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Day of the Dead 

 

I’ve just finished week nine of my redeployment assignment as a sanitizer 

of high-touch surfaces in Castleview Wychwood Towers (CWT) long-term 

care residence.  Some redeployed staff have returned to their main jobs. 

Our COVID-19 status has changed for the worse. Families have not been 

allowed to visit their loved ones since early March.  I’m not ready to leave.  

 

* * * 

 

Miguel turns his laptop to face Lucy who leans in to see the images from 

her wheelchair.  I glance up from the table I’m wiping.  Colourfully 

decorated skulls, flowers and faces catch my eye.  “In Mexico, families 

gather in the cemeteries to remember their departed love ones on the day 

after Halloween,” he tells her.  “It’s called the Day of the Dead.  It’s a 

celebration.”  His enthusiasm is undiminished as her eyes widen.   

“I don’t like.  I’m afraid,” she protests.  Since I arrived at CWT, redeployed 

from my job in Museums with the City of Toronto at the start of the 

pandemic, I’m getting to know the residents as I move from floor to floor 

sanitizing high-touch surfaces -- an extra precaution against the spread of 

the virus.  For 120 days since the first case was reported in Toronto, the 

residents have been COVID-19 free.  Sadly, that’s about to change.  

Lucy is one of the many Portuguese residents here.  I’ve heard her 

speaking with family members on video calls but mostly I’ve seen her be 

afraid.  Fearful of doing her physiotherapy exercises, unwilling to go outside   
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when residents are taken to the patio for the first time this year.  Reluctant 

to learn about a celebration of death.  And yet, she’s curious.   

Miguel shakes his curly hair tied loosely in a bun on top of his head.  His 

tattooed arm points at more images on the screen.  His finger nails are 

painted the colour of Lapis lazuli.  “Lucy,” he implores, “it’s a happy time for 

families to get together.”  I ask if he’s from Mexico.   

“No, I’m from Venezuela.  It was once a very rich country.  We came to 

Canada when I was eight.  I have a vague memory of being dressed as a 

pumpkin for some festival before we left.”  Lucy smiles.   Later in the day I 

learn that Miguel and several of his colleagues will be leaving on Friday.  

They work for an agency providing additional activities for residents 

confined to their floors during the pandemic.  They’ll be missed.   

CWT is a microcosm of Toronto, with close to 1,000 residents and staff 

from all over the world.  Like many of the older inhabitants here who arrived 

in this city decades ago, most employees are immigrants who share their 

resolve to succeed.  Part-time or entry-level positions as Food Service 

Workers, Cleaners and Personal Support Workers (PSW) may lead to 

secure City of Toronto careers.  As COVID-19 continues to ravage all in 

long-term care facilities, it’s clear that best practices start with committed 

staff providing a continuity of care. 

Joan and Julette, both from Jamaica, have worked as Cleaners in long-

term care for 30 years.  Veterans Pamela, a PSW from Guyana, and 

Sabrina, a Rehab Assistant from India with a talent for telling ‘dirty’ jokes, 

run a tight ship at the main entrance as screeners checking for COVID-19 

symptoms.  All four women are retiring within a year.  Ngawang, a  
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Recreation Services Assistant who shares his love of music with residents 

on the 5th floor, embodies a new wave of Tibetan employees.  He started 

working as a Gate Attendant at the Toronto Island ferry terminal in the 

summer of 2018.  By that fall he was a Heavy-duty Cleaner at CWT.     

Midweek my redeployed colleague Stephen and I are asked to abandon 

our sanitizing bucket for an urgent project.  We have been recruited to 

create new staff ID badges with photos to help residents recognize their 

caregivers, all of whom now wear face masks and shields.  Staff arrive at 

our makeshift photo studio in the library with faces hidden and heads often 

covered with hair nets, protective hats or scarves.   

Step one, apply hand sanitizer on entry and maintain a two-metre distance.  

Step two, I write down their names, job titles and locations.  Stephen 

sanitizes the table for step three, removal and placing of masks and head 

gear.  Smiles emerge, teeth flash, hair, often tightly secured, is loosened.  

Some check themselves in the small mirror on the table, examining freshly 

applied lipstick.  A few take off their glasses.   

Step four, stand in front of the blue screen.  Stephen’s camera captures the 

individual faces, most of whom we’ve never seen unmasked.  Only a few 

request a re-shoot.  We record 200 names and shoot 200 photos in two 

afternoons.  Not even half the staff.  Many are thrilled with this initiative.  

“Why?” we ask.    

Their answers surprise us: “So we can prove we really are frontline workers 

when we go to Costco or Walmart.  We won’t have to show any other photo 

ID to get to the head of the line.”  Of course.  At a time when the world is 

reeling from the sudden impact of this pandemic, those who cook, clean 

and care for the most vulnerable population deserve a few no-hassle perks.   
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Week nine starts with some sad news.  Two elderly Korean women on the 

3rd floor die.  Neither death is COVID-19 related.  Staff delivering breakfast 

to Gum Yeo one morning assume she is still resting.  Her nurse thinks 

otherwise and confirms she has died in her sleep.  She was a familiar face 

on the ‘Korean floor’, often cradling a baby doll in her lap.  A few weeks 

earlier an irate male resident threw her doll down the hallway and shoved 

her wheelchair towards where I was cleaning.  I stopped her chair with my 

foot, shocked at his outburst. Her face was distraught.  For the remaining 

weeks of her life she was often placed near the nursing station, away from 

other residents, holding her doll and snoozing peacefully.   

Hyo Ja lived at CWT for 16 years and was one of its first Korean residents.  

As she declines, family members are allowed to spend a last night with her.  

Funeral homes are not permitted in the building due to COVID-19.  When I 

encounter Irina, a Recreation Worker, she tells me she is dismayed that no 

chimes rang to announce the departure of their bodies.  The depth of her 

grief surprises me.  Then she shares that this coming Sunday is the 

anniversary of her husband’s untimely death.  Staff and residents normally 

gather to pay their respects when bodies leave the building.  But by 

Wednesday we are officially in an outbreak so it is not allowed.   

The remarkable 120-day run of residents staying COVID-19 free ends on 

the last day of May.  After intensive swabbing, four residents on the 7th floor 

test positive.  Despite rigorous infection-prevention protocols and re-

swabbing to ensure results are not false positive, the virus has entered the 

building.  None of them is very ill but the entire floor is locked down.   
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Thursday morning I’m cleaning solo on the 6th floor.  I spot Clotilda, 

wrapped in a red wool shawl, resting in her wheelchair and go over to say 

hello.  Her Caribbean lilt and warm welcome are usually a delight.  Not 

today.  “Oh Lord, here am I, no children, no husband, no family by my 

side.”  Her eyes remain closed.  Previously she’s told me she lost an infant 

son.  Her husband died years ago.  A banner on her bedroom wall 

acknowledges her 100th birthday.  “Clotilda, it’s Jane.  That’s a beautiful 

shawl.”   

“Oh, my dear, I’m feeling the cold today,” she answers.  I’ve been busy 

wiping hand rails and disinfecting bathroom curtains so I don’t feel the chill.  

A PSW joins us.  “Clotilda, let’s get you moving.”  The next thing I know, 

we’re singing the Hokey, Pokey:   

“You put your right hand in, 

You put your right hand out, 

You put your right hand in, 

And you shake it all about, 

You do the hokey pokey 

and you turn yourself around 

That what it's all about.” 

Clotilda’s smile emerges.  Her toes wiggle to the tune.  I tell her I hope 

she’ll come outside to enjoy the sunshine.  Her floor is scheduled for a 

patio visit at 1 p.m. 

Around the corner I see Pamela, eyes closed and clutching her doll, Linda-

Joyce.  Her hair has been freshly styled with braids, a top knot and a  
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rhinestone clip.  In previous chats we’ve determined that she is in her early 

sixties, two years younger than I am.  She loves numbers, dates and the 

news.   “What do you think of Trump?” she asks when she hears my cart 

approach.  “He’s a dangerous man,” I reply.  It’s been a week of turmoil in 

the United States and beyond unleashed with the horrific murder of George 

Floyd by a Minneapolis policeman.   

“Yeah, but what about that young woman who fell off the balcony in 

Toronto?” she continues, “The police were there too.  When you die, you 

don’t come back.”  Television sets in common rooms are often on CP24 

providing a steady diet of COVID-19 statistics and, now, Black Lives Matter 

demonstrations.  Pamela has been taking it all in.   But her attention span is 

short.  She tells me her mother died of cancer and that maybe it’s time to 

join her in heaven.   

I finish cleaning and Pamela follows me in her wheelchair to the communal 

dining area where Neelam, a Physiotherapy Assistant, offers to give her a 

manicure.  Pamela lights up as she scans the box of nail polishes.  She 

picks a light green shade.  The polish looks great.  As she heads back to 

her room for an early lunch she starts singing, “If you’re happy and you 

know, stamp your feet”.  Four verses later, we laugh and I tell her I’ll see 

her outside in a couple of hours.  

Before leaving I spot Gabe at his drawing table by the window in his room.  

He’s much younger than many of the residents on the 6th floor.  His 

premature birth left him with some cognitive and physical disabilities but his 

wit is sharp and his recall unwavering.  He reminds me that I still haven’t 

brought him a copy of a documentary my husband made 25 years ago 

about his mother and the Creative Spirit Gallery, a place she opened for 

Outsider Artists like him.  She died last year.  He’s turning 50 at the end of 

June.  I’ll try to find the VHS tape by then and look forward to seeing him on 

the patio that afternoon.  
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Downstairs in the “huddle” staff meeting, there is an announcement that no 

residents on any floor can go outside for supervised patio visits until we’re 

out of outbreak.  My promise to see Clotilda, Pamela and Gabe that 

afternoon is derailed.  And with news that a staff member on their floor has 

tested positive, I won’t be able to see them for 14 days.   

I’m learning that death is a part of life in long-term care.  A few residents 

are expected to die every week.  But more challenging, in the COVID-19 

era, are the highs and lows experienced by residents whose worlds keep 

getting smaller.  A pandemic that started when snow was still on the ground 

has robbed them of cherry blossoms, visits with family, fresh air and so 

much more.   

  

The End 
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