-term care 

residents are considered the most vulnerable population.  Sanitizer 

dispensers are located in every hallway and elevator.  Staff are constantly 

rubbing their hands with foamy disinfectant.   

On our way up to the 7th floor, Koko greets everyone by name.  Breakfast is 

finishing at tables by the nursing station.  Meals are served on each floor in 

two shifts to attempt physical distancing.  On the TV, news reports warn of 

PPE (Personal Protective Equipment) shortages and rising death counts in 

Italy and New York City.  This is surreal.     

We’re looking for Stephen, my new co-worker redeployed a few days 

earlier, but Koko stops to talk with Cristina, a Recreation Assistant, and 

Susan, a wheelchair-bound resident.  Susan lights up when our 

conversation turns to travel.  She reminisces about her life in South Africa 

as if it was yesterday.  We take a detour into her room to see the 

decorative tole painting she’s done on a wooden box and a coffee pot.  She 

asks Koko if a lock could be installed on her cupboard as her roommate 

keeps stealing stuff.  Her half of the room is jammed with art supplies.  He 

sends someone an email. 

This is my introduction to the challenges of a living in a place where every 

room is a double and all bathrooms are communal.  The building is 45- 

years old.  Residents, seniors for the most part, must learn to share their 

space with strangers in what is likely to be their final home.  Only a few are 

convalescing and talk of leaving.  Privacy is diminished and dignity is tested 

every day.    
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Koko announces it’s time for the 11 a.m. meeting with senior staff in the 

main-floor auditorium.  A large man in a wheelchair sporting a Blue Jays 

baseball cap joins Susan.  Douglas and she are the elected residence 

representatives.  A woman at the front of the room starts the daily “huddle”.  

She congratulates staff for being ahead of the COVID-19 curve.  Hope and 

humour infuse her words. She wants suggestions for new signage in the 

front windows to tell passersby that everyone inside is working hard to keep 

the community safe.  She points at me and asks if I have any ideas.   

Impulsively I suggest we get some popular “We’re all in this together” 

posters designed with the familiar Honest Ed’s discount-store font by a 

local artist.  Or paint a large sign that proclaims “Honk if you support 

healthcare workers”.  “Great ideas,” she says, “let’s do it!”  And that is my 

introduction to Bahar, Administrator extraordinaire.  Her passion for the 

well-being of all the residents and staff amazes me.  But the threat of 

COVID-19 seems so daunting.  And I still don’t know what I’m supposed to 

be doing.   

After the meeting Bahar defuses an escalating situation with a man in a 

leather cowboy hat who’s looking for a fight with the screener.  Cigarette 

wars.  He’s a regular panhandler at the local grocery store.  She reminds 

him that use of his motorized wheelchair was suspended because he left 

the property.  Little does he know that smoking privileges are going to 

become even more restricted.  Nicotine patches and spray are being 

introduced.  Smoking may be banned by the end of next week.  It’s too 

risky letting residents go outside.   

A lunch break follows in the ground-floor cafeteria, a sun-filled room facing 

the main railway lines that run through the centre of the city.  Two vending 

machines offer pop, chips and chocolate bars.  That’s it.  Leaving the 

building for a break is not allowed, so I’ll have to pack my lunch daily.  On a 

window ledge outside, a mother pigeon feeds her two scrawny chicks.   
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The afternoon is a whirlwind of staff introductions, failing to find Stephen 

and trying to learn Sanitizing 101.  My temperature is taken on the way out.  

My hands feel pickled from all the disinfectant and damp cleaning cloths.  I 

discard my mask in an outdoor garbage bin and head to my bike, 

exhausted.   Before greeting my husband and daughter, I bag my coat, 

boots and clothes, clean my lunch box and phone with Lysol wipes and 

have a hot shower.  This becomes my daily routine.  There’s a killer virus 

out there and I don’t want to bring it home.   

 

Day Two – And the People Stayed Home 

It feels like a day for poetry.  I hear a pandemic-inspired poem on the radio 

and send an email to CBC Metro Morning asking for a copy as I head out 

the door.    Remarkably, the poem is in my inbox on arrival at CWT.  I share 

it with Bahar and Cristina thinking it might encourage some creative writing 

projects among the residents.   

Thoughts of finding Stephen and our sanitizing cart are paused when 

Bahar corners me in the busy lobby.  “Jane, you should read the poem right 

now on the morning announcements!”. There’s something so compelling 

about this woman that I agree.  Moments later, my spontaneous reading of 

the poem, on the PA system at the main entrance, is broadcast throughout 

the entire building.  And the People Stayed Home by Kitty O’Meara 

becomes the pandemic poem and a social media sensation within the 

week. 

Next on today’s impromptu agenda, Cristina asks me to join her on the 7th 

floor for an art project.  Residents and staff select their favourite colour from 

an assortment of washable paints.  We brush their palms with paint and 

press each hand onto a bright blue banner creating a colourful montage. 

While busy washing hands and rinsing cloths we don’t notice that Margaret, 

a younger, bejewelled resident, is covering her orange hand print with pink  
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paint.  Her concentration is fierce even if her execution is messy.   She 

appears to be unstoppable.  Then someone asks her to sing a song.  

Margaret pauses.  “The Pink Panther” she suggests in a warm Caribbean-

accented voice.  Her painting stops, singing begins.  Cristina tells me later 

our rogue artist had been a professional manicurist who specialized in nail 

art before a stroke left her disabled. 

Irina, a Recreation Worker, asks me to follow her to the 3rd floor.   Someone 

who heard the poem would like to meet me.  I greet Edna in her room.  A 

few family photos decorate the walls.  Everything, from the bedspread to 

her comfy, cotton clothes, is pink.  Large jars of honey, molasses and 

protein powder cover her bedside table.  She keeps sheep’s yogurt in a 

small fridge and dark chocolate locked in a drawer.   

“I’m a vegetarian,” she informs me.  Unlike most residents, she is lithe and 

sparkles with curiosity.  The poem becomes a springboard to talk of her life. 

She pulls an acrylic crystal attached to a string out of her pocket and tells 

me she’s a dowser.  She once lived in the Arizona desert with a younger 

man who became her husband.  Words and numbers fascinate her.  She 

demands to know my full name, birthdate and astrological sign.       

I’m learning that everyone here had a life with many chapters before 

moving into long-term care.  Each resident’s story is like an unfinished 

manuscript waiting for a conclusion.  How will the pandemic change their 

outcomes?  

 

Day Three – Commitment, Courage and Disinfectant 

Today Stephen and I are finally united as a team.  Koko wants us to 

sanitize all high-touch surfaces on floors 5 to 7.  We start on the top floor, a 

bag of clean cloths and our bucket of disinfectant solution on the cart.  

Stephen’s cheerful acceptance of our redeployment is infectious as we 

improvise the wiping of handrails, bathroom safety bars and any other  
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surfaces routinely touched.  Mornings are busy.  Fewer residents nap, 

more TV shows are on (we get briefly distracted by The Property Brothers) 

and people are starting to notice us.  

“Empty the commode of urine,” pleads an elderly Korean woman in halting 

English, gesturing at me.  Her face is unlined by age.  

“When are you bringing my juice?”, asks a man confined to his bed while I 

wipe light switches and the handles of his wheelchair.   

“What a waste of money!”, a woman snarls at us.   

Susan recognizes my voice, “Jane, could you close the curtain?  She left it 

open.” I see her sitting on the toilet from the hallway.  I suppress my 

hesitation and go in to help her.  Toileting is a much-used verb in long-term 

care.  Privacy is a noun in short supply. 

The business of disinfecting surfaces gets very boring, very fast.  Every 

armchair or sofa is upholstered with the same heavy-duty vinyl material. 

Bathrooms vary only by the colour of tiles and placement of hoisting 

devices.  Each floor looks very much like the one above or below.  I use the 

art on the walls to remember where I am and where I’ve been.  An Alex 

Colville print of a hound dog finds me on the 5th floor east wing.  When I 

spot a tableau featuring a Victorian woman with a parasol by a lake, I know 

I’m on 7 W.  

Later in the afternoon, a group of senior managers arrives banging pots 

and carrying handmade signs that read “We Support You” and 

“Commitment, Courage - Thank You All”.  It is meant as a gesture of 

appreciation for all the frontline healthcare workers.  Stephen and I can’t 

help feeling included.   
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Day Four – Hello in There 

Lots of disinfecting today.  Stephen and I are getting the hang of this gig 

that is such a departure from our regular desk jobs.  We take a break to 

watch a bit of Dr. Phil in the afternoon.  I need to calm down after 

smothering a cockroach who crawled out of the armchair I just wiped.  I 

fling my cloth onto the floor in disgust.  The bug is still very alive.  I crush it 

under my boot and try to accept that pests are inevitable in a facility where 

hundreds of people remain locked-in.  

That night the world learns that legendary singer and songwriter John Prine 

has died of COVID-19 at 73.  My husband finds the song Hello in There on 

his phone and we listen to it over and over.  The chorus makes my heart 

ache: 

“Ya' know that old trees just grow stronger 

And old rivers grow wilder ev'ry day 

Old people just grow lonesome 

Waiting for someone to say, "Hello in there, hello". 

 

Day Five – They Leave Through the Front Door  

The chime sounds around 1:30 p.m.  Stephen and I have finished lunch 

and are back to wiping handrails, chairs and tables in a lounge by the 

nursing station.  We are trying not to get hooked on The Beverly Hillbillies. 

The chime rings again.  ‘I wonder what that’s for?”, I muse out loud.   

He pauses, “I think I know.  I heard that when someone dies here and their 

body is leaving the building, the chime notifies people who want to witness 

the departure.”   
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No one on our floor appears to be heading to the elevator. I’m distracted as 

Jed Clampett expertly shoots clay pigeons for his banker, Mr. Drysdale, 

and wonders why you’d shoot something you can’t eat.  

Later in the afternoon I encounter Katherine, whose palm I painted purple 

earlier in the week.  She is dressed in casual business clothes unlike the 

colourful uniforms worn by the nursing staff.  “What do you do here?”, I ask.   

“Well, massage therapy, aroma therapy, stuff like that”, she volunteers.  It 

feels like there’s more she wants to say.  Cristina joins us, “Tell Jane what 

you really do.”  

“Well, I’m an end-of-life, complementary caregiver.”   

“Then you can tell us about the chime!”.  

Katherine nods and continues.  “Before I came here, people’s bodies were 

taken out the back door by the garbage dumpsters.  Now the chime invites 

residents and staff to be part of the departure.  We have a special quilt to 

cover the body bag and a small ceremony as they leave through the front 

door, the way they came in.”   

I’m impressed by the simple dignity of this gesture.  Deaths occur 

frequently here. One day, in the administrative offices, I’m surprised to 

discover a wall of filing cabinets labelled “Deceased or Discharged” that 

runs the length of the room.     

In my first five days working in long-term care, I’ve developed a respect for 

the compassionate leadership and caring community here.  I’m starting to 

feel safer wearing PPE and swimming in sanitizer than in the outside world.  

I recall something Bahar said earlier in the week, “We’re like a small village 

under one roof.  This is home for our residents.”  In the days ahead, if and 

when there’s an outbreak of COVID-19, our commitment will be further 

tested.  Let’s hope we’re resilient and ready. 

The End 
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