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What if | told You?

The pistachio-nut shells are painted dark green and wrapped with clear
tape. A healthcare worker joins Laurie and me in the elevator and gives us
each one. We have just scrubbed our hands and sheathed them in gloves
to start our shift sanitizing high-touch surfaces in this long-term care
residence. “Thank you. I'll putitin my pocket for now,” | say, not knowing
how to accept this gift. We get off on the 6" floor pushing our cart loaded
with a bucket of disinfectant, boxes of gloves and a bag of clean cloths.
Plus, two tiny presents.

Laurie opens hers first. Inside is a folded slip of paper, as in a fortune
cookie, with a hand-written message: “Thank you for all you’ve done.”
Mine says the same. We’re both touched by the sweetness of the gesture.

We haven’t been on the 6" floor for almost three weeks since a PSW
(Personal Support Worker) and two food servers tested positive for COVID-
19. The floor has been off-limits to anyone working elsewhere in the
building. Everyone has been isolated in their rooms for more than 14 days,
with tray service for meals and little interaction.

Following a marathon of swabbing over 400 residents, all tests are
negative. This is a remarkable outcome and cause for celebration. A sign
in the lobby tracking outbreaks proclaims on May 4th that the residents of
Castleview Wychwood Towers (CWT) are 100 days COVID-19 free. A
cake fashioned from toilet paper rolls and festive balloons marks the
occasion.

However, death is a familiar part of life in long-term care. In a mostly
empty dining area, | wipe the counter around a pot of yellow
chrysanthemums. On top of the adjacent microwave, battery-operated tea
lights flicker in front of photographs of two residents who died from other
causes during the quarantine period. Itis a modest memorial during
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lockdown when essential visitors are allowed access to their loved ones
only when death is imminent. Funeral home workers are not allowed in, so
staff must prepare bodies for removal. The silver-ink permanent markers
we’ve unknowingly used to put our names on our face shields are actually
for writing the names of the deceased on their black body bags.

What if | told you I've never looked forward to going to work as much as |
do now? That in the five weeks since my redeployment at CWT, I've
become part of a community of caregivers and residents under siege. That
it is a privilege to have an insider’s role in this building even when
headlines expose horrendous conditions in other long-term care facilities
ravaged by the impact of COVID-19. That I actually feel safer here than
outside.

In the daily 11 a.m. “huddle” in the auditorium, the four of us ‘redeployees’,
from the City of Toronto’s Economic Development and Culture, Court
Services and IT departments, are made to feel like we belong. We're
affectionately called The Dream Team by the head Administrator, Bahar,
when she does the morning rollcall. Discussions with the management
group of nurses, building, food and resident services are collaborative and
instructive. We’re part of a learning experience that changes every day.
New protocols for Infection Prevention and Control (IPAC) include what to
do with one’s face shield and mask when having lunch and how to properly
don and doff Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). The popular phrase
“‘We’'re all in this together” has a deeper meaning when it really is a matter
of life and death.

| hear about the T-shirts before | spot one on a caregiver. Created by a
nurse on the 3" floor, the front of the shirt reads: “WE STAND AND FIGHT
COVID-19”. The back declares: “I'M A FRONTLINER”. Laurie, Amy,
Stephen and | each order one for $20. Three days later, they are ready for
pick-up at the nursing station. The following week even the director from
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Head Office is wearing one. Amazing how a T-shirt unites people in a time
of crisis.

Music is another morale booster. When asked to contribute to a video
message for the CWT families, The Dream Team performs a skit (with
apologies to Bob Marley). Each of us faces the camera in succession,
holding signs that read: “Don’t worry.” “About the Clean.” “Cause every

little thing’s.” “Gonna get a wipe.” We are a hit.

In the past week I've encountered two music therapists engaging with
residents. When one of them serenades a bed-ridden woman with Joni
Mitchell’'s Big Yellow Taxi on her guitar, the lyrics “Don'’t it always seem to
go that you don’t know what you’ve got till it's gone” make me stop wiping
the handrails. | pull out my phone to capture the moment on video. I'm still
singing the song when | round the next corner and see a resident’s face
light up.

“Canada,” she says tentatively. “Water, trees, mountains. Me, Korea. Not
North.” Her smile is radiant. Her English limited. | launch into Oh Canada
for some unknown reason, thinking it might reach her. She seems thrilled.

The music continues in the next common area when a vibrantly dressed
resident newly liberated from quarantine approaches me. “Would you like
to sing?” | ask her. Without hesitating, she performs three hymns starting
with Rock of Ages. | feel blessed.

There’s much more to learn at CWT. What is “the Love Shack™? Why
does a senior manager bring cat food to work? When will families be able
to visit again?

At the end of Friday’s “huddle”, Bahar announces she has sad news. The
meeting has been very productive. Protocols for Mother's Day gift drop-
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offs have been set. Decisions about smokers not going outside yet are
made. Bahar says she’s never been prouder of her colleagues in her entire
career. Then she shares a story of a Food Service Worker, a woman
employed here for 30 years, who made a big impression when Bahar was
hired as Administrator just over a year ago. This colleague had died that
morning after a lengthy illness. Our seemingly fearless leader is grief-
stricken.

Through her leadership and emotional intelligence, Bahar demonstrates
that it is not a time for inhibitions or indecisiveness. It's a time to express
love, show courage and be kind to each other in the face of many
challenges. | witness these gestures every day among the staff and
residents. This is what strength and gratitude look like in the time of
COVID-19 within the most vulnerable population. Sometimes they appear
unexpectedly, inside a pistachio nut shell.

The End
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