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I’m Hurting, Too 
 
By Paige Hector, LMSW, social worker, Arizona 

 
Standing at her mom’s window, her palm pressed against the glass, mirroring her mom’s gesture on the other 
side, Janine’s tears slowly begin to trickle down her face. She had resolved that she wouldn’t cry in front of her 
mom, but the pressure has been building and the dam is showing signs of cracking. The “I love you” sign in 
bright colors that she has been holding up on every visit for months seems so heavy. In unison, the mother’s 
and daughter’s heads gravitate towards each other like so many times before when they could share a hug 
and a kiss on the cheek with an “I love you” whispered softly to one another. From opposite sides of the 
double-paned glass, they rest their heads together. The sign, succumbing to gravity’s pull, topples from the 
daughter’s hand as the dam bursts and the months of fear, frustration, anger, confusion, and grief barrel from 
her soul, the sobs racking her exhausted body. The sign falls to the ground, face down. Gravity pulls Janine to 
the folding chair placed next to the window, as the torrent of tears and emotions buckle her legs. Her 
handprint still visible on the window.  
 
Monica, a nursing assistant, was observing the exchange from the doorway, as she has done so many times 
before. Janine’s mother, Alice, has lived in the nursing home for three years and she and Monica have 
developed a tender and caring relationship. Monica’s presence was not meant to be intrusive but since the 
pandemic started and families were prevented from visiting, she made it her mission to know when the family 
members would visit so she could follow with any measure of comfort she could offer their special person.  
 
Witnessing the heartbreaking visit was almost too much for her to bear today. She has witnessed so many 
visits like this one. Her tears trickled from her eyes, soaking her mask. So many residents are suffering, isolated 
from family, friends, and activities for so long. Each passing week, Monica sees the effects of the pandemic 
ravaging the bodies and spirits of everyone in the nursing home: residents, families, staff, and colleagues. 
 
She taps gently on the door requesting permission to enter, hating the layers of PPE that put a barrier 
between her and Alice. Of course, she understands why it’s all necessary, but lately that understanding is 
mixed with anger and deep grief. It is tearing her heart out to not be able to hold Alice’s hand and actually feel 
her soft, delicate skin, to gently touch her face and to sit next to her as she cries. Alice has changed in the past 
few weeks, no longer as quick with her witty replies, and now her eyes stare vacantly out the window where 
her daughter sits. 
 
Monica’s shift is ending soon. She still has mounds of documentation to complete so she leaves Alice’s room 
to finish her tasks. When finished, she leaves the building and notices Janine sitting alone on her chair not too 
far from her mother’s window. Monica is torn between wanting to get home to her family and taking a few 
more moments with Janine. Compassion wins and Monica walks over to Janine as she pulls out a mask from 
her purse and dons it in one swift motion.  
 
“Hello, Janine.” 
Janine, staring off in the distance, shifts her gaze to Monica and says, “Hi.” 
“All of this is so awful, I’m not really sure what to say except that I’m concerned about you.” 
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“I’m concerned about me, too. And, about my mom. And, everyone else in the nursing home.” 
“Me, too.” 
Janine looks at Monica and is quiet. The tears begin anew. 
Monica asks, “Would you like some company for a few minutes?” 
“What I would like is to go inside, see my mom and hug her.” 
“I understand.” 
Janine responds, raising her voice, “Really? How can you understand what it’s like to look at your mother 
through a Goddamn window as she cries?! I’m so tired! So Goddamn tired of all of this! I just want to hug her, 
to hold her and tell her it’s going to be okay. And, you know what?! It’s not going to be okay! So, don’t you 
dare tell me that you understand.” 
 
Monica nods her head, summons the last vestiges of energy that she can, and replies, “I hear you. My heart is 
so sad, and I wish things were different.” Monica isn’t angry. She doesn’t blame Janine for her words and the 
force behind them. Her own mother taught her long ago that when someone is grieving, it can come out as 
anger. Her mother learned that the hard way when her young husband was killed tragically, and she was left a 
widow to raise their two children. Monica knows the hardships of a tough life, and sometimes anger comes 
with it. 
 
“Janine, I’m heading home. I think you should, too. We’re both exhausted.” 
 
The 45 minute commute home is done in silence, not even her favorite radio station for this trip. Monica 
keeps running one part from her brief exchange with Janine over in her mind, “You don’t understand.” The 
tears begin to flow, again. Soon, Monica pulls into her driveway and rather than getting out of her car, she sits 
in silence with her head resting on the steering wheel as she tries to switch gears from work, to home life. It’s 
really hard, each day taking more energy that she just doesn’t seem to get back have. Her two kids are in high 
school and are adjusting, mostly, to the online learning program. While things aren’t great, they are managing. 
Her husband, Ken, is trying to find work but the restaurant sector has taken a blow with the pandemic. For the 
past 2 years, Monica’s mother, Adele, has lived with her family following a broken hip that began a cascade of 
problems that resulted in her moving in with Monica and her family. Adele does what she can to help for 
which Monica is grateful, but she knows that it’s taking a toll on her mom, too. 
 
With a deep sigh, Monica gathers her belongings and swings her legs out of the car. While she desperately 
wants to go to her front door, she walks slowly to the garage door and inserts the key in the lock. She enters 
her makeshift living quarters, a converted garage. Months ago, when the danger of the coronavirus became 
evident, she and her husband made the decision to convert the garage into a studio apartment. Monica 
needed to keep her job, especially as the consistent income earner, but even more than that, she needed to 
keep her family safe from the danger that she could bring the virus home. She hasn’t hugged her husband, 
children, or mother in months. As so many people do, she aches for human touch and the comfort when her 
husband gently caresses her hair and wraps her in his strong arms. It feels good for someone else to be strong, 
too.  She and her mother have always had a close relationship frequented by weekly visits, shared meals, 
laughter, and hugs. Lots of hugs. Ever since the broken hip, Monica has become aware of an undulating sense 
of unease that her mother is on a trajectory of slow decline as her mother seems distracted and uninterested. 
She struggles with guilt that she should be doing something more for her mom. Tonight, she will do what she 
has done every night for months. 
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She sheds her scrubs and takes a hot shower, wishing the water could wash away the accumulated stress and 
sadness. It doesn’t. Eventually, she turns off the water and towels herself dry. She notices how hungry she is 
but decides to wait, instead heads to the door as her hand reaches down and grasps an “I love you” sign. She 
opens the door and walks around the side of the house to the living room window where her mother is 
waiting for her inside. Monica summons a smile, acutely aware of its fragility. Her mother looks so tired 
tonight, and stares blankly at her through the glass. Monica holds up her sign as she has done on every visit for 
months. It is so heavy, and today, empty. She presses her palm against the glass, mirroring her mom’s gesture 
on the other side, the daughter’s tears slowly begin to trickle down her face. Monica had resolved that she 
wouldn’t cry in front of her mom, but the pressure has been building and the dam is cracking. Thinking of Alice 
and Janine, she whispers, “I try to understand. I really do. I will keep trying to do my best to hold things 
together. Until I can’t. Then, I may need some understanding, too.” The sign falls to the ground, face down, 
but Monica doesn’t move to pick it up right away. She leaves her hand against the glass and summons a smile 
for her mom as she keeps her safe. 
 
 
 
 
 
From the author:  
 
People living in nursing homes and their families are suffering with enormous grief, sadness, anger, and worry. 
The effects of isolation are more evident every day as residents disengage, show signs of depression and 
anxiety, loss of function, and changes in cognition. Families express helplessness as they witness, from a social 
distance or on a videocall, the toll on their loved one. Staff, too, are suffering as they work in frightening 
situations, experience caregiver fatigue, moral injury, and burnout. They are struggling to hold it together at 
work, and at home. Everyone is raw, hurting, and some are losing hope. There is anger, frustration, and grief 
on both “sides.” That is part of the problem, that some people, and to some degree, even some organizations, 
see this situation as ‘us vs. them’.  
 
My hope for this story is to reach across the aisles, to help bridge the divides and show the humanity of all 
involved. Blaming is not helping to ease the shared suffering. Labeling one another as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, or any 
such variation, is destructive and hurtful. So often, there are layers to another human being that we will never 
know about and it is time that we become more curious. I am hopeful that we can work together to bring to 
the forefront our shared humanity of how we are all being affected. And, to work together to improve the 
living and working conditions in all long-term care facilities.  
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