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“What a Wonderful World”  

Louis Armstrong 
 
March break slipped by quickly, as March break usually does. My honey and I skied together 
every day, marveling at our ability to shoush with the best of them on our well-worn, well-used 
skis. After deliciously decadent afternoon naps, we dressed up in our snowsuits and slid down 
our backyard hill on Krazy Karpets, clutching grandkids tightly on our laps, usually tumbling into 
giggling, snowy heaps before reaching the bottom. We spent cozy evenings sipping wine in 
front of Netflix and a playful fire as Tucker and Barlow snuggled together at our feet.  
 
By the time I returned to school the following Monday, I was well-rested, anxious to see my 
students, and looking forward to our school-wide outing to the sugar shack that coming Friday. 
Every year, I revel in watching my students’ reactions as they first sample the delights of the 
sugar shack.  For these recent-immigrant-to-Canada adults, the experience of maple toffee 
spread out on crisp, clean snow and scooped up into lollipops on small sticks, warm, freshly-
baked donuts, maple syrup spread generously on pancakes and maple-nut fudge are a treat to 
discover.  Before the week was out, however, we learned that our yearly outing would have to 
skip 2020, and my students and I would be separated again in a most dramatic manner. 
 
By the end of that first week, news coming out of Wuhan, China was increasingly bleak and 
frightening. People were becoming infected, hospitalized, and dying in inconceivably large 
numbers as a lethal virus spread quickly through the country. Soon, it reached its ugly tentacles 
over borders and into countries around the world, snatching up entire nations in its unforgiving 
grip. In Canada, public directives came slowly at first, and then frantically as doctors and 
scientists struggled to identify and implement measures to control what was now being termed 
a pandemic. 
 
The first to go were large gatherings of people in any one place. Our sugar shack outing was 
cancelled and then, shockingly, schools were closed down throughout the province, then the 
country, then the world. Imagine that! An entire country agreeing to close down an institution 
that is entrenched in our society as an inalienable right for all. Then companies, restaurants, 
pubs, stores, bars, factories, offices… everything shut down. Was this the end of the world? 
Millions of people in panic mode emptied store shelves of basic necessities such as bottled 
water, toilet paper, hand-sanitizer, paper-towels and many medicines, unwittingly recreating 
scenes of devastation from apocalyptic movies. 
 
 



 
Despite the dreary, terrifying daily briefings from our provincial and federal leaders, I hate to 
admit to secretly feeling a little euphoric during those first few days confined to home.  The 
unexpected, enforced holiday left me with loads of time and strict instructions not to leave the 
house.  No one could fault me for sitting on the couch and binge-watching recordings of 
Coronation Street all day long. I caught up on my correspondence and read tons of novels and 
memoirs.  I cooked healthy meals for a change now that I had time to plan ahead.  My husband 
and I recorded short videos of ourselves acting silly, singing goofy ditties, and telling dopey 
jokes which we then sent to our grandsons, so they’d know we were missing them.  Given the 
grim reality of what was going on in the world outside my door, I’m embarrassed to say that 
those first couple of weeks at home were kinda’ fun. 
 
With time, however, the extraordinary became ordinary, as it does, and I started to pine for 
school, my students, my colleagues, and even my daily commute. My body resented the lack of 
exercise; my head and heart bemoaned the lack of stimulation. I needed to get back to being 
busy, to working, to feeling useful, to contributing something more than the occasional Like on 
random Facebook posts. Especially now that my community was being held hostage by a 
rampant, vicious illness, I felt the call to DO something, to make a contribution. Sitting on my 
posterior in my living room did nothing to boost my morale, or anyone else’s, for that matter.  
But, what to do?  What to do? 
 
One day at the end of March, I received an email from a lovely colleague asking that I share a 
flyer with my students via email. The flyer requested volunteers to work at a large food bank 
located in the same neighborhood as our school. After promptly forwarding the information to 
my students, I picked up the phone and dialed the number listed. That phone call was the start 
of one of the most fulfilling experiences of my life. 
 
I began volunteering two full days per week at the start of April.  Even when I resumed teaching 
my classes online via Zoom, I continued faithfully at the food bank until the end of July.  I did 
several jobs those first few days, and there was a lot to learn.  One day, I directed foot traffic.  
Another day, I filled food baskets.  The warehouse thumped and thrummed with the busy-ness 
of dozens of volunteers pushing carts, heaving boxes, shifting crates, laughing and hollering to 
one another above the din. “Qué tengo que hacer con esta caja?” When one of the supervisors 
overheard me speaking Spanish to another volunteer, I was swiftly moved from the food bank 
to the thrift store; that’s where we greeted clients while ensuring that they wore masks and 
sanitized their hands before entering.  One of my new duties was to guide the large population 
of newly arrived Spanish-speaking residents through the registration process and assist in 
sorting out any difficulties in communication. 
 
The staff, volunteers, and clients, at first new to me, became regulars whom I looked forward to 
seeing, and we developed a friendly banter. 
 
 
 



 
There was the elderly French man who told me every week, “Saviez-vous, madame, que vos 
yeux sont magnifiques?”  The first time he told me that I have beautiful eyes, I was flattered.  
Every week, he strolled up to the counter where I stood grinning, anticipating his compliment.  
Eventually, he’d simply wink and ask, “Est-ce qu’on vous l’a dit aujourd’hui?”  Even though the 
answer was always, “No, no one has told me today,” I never got tired of hearing it.  We couldn’t 
see each other’s smiles under our masks, but they were broad, and the feeling always spread to 
my heart and lasted the rest of the day. 
 
Then there was the little girl with the round, chubby cheeks from Afghanistan who came to the 
food bank regularly with her grandfather to interpret for him. Every week, she eyed the Elsa 
dolls displayed in baskets below the counter, the longing clear on her quiet, serious face as her 
grandfather shook his head “No.” One afternoon, I watched delightedly as the little girl entered 
the shop and strode straight to the front of the room.  She reached forward and tenderly 
plucked a doll from its resting spot, cradled it in her arms, then walked over and placed her five-
dollar bill on the counter before me.  Grampa stood unsmiling behind her, hands in pockets, 
supervising as she completed her transaction. The little girl’s solemn attitude transformed for a 
moment and I knew I was witnessing a look of unadulterated joy and appreciation. 
 
There was also the mother from Burundi with nine children who smiled her thanks demurely 
whenever I slipped extra candies, chocolates, or toys into her bags. 
 
And then, there was the woman with the gorgeous legs who worked construction and always 
came in wearing scruffy jean-shorts and dirty, scuffed work-boots. She spoke gruffly and carried 
herself like an overgrown tomboy. Her various piercings and partially shaved blue and green 
hair were distracting. At first glance, her appearance may have been off-putting, but on closer 
inspection, her tattoo-covered arms and legs bore elaborate messages of love, peace, respect, 
beauty, inclusion, and family. She spoke lovingly of her five children and two dogs; everything 
she purchased from the thrift store was for them.  One week, after working there for a couple 
of months, I welcomed her with a jovial, “Ah! Hello! Here’s the lady with the gorgeous legs!”  
Her smile reached all the way up to her eyes and I knew I had made a friend.   
 
One day, two of my students, a mother-daughter duo from Syria, came through the door 
together.  “Teacher!  It’s YOU!”  Without thinking, I rushed towards them, arms outstretched 
for a hug, as we had done so often in class.  Suddenly, I braked, coming to an awkward halt as I 
realized my mistake... I stood helplessly before them, both hands covering my mouth, eyes 
welling up as theirs did the same. We blew kisses to one another from two meters apart; they 
carried on their way down the hall to the food bank, turning back repeatedly to wave.  I 
shuffled back to my post behind the counter as a gentle sadness settled in my belly. 
 
 
 
 



My four months spent volunteering during “COVID” were a blessing in so many ways.  In a 
world turned upside down, I found kindness.  Chatting, helping, sharing, working, confiding, 
giving and laughing, I found respect, generosity and hope.   
 
Whatever happens; however, this all turns out, I will always feel that the world is filled with 
wonderful, genuinely brave people who just want to fit in and be part of something good.  And 
now, I can say I know that about myself, too. 
 

 
                                                                                                                       
 

“My passion has always been teaching... at age six, when my little 
friends wanted to play house, I always chose to be the teacher!  I 
spent 23 amazing years teaching high school and am now in my 6th 
glorious year teaching adults at ACCESS.  My husband is my best 
friend and we are blessed to live in Sutton with our golden doodles 
Muppets, Tucker and Barlow, and our little hobo cat, Darwin.  I write 
to make sense of my thoughts, to work out jumbled ideas, to sort out 
feelings, to create joy... My ambition is to write a memoir that 
probably no one will read, but it will be an accomplishment that I 
have been dreaming of for many, many years.”      Jakky Foster 
  


