
115

Chapter 14

Corona What?

It was one of those moments that seemed mundane at best. I 

found myself asking a co-worker, “Corona what?” It’s late Febru-

ary, 2020 and there’s a buzz about a virus that seems to be gaining 

momentum in the United States and at my workplace. My latest job is 

in healthcare – a Community Health Center that covers about 20,000 

square miles of rural northern Wisconsin. 

Just to be clear, I’m not a provider. I write grants and do mar-

keting, so I often find myself asking super basic questions so I can 

attempt to simplify information for the communities we serve. At 

the time, information on this new virus was scarce, but folks on the 

operations team were speculating about the potential impact. I on the 

other hand was still trying to remember what the virus was called and 

how to spell it. 

At times, the speculation seemed like the plot to a box office 

movie. The virus itself, which looked like a cross between an aquatic 

animal and a villain in a Disney movie, seemed surreal. I chalked 
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it up to something that’d pass in a few months but that I should be 

vaguely aware of and track. I scribbled a note down to add the term to 

my google alerts and to be on the look-out for any updates from the 

Wisconsin Department of Health Services, in case it made its way to 

the Midwest.

We all know what happened next. Shit became real, really quick. 

A few days later the meetings started. Then contingency planning. 

Google alerts began blowing up my email with endless updates. 

Spring break was just a week away and my husband decided to pull 

the plug on our vacation. I was livid. I knew the virus was serious but 

we had waited over a year for this vacation. I was sun deprived and 

needed a work break. I consulted with some co-workers. It quickly 

became clear that a cross-country flight was a bad idea. I reluctantly 

albeit a bit passive aggressively agreed to the decision. A day later, 

the World Health Organization deemed COVID-19 a global pandem-

ic. I’d find myself never again asking how to say or spell coronavirus 

again.

In an instant, everything changed but nothing changed. Work 

became incredibly busy. School kept going but I wasn’t sure from 

day-to-day if the building would be open or if I’d have to home 

school my son. By home school, that meant shipping Jake off to day-

care in hopes he’d be safe. We still needed toilet paper and dinner on 

the table, but we weren’t sure if it’d be available when we went to the 

store. Living in rural Wisconsin, curbside shopping, Uber Eats and at-

home delivery was not a thing. We navigated the best we could.

I watched friends lose their job, lose a parent and find them-

selves sick or laid up in bed for weeks with long-term COVID-19. 

COVID-19 had no rhyme or reason. Careless individuals seemed to 

avoid the virus, while others who limited human contact and went to 
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great lengths to keep their family safe were hit hard. 

At first, people were kind. We were stronger together and 

neighbors helping neighbors. We cheered for healthcare workers 

who worked overtime managing a disease they didn’t understand and 

applauded frontline workers for making minimum wage to make sure 

there were groceries in everyone’s fridge. Despite watching utter de-

struction, I watched countless individuals find the good in this global 

pandemic – to somehow suggest that perhaps this was the reset the 

world needed. A lot of time and energy was spent finding meaning in 

the madness. People baked bread, grew gardens and talked about re-

turning to simpler times. We basked in rediscovering family dinners, 

puzzles and coloring. The pandemic shall pass – and when it does, 

we’ll be better because of it. If only it were that easy.

As the months waned on, a subtle shift became apparent and 

a new debate took center stage. The debate over wearing a mask 

became a political platform about our freedoms and government’s 

ability or inability to intervene in a public health emergency. If you 

home schooled your child, you were overreacting and risking the 

mental well-being of your child. If you sent your kid to school, you 

were endangering their life. It reached a point where everywhere you 

turned; COVID-19 was the topic of conversation. I found myself 

walking on eggshells wondering who I’d offend or disappoint next. 

Somehow this global pandemic went from being something we were 

going through together and instead became an us versus them, only I 

still have no clue who they are.

It was about this time that Jake turned 7. It was August, 2020. 

COVID-19 cases were relatively low in Bayfield County, Wisconsin. 

It was the height of summer and we thought an outdoor party was a 

possibility. We worked with our local pizza shop to make individual 
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pizzas, purchased individually wrapped desserts and chose a pub-

lic beach where there was plenty of space for social distancing. We 

invited Jake’s closest friends and respected the parents who politely 

declined due to COVID-19 concerns. Then, the night before, my 

husband learned he was exposed to someone who was exposed to 

someone with COVID-19. We received the automated text from the 

local public health department. Irrational as it might sound, I was 

devastated and pissed off beyond belief. 

Honestly, I wanted to ignore that text and proceed with the party 

as planned. I was tired of these disruptions and found myself justify-

ing actions that I might very easily judge others for doing. Self-jus-

tification, rationalizing the irrational, whatever you want to call it.  

Ultimately, we knew we couldn’t go through with the party knowing 

that we might have been exposed. We cancelled. It was yet another 

loss in COVID-19. In retrospect, it was not a major loss, but it was 

one more to add to a growing list of deficits. I started to wonder at 

what point, this global pandemic would leave an irreversible impact 

on my son’s mental health. My mind started spiraling down the road 

of what ifs. My phone dinged.

It was my neighbor. She knows Steve had potentially been 

exposed and everyone’s been notified. Ever the party planner, she 

and one of Jake’s daycare teachers and family friends had come up 

with a plan b. In the time my mind spiraled out of control, convinced 

the pandemic would ultimately destroy my family, the duo planned a 

drive-by party at the local baseball field for Jake. Sure, my neighbor 

loves any reason to plan a party and she’s great at rallying the troops. 

Yes, I live in a small-town where it isn’t unusual for folks to come to-

gether when things get tough. But, this? It seemed impossible. There 

are no words I can possibly text to express my gratitude.
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“The kids deserve a party,” she explained. In her world, it was 

that simple. Where there is a will, there is a way. A simple work 

around. A way to rally around each other safely and make sure that 

Jake’s 7th birthday party is one we will never forget. 

The next day, Jake sits on the pitcher’s mound in a bright blue 

chair adorned with helium balloons. A large banner filled with photos 

and well wishes hangs off the fence. Kids run by him and give him 

presents and eat individually wrapped ice cream drumsticks. They 

loudly sing Happy Birthday and just before piling in their cars and 

leaving, they launch dozens of water-filled balloons his way. He 

doesn’t even see it coming. As quickly as it starts, it comes to a close. 

To this day, this party that almost wasn’t, is by far one of his favor-

ites. My heart is filled with gratitude.

A few months later, COVID-19 will rear its ugly head again. 

This time, in an attempt to keep my father safe, it’ll force him into 

isolation at his independent living facility. A vaccine is on the way. 

If we can just make it through the holidays, he’ll be first on the list. 

For nearly a year he’s been lucky. Confirmed cases have been non-ex-

istent in the 40+ apartment complex where he resides. Staff have 

worked tirelessly to keep residents socially distanced, visitors at a 

minimum and sick staff at home. This couldn’t last forever. It was 

bound to happen. Cases were confirmed. Residents are put in lock-

down. It is isolation, not COVID-19, that dims the light in my father’s 

soul. 

A stubborn infection on my father’s remaining leg refuses to 

heal, hinting at another amputation on the horizon. My father is clear 

that if it comes to that, he does not believe he’ll survive. A routine 

transfer from wheelchair to recliner results in a brief cracking sound 

– something so mundane it is not even worth mentioning to his nurse.  
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We later learned it was a hairline fracture in his shoulder. The next 

day, my father would mention feeling off. Staff who know him well 

know he doesn’t complain. They immediately ship him off to the 

local hospital. 

It marks the beginning of the end. Once admitted to a local 

community hospital he’d be isolated from everyone he knows and 

loves for nearly 2-weeks. COVID-19 protocol prohibits us from being 

present during important diagnosis, treatment plans and information 

sharing. It is more than just the hairline fracture physicians discover, 

but we wouldn’t learn that until much later. When my father needed 

his family most, there was no magical neighbor who could offer us a 

solution. 

We did the best we could. Our family advocated from a distance. 

Fought when needed. Asked tough questions. The frontline healthcare 

workers we once applauded, we now understood were burned out and 

frustrated. My dad needed to be transferred. They needed the bed. The 

Thursday before Christmas they transferred him on to a skilled nurs-

ing facility with incomplete paperwork. A series of unfortunate events 

would seal my father’s fate. Within a few days in the facility, he’d 

be carted off in an ambulance to the local Emergency Department in 

Duluth. From there he’d be transferred to an intensive care unit. 

A different hospital meant different protocols. For the first time 

in weeks, we’re allowed at my dad’s bedside. He is a changed man. 

All hope is gone. He is done fighting. Whether it was fate, circum-

stance, time or a combination of all three, the outcome is the same. I 

think for years my father had held on to intrinsic hope. A quality of 

life centered around connections with his family and neighbors. The 

ability to live independently even though he could no longer drive or 

walk. COVID-19 stripped that away. 
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We all know how this story ends. Dad dies a few days later 

alone. But, by the grace of God, an Angel, my mother or just sheer 

luck, we’re able to say goodbye in person. I get to hold his hand and 

give him one final hug. I get to tell him I love him and that it is alright 

that he is ready to go. That I am not angry, just sad that I’ll have to 

live without him. I get to share one last popsicle with him and my 

sister. I get to watch him make the decision to go on his terms and on 

his timeline. Later, in hospice, I’ll have a moment alone with him. 

He can no longer argue about the price of a ribeye or gas. Instead, 

enough morphine is pumped into his body that he’s peaceful. Halfway 

to whatever comes after. Again, COVID-19 has collectively taken so 

much away but has given me a special appreciation and gratitude for 

this moment. I leave nothing left unsaid.

When the vaccine becomes available, I watch as some people 

clamor to get it while others curse the government convinced it’ll kill 

them. It’s such a polarizing response to a global event that’s found a 

way to divide our country. Or at least convince us we’re divided. Yet, 

when I turn off the news or ignore the trolls and spammers and talk to 

my friends and neighbors, I find we’re all very similar. 

We’re tired of COVID-19. We all experienced loss. We were 

afraid. We navigated the unknown to the best of our ability. We did 

the best we could with the information we had available at the time. 

We made calculated choices that were not black and white because 

life is not black and white. Sometimes we took risks that were nec-

essary, other times we doubled down on what we believed was safe 

in hopes of keeping this global nuisance from hitting those we love. 

In both cases, there were wins and losses. We got lucky or were dealt 

harsh consequences that had no rhyme or reason. 

It will be decades before we fully understand the impact 
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COVID-19 has had on our lives. What I do know is that the collective 

grief that so many of us experienced during the height of COVID-19 

wreaked havoc on our lives that’ll never be forgotten.


