Pandemic Diaries 2020
My dreadfully wonderful, five-month redeployment to a long-term care home
By Jane French

Going Off the Rails

Perhaps it wasn’t the best day for high heels. Residents of Castleview
Wychwood Towers (CWT) long-term care home are sipping mocktails in
plastic cups on the front patio. Their wheelchairs and walkers surround
large umbrella tables. Calypso tunes from Ngawang’s iPad soften the
sound of traffic from Christie Street. After months of being confined to their
rooms during the first pandemic lockdown, it's August 2020 and these
people are ready to party.

Ken, a 90-something jazz pianist who doesn’t always keep his hands to
himself, is soaking up the sun. Pamela remembers my birthday when |
bring her a drink. She’s wearing bright-red lipstick and cradles her doll.
Jerome shares a table with his wife, Ella, who glares at everyone. He
sways to the music in his wheelchair with the grace of his younger self.
Does she remember dancing with him?

I’m playing bartender but the only alcohol served at this afternoon cantina
Is hand-sanitizer. Drink mixes from Dollarama line the table: Margarita,
Blue-Raspberry Martini, Sangria and, today’s favourite, Pina Colada. The
afternoon sun reflects off pools of melted ice on the plastic tablecloth.
Those who haven't fallen asleep are smiling. Nazhir signals for another
round.

| need more crushed ice for the blender but I'm distracted when six senior
managers charge out onto the driveway like Keystone Cops. Leading the
pack, teetering on high-heeled sandals, is the indefatigable boss of this
vast residence, Bahar. They split up, half racing south towards Loblaws.
The others run uphill towards the nearest LCBO. | glance at Ngawang with
a what’s-happening look. He shrugs as if to say it is just another day,
another emergency and goes to fill the ice bin.

Five police cars block the entrance when I'm unlocking my bike to leave
later that day. Two residents have gone AWOL in search of booze,

The author maintains full copyright and ownership of this essay.
For other uses and publication, please direct enquiries to:
Jane French jane_french@rogers.com



Pandemic Diaries 2020

My dreadfully wonderful, five-month redeployment to a long-term care home
By Jane French

smokes and weed. When they find the runaways later that night, Duncan’s
wrist is broken. Sadly, it's his only functioning hand. Brian’s motorized
wheelchair is damaged. Old addictions don’t go away. If anything, they’re
worse when your home becomes a pandemic prison. Now, both men will
be quarantined in their rooms for 14 days.

Nothing prepares me for this redeployment assignment when my job with
the City-run museums is deemed non-essential in March 2020. | have two
choices: work as a cleaner in Toronto’s largest, long-term care residence or
go on unemployment insurance. My husband and daughter fear I'll bring
COVID-19 home. They’re not being unreasonable.

It has been five months since my initiation into the world of long-term care.
The home has survived the pandemic’s first wave without any COVID-19
deaths among its 1,000 residents and staff. We're defying the odds, one
bucket of sanitizer at a time, given that seniors represent 80% of
coronavirus mortalities. I'm walking 10,000 steps daily among strangers
who’ve made me feel safer than in any grocery store. Every day over 500
employees bring their professionalism and improv skills to a dark comedy
straight out of Ricky Gervais.

Along with my redeployed colleagues, Stephen (IT Services), Amy (Human
Resources) and Laurie (Business Growth — Fashion & Design), we are
known affectionately as the Dream Team. Pushing our cart loaded with
sanitizer solution, disposable gloves and cloth wipes, we’ve been
disinfecting every high-touch area in the residence with the fervour of the
newly converted.

We are so pickled in sanitizer that we barely notice the odours anymore
from the four-in-one bins containing soiled items, waste and disposable
staff gowns on every floor. We know the best-stocked janitorial
cupboards, where the coffee pods are stashed and when the free
sandwiches for frontline workers are delivered. Far from the comfort zone
of our old office jobs, we have gradually become familiar with the daily

The author maintains full copyright and ownership of this essay.
For other uses and publication, please direct enquiries to:
Jane French jane_french@rogers.com



Pandemic Diaries 2020
My dreadfully wonderful, five-month redeployment to a long-term care home
By Jane French

sounds of grinding pills, call-buttons buzzing at the nursing stations and the
grunts and groans of some residents lost in their own cognitive confusion.

The work is physically exhausting and repetitive. We try to make the
routine into an adventure. From the upper floors, we become trainspotters
looking down on the main freight lines below. Trains rumble past many
times a day, providing one of the few distractions for occupants weary of
being in lockdown. Multiple engines pull these articulated spines of
shipping containers, boxcars and tankers right through mid-town Toronto.

For weeks in the spring, a long train is abandoned on a siding. We place
bets on its departure date. Then one day, it comes back to life.
Arthritically, the dormant train starts moving, destination unknown. No one
here is going anywhere. They haven't for months and the cracks are
showing. Lyrics from Joni Mitchell’s song Just Like This Train come to
mind:

“I'm always running behind the time
Just like this train

Shaking into town

With the brakes complaining

| used to count lovers like railroad cars
| counted them on my side

Lately | don't count on nothing

| just let things slide”.

The Japanese cherry trees are blooming in the front garden when the
‘window visits” start. There are lots of tears as family members meet with
loved ones for the first time in months and witness their decline through
panes of glass. Everyone is weary of being in lockdown. Edna, a lithe,
octogenarian vegetarian, tells me she needs to hug the birch trees on the
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patio. Doreen, who's lived here for 14 years since MS robbed her of
mobility, calls a small patch of sidewalk by the front doors “her office” but
she longs to take WheelTrans to a shopping mall “like the old days.”

Tales emerge of lovers in dangerous times. Cathy, who arrived in February
just before the pandemic hit, and Tom have become roommates on the unit
for younger, cognitively sound residents. They've bonded in a new
relationship. She understands his laboured efforts to speak and interprets
his wicked sense of humour for others. He makes her laugh. When there’s
talk of isolating her due to a possible scabies infection, she’s rebellious,
certain the skin rash is from pulling weeds in the garden.

In a passionate act of defiance, she steers her wheelchair into the elevator,
pushes down, surges past the screening station on the ground floor and
heads out to the smokers' courtyard. "I'm sleeping outside for the next 14
days before | let you lock me up again!" she screams and flings herself
onto the hard ground. Bahar and her team head outside to negotiate a
compromise. Next time | see them, Cathy and Tom are doing circuits of
the property, zipping around the parking lot alongside the railway tracks in
their motorized wheelchairs, going nowhere fast. At least they’'re smiling.

Michael and Sylvia are inseparable, always holding hands. Her actual
husband lives on an upper floor for the higher-functioning residents — but
she thinks he is her father. Raoul and Maria are a couple whose affection
seems endearing -- except to her family members who know that she was
a nun. Staff struggle to keep them out of each other’'s rooms. During
lockdown, consensual residents lose access to the “Love Shack”. Once a
private room for intimate encounters, it is now reserved as an isolation
space for COVID-19 patients.

It's BBQ Day on the patio for the 4™"-floor residents. Bernie wipes the
mustard from Shireen’s mouth. As her husband and designated essential
visitor, he comes for daily visits on his bicycle as long as his tests are
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negative and the residence remains outbreak-free. | serve her watermelon
slices, which she sucks ravenously, while he nibbles on the hamburger
she’s abandoned.

Shireen gestures at the street, her bangles shaking. A stroke has robbed
her of clear speech but he knows what she’s trying to say. "You want to
get out of here? Go somewhere in your wheelchair?" he enquires. "No
Shireen. You're not allowed to leave the property." Despair etches her
face. She’s no longer smiling. She’s giving up hope. A freight train
drowns out their conversation. Bernie was an 18-wheel trucker who used
to drive across the country until he witnessed a career-ending accident in
which another driver was decapitated. In this summer of the pandemic, he
can finally visit his wife but he always goes home alone.

One afternoon Marguerite, a resourceful librarian, arrives with her car full of
donated artworks for the residents. We unload over 40 paintings by artists
participating in her pandemic project “Canadian Art in Isolation”. The goal
Is to brighten the lives of residents in long-term care homes. My curatorial
instincts kick-in. Bahar agrees that | should catalogue the artworks and
come up with a plan. | itemize artists’ names and the artworks’ titles, media
and condition, measuring and photographing each piece, from a small
painting of a cartwheeling girl to a huge canvas of a skyline.

| organize a series of art salons in a large meeting room for residents to
view and select works for their floors. It lifts my heart to see how engaged
they are. Desmond moves his wheelchair closer, motioning to a beautiful
portrait of a young, Black man whom he resembles. Deal. Peter gravitates
towards a triptych of colourful birds and tells me his mother was an avid
birdwatcher. It will hang outside his room. Four mosaics depicting a
subway, a streetcar, a bus and Toronto’s iconic bargain store Honest Ed’s
are reminders of life before long-term care. Tom covets them and shares
that he once managed to get his wheelchair on the subway. Il just wanted
to see how far it would take me”, he adds with a distant look in his eyes.
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In mid-September the paintings are installed expertly by the building
maintenance crew. “Jane, this isn’t our first rodeo”, Carmen assures me,
power drill and level in hand. Residents and staff indicate where each
piece goes, most at an eye level suitable for wheelchair users. | place
descriptive labels on the walls and on the backs of every painting.

It's mid-September, my final week. The Dream Team is no more. There’s
talk that this 45-year-old building is coming down in five years. Bahar
tearfully announces she is leaving for a job closer to home. Residents will
move to a new facility downtown without her. They want the artworks to
accompany them.

| receive a hand-knit scarf, a flowering plant and a framed certificate for my
“dedication, hard work and kindness”. | promise to return when the
pandemic is behind us. Now is not a time for inhibitions. I've learned that
we must express love, show courage and laugh out loud together. In the
time of COVID-19, this is the best medicine we’ve got.

The End
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