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Interview with Michelle Ornelas 

Session 1 (11/21/2020) 

COLLINGS (00:00:00): 

Today is November 21st, 2020. Jane Collings interviewing Michelle Ornelas. And let me just ask 

you to get going. When did you first start hearing about the coronavirus? And what were your 

thoughts at that time? 

ORNELAS (00:00:24): 

I started to hear about the COVID-19 virus through social media, like late November, early 

December of 2019. 

COLLINGS (00:00:36): 

So early. That's interesting. 

ORNELAS (00:00:42): 

Yeah, so before it was a pandemic and in terms of coming to the U.S. a little bit later, but I just 

started kind of hearing about it through social media and through my own personal sources of the 

news. I read a lot of new health-related articles and things of that sort, but mostly hearing it 

affecting the population in China. 

COLLINGS (00:01:12): 

And you were saying you read health-related articles. What is your profession? 

ORNELAS (00:01:18): 

Well, I'm a social service coordinator currently, but I have a background in public health. 

COLLINGS (00:01:26): 

That's very unusual. I've never heard anybody say that they were starting to hear about it so early 

on. What kinds of social media channels were those? 

ORNELAS (00:01:38): 

It was even through some Facebook, and I get sent a lot of links through my Instagram, and a lot 

of social justice outlets, local and national. 

COLLINGS (00:02:00): 

So these would be people with a public health focus then? 

ORNELAS (00:02:04): 

Yes. 

COLLINGS (00:02:04): 
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Who were getting all this information very, very early on. And what were your thoughts in terms 

of what the future would hold here in Los Angeles when you were hearing that? 

ORNELAS (00:02:21): 

Well, it seemed like it was something that was just happening on the other side of the world, but 

in my background in public health and epidemiology, I knew that without the proper health 

education and just with how easily people can travel across continents, I knew as people, even 

my own coworkers were making light jokes about it, like, oh, it's just something happening in 

China. Or even with the way that the current president would use certain terms to make it like it 

was a Chinese epidemic. I knew that that was dangerous, to not take it seriously. So eventually 

we would have cases in the U.S. And then I heard of, maybe like in January, and I was always 

kind of checking if there was any new cases recorded officially. From what I recall, it was like a 

case up north. And then there were cases that came in through a flight and then you start hearing 

of cases through the cruise ships. And I have family in the military as well as in the Navy. I was 

getting my information from them, too. As far as like, we can't come back to the states, you 

know, where we're still in Japan and we have to stay here for now because of the pandemic. So I 

was getting my information firsthand as well as through the news and social media. And so just 

kind of putting--my fears were escalating sooner than what most people, I feel knew heading-- 

COLLINGS (00:04:19): 

And so you said your fears, could you describe your fears? What those looked like? 

ORNELAS (00:04:27): 

Well, just knowing how easily viruses can spread, viruses such as the common cold, and with 

people making it seem like it was a joke in a way that, you know, this COVID is like this thing 

happening abroad in China. Just knowing that if people didn't actually take it seriously or put 

aside the loss of their personal freedoms, this could spread. Just a lot of misinformation and how 

long it's taken for people to even take seriously, like flu vaccination, to take something like this 

seriously. And that was my fear because there's a challenge in public health, especially in some 

of the even more underserved communities to dispel these myths, to encourage people to take the 

right action or to accept--even if there is challenges to access to healthcare--to accept the 

resources out there because of this myth. 

COLLINGS (00:05:32): 

I see. So your fear was kind of twofold, on the one hand that it wasn't being taken seriously and 

that it looked like it was very communicable. And on the other hand, you had a specific concern 

based on your own work that the communities you serve would have doubts about what people 

were hearing. Is that fair to say? 

ORNELAS (00:06:00): 

That's correct, pretty accurate. 

COLLINGS (00:06:00): 

Okay. That's interesting. So could you describe your work leading up to the period of, say, 

March? What was your work? 
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ORNELAS (00:06:12): 

Already in late February, I believe there were more cases happening. And there were just some 

people getting some similar symptoms. I myself had a cold and I took some days off when I 

never really get sick or take days off. I have allergies constantly, and I messaged my doctor right 

away. And I asked her, what should I do? And she said, well, it's, you know, you do have a 

history of allergies. And so just get some rest fluids, basic stuff, but she never mentioned COVID 

to me. I was already like on alert, like, oh my gosh, could this be, you know, early signs of 

something. So I took the precautions with coworkers, we were just kind of like, you know-- We 

work inside a housing community and I don't just work with the people I work with the people 

inside their, like basically their community, their household, like I'm part of their daily life. 

ORNELAS (00:07:18): 

Like when they're dropping off their kids. Well, they come back to the building, you know, when 

they come, they're leaving work, they're coming back to work. So I'm there in the middle of their 

daily activities. And so that was very important for me to right away start disseminating 

information. And part of my job is to provide health education and resources; so putting up 

flyers, the newsletter that we create every month, even starting in March, I started putting 

prevention information in our community newsletter from the CDC, the local county and city 

websites, putting up flyers about wearing the mask. It was a city ordinance. And just things like 

that to disseminate the information, and that was in March already. My own organization, they, I 

believe it was like March, April when they started to send an email saying non-essential 

employees would be sent home. And that basically was anyone who isn't part of management or 

service coordinators. 

COLLINGS (00:08:43): 

And what is the name of the housing complex that you work in? 

ORNELAS (00:08:49): 

I work at Rio Vista Village and at Colonia Jess, it's managed by a nonprofit called the 

Retirement Housing Foundation and they're nationwide and they primarily serve the elderly, 

low-income elderly, providing nursing facilities, housing independent, and skilled nursing 

facilities. 

COLLINGS (00:09:15): 

So when you started talking with people what kinds of things were you hearing back? Before the 

stay at home and all of that? 

ORNELAS (00:09:26): 

Even just before that. It was information from HUD [Department of 

Housing and Urban Development] that we got to just do-- We conducted, to minimize contact 

one-on-one with residents, conduct phone calls. So one of the things that we would do is call and 

just say, you know, just wanted to see how you're doing, conduct a wellness check. Ask if 

anyone in the house has been feeling sick and people would say, no, we're fine. The social 

isolation and social distancing wasn't very much mandated then or encouraged. So that was, that 
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was still very early on. For the families that I work with, I think most of the kids were starting to 

stay at home like around mid-March and April. And it was just a frenzy more about like, how do 

we connect to school? How do we deal with childcare? It wasn't really about infection. It was 

more about like, how do we deal with our lives right now that we, some of our kids have to stay 

home. And deal with the technology. 

COLLINGS (00:10:40): 

Were people worried or scared about the virus or more concerned with these other, you know, 

life-changing kinds of problems? 

ORNELAS (00:10:50): 

I think the second part you mentioned. More of like this dealing with the life-changing issues or 

the panic buying, and just finding basic necessities. And not really about infection, because I feel 

like in our community where I work at, not a lot of people knew someone who had been infected 

yet or were infected yet. So they probably were just more concerned about basic daily day-to-day 

things, like things were starting to close earlier, you know, just work-related things, am I going 

to be able to pay my rent this month, things of that sort. 

COLLINGS (00:11:34): 

And for yourself, did you start taking any particular precautions to avoid infection? 

ORNELAS (00:11:43): 

Yes. I started to just put more-- Making more phone calls, letting people know that the office 

would be closed for face-to-face appointments, and that they could always reach me by phone or 

email. And that they, if they did need-- They still have to complete forms. They still have 

applications. They still have benefits to review. They still get bills in the mail. They still have all 

these issues that they need assistance with. And so I said the best way is I had to create like a 

plan, how will I still be able to provide services without this interaction? So I set up a little 

system where they could drop off their paperwork in a little dropbox outside. And that was even 

before the six feet of distance or any signs were made or manufactured, you know we, I just 

made them myself, I just printed images off the internet and laminated them. 

ORNELAS (00:12:43): 

And we, along with management set up a system of saying, okay, we agree that, you know, we 

will not allow anyone in the office. We're going to start making sure that we wipe everything 

down. We take our temperature. That if we do feel sick, we let each other know. And I started 

getting tested very early on myself through the local testing sites. And through scheduling my 

own appointments, I learned the difficulties and the challenges with finding a location and 

scheduling something. And they weren't that available on the east side of Los Angeles. Most of 

them were very early on available on the west side of Los Angeles, there may have been only 

one location out here. And I started to get tested regularly, like every chance that I could. And I 

came in there into a contact with a lot of people or someone I knew said I got into contact with 

someone even third-party, you know, third level of distance. 

ORNELAS (00:13:54): 
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I was just very cautious because of the demographic I work with. I work with a lot of seniors, 

over a hundred seniors. I have family with chronic conditions and at the time I was living with 

my sister and her family, and I also am very involved with my elderly mother's caregiving. So I 

knew that was very important to just stay informed and test myself constantly. And so with these 

families, I started to see, okay, where can they get tested around here, you know? If they don’t 

have a car, or if they don't speak English, or they don't have access to internet to schedule an 

appointment online? I'm going to pause really quickly so I could plug in my computer again, 

because I think it's not charging correctly, one second. [recording interrupted] 

COLLINGS (00:14:51): 

Okay. No problem. Okay. So you were talking about trying to get things set up so that the people 

that you were working with would be able to go and get tests. 

ORNELAS (00:15:06): 

Tests in the local community. 

New Speaker (00:15:06): 

Yeah, and all the trouble you were running into and how you addressed that. So you found that 

there was only-- What time period are we talking about? 

ORNELAS (00:15:20): 

I think I got my first test, like in late March. 

COLLINGS (00:15:25): 

And there was just the one testing center, you're saying? 

ORNELAS (00:15:28): 

Yes, there was that one testing center, it was set up at ELAC [East Los Angeles College]. 

ORNELAS (00:15:37): 

From the ones I remember. And then, or if there were appointments, it was like, everything was 

already full. And at the time you had to go through like the LA county or LA city testing 

website, and you had to just enter your name, you know, your contact information and there 

wasn't really any, and then what I did notice is if you did list yourself as an essential worker, I 

feel like you were able to get an appointment a lot quicker, a lot sooner, in a few days or a couple 

days. But everything seemed kind of like full the day of or the next day, it was very difficult. So 

I did have to schedule things and leave work early sometimes because the testing sites would 

close by 4:30 or so, or by five. And I think the next location I was tested at was at Dodger 

stadium, but that was still not inside the big lot. It was just on the outside parking lot. That one, I 

was just surprised, like, if it's so difficult to schedule, why is it that when I arrive at the test site, 

there's not really anyone there. 

ORNELAS (00:16:53): 
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Are people not showing up or are they just really, you know, scheduling them really far apart? I 

was just surprised how there weren't any long lines and there wasn't just, you know, there was 

basically no waiting time, but the testing itself was pretty easy and straightforward 

COLLINGS (00:17:13): 

The nasal? 

ORNELAS (00:17:16): 

Yes, the first one was the nasal. But it didn't hurt, you know? They were very good about it 

because it wasn't rushed. I think the second time I did it was, I had my own buccal cell sample. 

So you have to swab the inside of your mouth yourself. And then I've been tested probably about 

10 times by now. 

COLLINGS (00:17:45): 

In order to make sure that you are not transmitting as part of your work? 

ORNELAS (00:17:51): 

Yes, like if we heard that a staff member said, oh, I know someone who told me they were 

exposed. There was probably very little chance, but still. 

COLLINGS (00:18:03): 

Yeah. And with all of the people that you're coming into contact with, work and family. 

ORNELAS (00:18:11): 

Yeah. Maybe there's a chance I will be okay. But the people I'm around won't have the same 

outcome. So, yeah, that was like in March and April, and just started to disseminate a lot of 

information to people about testing. 

ORNELAS (00:18:40): 

And so as I noticed online, they have to fill out all this information for elderly who don't have 

smartphones, you know? And then they can't come to my office. I can't use my computer there 

with them to sign them up or even over the phone it's a little difficult because they're, how are 

they going to get their test results, how are they going to get confirmation, how are they going to 

walk up to the site if it's only drive through. And our service coordinator, director manager sent 

us a link to a lab and she said, you might want to investigate, you know, this laboratory, because 

they're offering testing onsite. And although I had reached out to the city and to the county, 

because I'm not--our location is not considered a nursing home or convalescent facility, they said 

that testing was not available onsite for this facility because it's an independent living. 

ORNELAS (00:19:42): 

I was a little disappointed, so I was still kind of looking for some type of service that would 

come to our facility with the outreach manager from that lab. And I made sure that they would 

adhere to our HUD standards and rules on privacy and confidentiality, make sure that it wouldn't 

cost our residents anything. They came out to test people, I believe in May? Our first onsite 
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testing and almost every senior came and got tested because I think the fear was there and 

making it that easy for them to just come down to the lobby and just plan it out so that people 

were scheduled every other week or so. And they were intimidated by the nasal swab, but after 

demonstrating to them that it's not the typical swab from the county, that's a little longer, it's a 

little smaller, they felt more at ease. 

ORNELAS (00:20:55): 

And then, you know, just word of mouth, they communicate with each other. They said, oh, it 

wasn't that bad. And then even with this, with barriers in Spanish or Chinese speaking or Korean 

speaking residents among themselves, they let each other know, oh, it's fine. You know, don't 

worry, it's not going to hurt. In addition to that, the lab did antibody testing. So that helped them 

get more information. And on top of that, we got the caregivers who come in every day into the 

building and work with these residents in their home to also get tested. So it's been going on 

since then, about once a month, they come on site. So it really has helped. I would say we have 

very, very low to no infection.  

COLLINGS (00:21:55): 

I guess nobody has had any positive antibody results because they, you know, they haven't been 

infected. 

ORNELAS (00:22:02): 

If they have like, I can't really disclose a lot of information because it's confidential. Let's say 

that if someone-- Usually the trend is maybe there's like a family member who may have had it 

and they didn't know--they were asymptomatic--it just teaches them a lesson that you can be 

positive and asymptomatic. And so how important social distancing is especially when it comes 

to visiting your elderly parent or relative because you could unknowingly infect them. And so 

that has helped just educate people. Or if they knew they weren't positive, the antibodies will 

kind of help them see, you know if it's safe enough, I guess, for them to be around them, but still 

take precautions, you know, it's not a free pass. And I always tell them, a negative test today is 

not a negative test forever. 

ORNELAS (00:23:08): 

You know, it's still-- The main part is everyone is doing their part by washing their hands, 

wearing their mask in the elevator and the common areas. That's very important. Reminding 

them. And I didn't do this alone, you know? I've reached out to local councilmen's office and the 

YMCA and they brought--they said how many residents do you have? I told them. Within that 

afternoon, or the next morning, they delivered COVID-19 care kits, which included reusable 

masks, which were very inaccessible to people. They were, they were--the stores were empty, 

gloves, hand sanitizer, just the basics to show them what they needed and then information. So 

other companies donated reusable masks, so that they could have at least a reusable one that they 

could wash and reuse until they could get out in public and obtain their own supplies. We had 

toilet paper donated. 

ORNELAS (00:24:25): 
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We had a lot of donations and it really taught me that as an advocate, you should not be afraid to 

speak up and ask, you never know the answer might be yes. And if they don't know the answer, 

they'll let you know who might have the answer. So a lot of it, it's also building trust, and with 

the seniors, especially, because they were limited to, you know, you shouldn't go to the store so 

much, or you shouldn't ride public transportation as much--their stay at home orders were a little 

bit more strict. One of the major things was food resources. One of the biggest issues was panic 

buying.  So if people went to the store, they would have to wait in line for long hours, or they 

were limited to going on a Tuesday between six and seven. And you know, what do they do with 

their groceries? The highest risk is at a grocery store. 

ORNELAS (00:25:30): 

So working with the local food banks and even the local charter school and with the City of LA 

Department of Aging, I can proudly say food is not an issue with our residents. We have a lot of 

food resources, healthy food choices delivered straight to their door, or brought directly to the 

building. And I realized that's something we should have had all along for our elderly, even 

before the pandemic. So this pandemic just highlighted a lot of the other deficiencies in our 

programming or in our programs, like food insecurity. How someone trying to just go to the 

grocery store for their basic necessities will put them at risk for COVID. And their dollars 

weren't stretching as much with things running out and-- You know, they have to buy a can of 

Lysol that's like 10 dollars or milk and bread and eggs, you know? So by alleviating some of the 

economic stress of higher prices of food, they can afford to buy the things they need to stay safe 

at home or, or maintain the sanitary conditions in their home for prevention. 

COLLINGS (00:27:09): 

This sounds like such an enormous organizational effort to put together all of this, all of these 

measures and resources that you describe. And, you know, one of the things that, that people 

have said about the response to the pandemic at the federal level, for example, is how everybody 

was just kind of left to fare for themselves really. And I'm just wondering if, from your 

experience, all this great work, was this something that, that you and your group of staff kind of 

put your heads together and figured out how to go about getting all of these resources in line? Or 

was it a larger thing across the county? I mean, did you sort of feel like you were on your own as 

your own institution to figure all this out, or how did that work? Were there other places that 

didn't see these great results because they didn't have people doing this work? 

ORNELAS (00:28:28): 

Well, before the pandemic, always a big part of our job description is resources. So we don't 

provide direct services, but we always lead the residents to resources. So we do have a resident 

resource handbook. And part of that is always health and nutrition. And we're always working 

with local agencies, like the Department of Mental Health and the Mexican American 

Opportunity Foundation to bring resources and information in. So I already had those 

connections. And so there was already like a, let's say, a senior nutrition program that was at a 

park, at a senior center. And when I reached out to them and I heard they were giving out hot 

meals, the hot meals became--you have to pick them up by appointment. And so I said, okay, I'll 

go pick them up for the seniors because they started giving flyers out, like you can go pick them 

up at certain hours. So it was just trial and error. You're really on your own. 
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ORNELAS (00:29:33): 

Working with the other organizations, like they have these resources, but then we can't connect. 

Like my residents can't connect with your resources. So how do we work together to figure that 

out? And so I started telling them like, there are people in need of these items but they can't 

come to you. And they said, well, the way our programs typically work is the person has to come 

in and sign off, you know, for documentation purposes. But I said, they can't do that. So they 

said, okay, well, why don't you give us a list? And we will either allow you to pick it up for them 

or we will drop it off. And because they already had a relationship with some of those 

organizations, I just had to speak with a different person who worked in a different area now. So 

maybe instead of working with people who work with health and fitness, I was able to get linked 

up to the people in the nutrition program. 

ORNELAS (00:30:29): 

And then from there, it started a little program with just maybe 10 meals delivered to us, to over 

88 residents, 88 units getting meals delivered from the Department of Aging. And so there were 

resources and it required like each person calling and asking for that. And I knew that wasn't 

going to be possible for every person, so emailing people directly. So there was no guideline for 

that. But I did share information with our coordinator manager and so little things that we were 

able to accomplish, we'd let her know. And she would disseminate that information to the other 

people, even across the country. And she'd suggest like, what is it that everyone's doing or 

working on, how are you meeting these challenges? And so then we would send an email with 

our collective experiences--we knew like, okay, so this is kind of what works over there. 

ORNELAS (00:31:27): 

Just reach out directly to the food bank or these are some of the challenges for some of the 

residents in this state, and it varied state from state, county to county, you know? So when we 

shared our experiences and challenges, I started getting some ideas. So I started to just reach out 

directly. And very early on when the mayor set the senior emergency meal program, just by 

calling and saying, look, you know, when they call in, they're not getting a response. Is there 

someone else they can talk to? Or is there any way that I can just request it for them, with their 

permission. And I spoke to someone at the Department of Aging and she said, this is the 

information we need, if you can email me that list and let me know their date of birth and their 

phone number, then we can set up a delivery. 

ORNELAS (00:32:26): 

And one day these trucks from Everytable showed up. And the manager's like, there's someone 

here with a hundred boxes of food. And I looked over and I went outside and it was just these 

massive deliveries, you know, and I believe for the city, they deliver individually to different 

homes, but they probably deliver the most to our buildings because mostly everyone was 

enrolled. So I was able to do that for the residents, enroll them as one, instead of individually. To 

this day, we've had hundreds of thousands of meals delivered. They each get 10 meals a week. 

Nutritious food. Every Table has a history of providing healthy, sustainable, accessible foods to 

underserved communities and their collaboration with the Department of Aging just brought that 

to our community. You know, I personally had purchased food at every table in downtown. 
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ORNELAS (00:33:29): 

I loved it, and maybe it's about 7 dollars a plate and for 10 meals to come to the seniors, you 

know, at their doorstep in a container that has, you know, in a cooler box basically. They were 

very happy, and it was healthy food that maybe they wouldn't be able to prepare themselves or 

even different from what they're used to. But it was a lifesaving kind of thing. If they didn't-- If 

they weren't able to go to the store, at least they had something. Or if their caregiver doesn't 

come on the weekend, they have something to eat on the weekends, you know? So just, just 

really reaching out directly and trial and error. 

COLLINGS (00:34:19): 

Yeah. It sounds like some--you kind of suggested that there, that prior to the pandemic, there had 

been more stringent, bureaucratic procedures that you had to--and that as a function of this, 

because it was kind of a crisis--well, not kind of, because it was a crisis and an emergency--

people were willing to just go around those bureaucratic procedures. Is that still happening and 

when do you think, if it is still happening, when do you think that will stop happening, if ever? 

ORNELAS (00:34:59): 

I think it will not. I think they'll set new guidelines, new bureaucratic--the bureaucracy, I think, 

well, the red tape will have to come off. If you go back to it, you risk people being more 

susceptible to not only COVID, but other, other diseases or lack of access to the vaccine, you 

know. But the things that really will help this pandemic, minimize the effects of the pandemic, if 

you keep the red tape and you go back to that, it's not going to improve things. So I think people 

are learning and organizations are learning, you know not to really go around it, but just create 

different ways. You know, being able to do things differently is going to definitely help. 

ORNELAS (00:35:55): 

And I notice that there's even new technology to allow you to send someone a document and 

they can just sign on their phone and email it back to you to upload a lot of things now that 

perhaps-- Even through the Department of Public Services, you had to always go in person and 

submit your packet for renewal of Medi-Cal, Medicare. And now if someone has a smartphone, 

they can take a screenshot, they can upload it to their account. And if they don't know how to do 

it, there's organizations that help people apply for CalFresh now. Like they can go to the church--

Catholic charities here in Boyle Heights--and they will help them apply electronically. So I think 

it's going to create new protocols, definitely, that will embrace the challenges that people face 

when enrolling in programs or finding resources. Definitely. 

COLLINGS (00:36:57): 

So I guess that's a silver lining to all of this, we could say. 

ORNELAS (00:37:04): 

Yeah, it really helped highlight where we need improvement, in what areas. 

COLLINGS (00:37:11): 
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And was there any area where you felt like these efforts did not work, that you were falling 

behind in any particular area and you just could not make headway despite all your efforts? 

ORNELAS (00:37:28): 

I think working with the families. Just noticing the rate of people who would come to get tested 

versus the seniors. They don't have a nine to five job, let's say, right. So you ask them to come in 

at a certain time, they're willing and able to come and come downstairs and get their tests. The 

families, it was a lot like, well, I already got tested for work or I don't feel any symptoms. So the 

testing for people who were not--initially everyone thought, well, it only affects the elderly and 

they're the most vulnerable and they're the who are dying from this. I think that was a challenge, 

where the education was not working as well as the families or younger adults. And so I had to 

find a way to give them the initiative and motivation to do so. 

ORNELAS (00:38:29): 

And I think through the newsletters and constant flyers and showing them that there are 

resources for their children as well, incorporating even story time through Zoom for the younger 

kids, and then taking that as an opportunity to introduce the-- I worked with the Los Angeles 

Public Library and the Central Library, children's department. I said, I'd like to offer the younger 

kids a story time virtually, and then taking that opportunity that the parents are engaged to say, 

oh what about your household getting tested? Or what are the things that you are needing right 

now? In terms of rental assistance, utility bill assistance, applying to EDD, so I think you can 

reach older adults and families if you work through their children. So making a summer reading 

program, and offering incentives for kids who read and log their reading time. And then the 

parents would say, okay. We'd bring the kids down and get their prize or award for reading, 

taking that opportunity to give them information and say--and give the kids like even coloring 

books on COVID and washing their hands. And so teaching the little kids, it will kind of like 

show the parents, oh, if my child can understand this better, why can't I? Then little kids will be 

the model for their parents sometimes.  

ORNELAS (00:40:19): 

Because they will be excited about the coloring book and the song they learned on washing their 

hands. And now the parents who maybe English is not their first language can learn a little bit 

more from their child. So that was a challenge, just the education for a family, like how to really 

reach them at a deeper level. 

COLLINGS (00:40:44): 

And was there a phenomenon where people were, as the virus began to spread, that unfortunately 

people had direct experience with the virus, what did you observe along those lines? 

ORNELAS (00:41:03): 

I observed that when people were affected, it was maybe a little bit of shame in a way, like they 

don't want anyone to know. Maybe they don't know how neighbors will react or other people will 

react to-- 

COLLINGS (00:41:21): 
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Why were they ashamed? 

ORNELAS (00:41:25): 

Because of how maybe contagious it is. And they might think that, oh, you're going to--you 

know, just being stigmatized as that family has it in their lives somehow. And it's not something 

that sometimes you can control, if you had to go to work and you were exposed, it's not really 

your fault. And so I just offered support, offered resources and said, you know, everything is 

confidential. No one will have to know this. Just follow your doctor's recommendation and CDC 

guideline. Or just people asking someone like, why are you, where are you? I haven't seen in a 

while, were you sick, you know, things of that sort. You just don't want people to spread rumors 

and start to say, well, that family or that person is going to spread this in the building. 

ORNELAS (00:42:23): 

If people would call and ask, I would just say, you have to treat everyone as if they have it so 

that you do your part to maintain your social distance. It's a self responsibility. You cannot blame 

others for it. We have to take accountability and we have to educate ourselves on the best 

practices to prevent this. And then also they had the fear of what am I going to do, I can't go to 

work, or people who work as essential workers who were told someone at your job was exposed 

or came out positive. They have to now take time off and, you know, two weeks off. And then 

how do you make up that pay period? Just helping them figure out how to apply for benefits for 

that time period. 

ORNELAS (00:43:22): 

Saying it's really hard to get on, or it's really hard to stay on the phone and make a phone call. 

And just teaching people patience, and letting them know that there's more need right now. 

There's less workers out there. So even if you're calling the utility company, it's going to take 

longer, you're calling Medi-Cal it's going to take longer. If you're calling for your CalFresh, it's 

going to take longer. There's a lot of information we could find online and just working with 

them to be their own advocates and not give up because people would get frustrated. They get 

burnt out on, I haven't heard back from this organization, I haven't heard back from my social 

worker, and just teaching them to be their own advocates and be very persistent and patient and 

be on top of their forms, and maintain good records of everything. Because later on, you don't 

know what you're going to need. So just teaching them to be advocates for themselves. 

COLLINGS (00:44:34): 

So you're finding that people were more afraid of losing time at work than they were of any 

health effect that they could experience? 

ORNELAS (00:44:46): 

Yeah, like the financial impact of this versus I'm risking my life at work, you know? And then I 

think slowly as more time progressed and as the summer approached, and the kids had that really 

difficult time period when it was like, what are we doing on Zoom? And how do you work this? 

Some kids don't have laptops and all that. So that was kind of like, oh, this might just be 

temporary, but once the fall came and they got the devastating news that no one was going to go 

back to school, I think that's when parents started to be very concerned about the mental health, 
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so it went from financial to now, like, this is affecting my child. My child is like very withdrawn 

or they don't have the motivation to log on for school, or it was just very--the toll on mental 

health. And social isolation really kicked in for a lot of the seniors as well. 

ORNELAS (00:45:52): 

So that's when the efforts-- Okay, we have testing set up, we have food resources set up, we have 

all the resources with the financial aspects of rental assistance, utility assistance, and mental 

health. So we started working with more of the organizations on how do we transfer our 

programming to virtual programming and we held virtual programs with the [Los Angeles 

County] Department of Mental Health on the effects of the pandemic and people [inaudible] 

Zoom or different avenues of virtual meetings and do one hour or one hour and a half 

workshops. And keep the seniors engaged still in their health by doing phone call meetings and 

just getting them to say, okay, to agree to them. They're like, what, I'm going to be on the phone 

for an hour? And I said, yeah, you'll talk to other residents. And then, you know, going to each 

resident at their door, dropping off the materials, helping them sign into the phone call, put in 

their meeting number and their passcode because they don't have access to the internet. 

ORNELAS (00:47:19): 

And some of them actually enjoyed it. They had a health coach talk to them about some chronic 

diseases and mental health and how to stay active. And then we said, okay, let's try to set up a 

thing. Some of them have laptops or some of them use the community room, but only in small 

groups. And so we're actually finishing up our 10 week or six week session of our virtual class 

where it's three classes, one, three times a week. And there's five classes, five different sessions 

with three to four people in each class. And they can view the instructor on our TV and they're 

socially distanced and they wear their masks and they're able to continue their exercise program, 

and that's made a big difference for them. And just that one thing they look forward to, you 

know, coming to class for one hour and even in the family building, getting people who have a 

little bit more access to computers to join. 

ORNELAS (00:48:29): 

So the transition went from basic necessities to just overall mental health. And now the challenge 

that I'm focusing on is the digital divide. This is not going to change, so how can I bring access 

to the families of more laptops, more computers, Wi-Fi, that's not written into our grants because 

we didn't foresee this. So there is no money or funding for us to go buy laptops or tablets or set 

up Wi-Fi for everyone. So that's where I'm focusing on right now, on bringing donations. And 

for that, one of the laptops that we use for the exercise program was a loaner from [inaudible]. 

They lent me that laptop to use instead of using my own personal computer. And like I said, 

working around things, but it's really reframing everything where we frame it, how we do things. 

ORNELAS (00:49:35): 

And I just want to bring some more normalcy back, but it's a new normal, right. Showing people 

that you care about their basic needs and their wellbeing, it will build trust with them and they 

will accept more of the resources that you present to them because they know that you're doing it 

for the wellbeing of the community. And so instead of saying, well, I don't want to be 

inconvenienced by having to go get a test done, they're realizing how important it is to get tested, 
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not just for themselves or their immediate family, but for the whole community. [inaudible] more 

of that transition now. 

ORNELAS (00:50:34): 

People were getting a little lax about where-- 

COLLINGS (00:50:38): 

Getting lax about what? 

ORNELAS (00:50:40): 

Oh, I couldn't hear you, sorry. 

COLLINGS (00:50:42): 

Getting lax about what? 

ORNELAS (00:50:45): 

Oh they were getting a little lax, you know, with the mask wearing, and I think everyone is, but I 

talked to the manager and said people need permanent reminders. Like something more official 

looking than just a sign that I printed out, and she ordered it. It took a while, but there's a lot of 

industrial signs now, commercial signs that we put at every elevator, hand sanitizer dispensers at 

every elevator so that it's a constant reminder and they're going to remain there for, I think, from 

now on to just make it accessible. It's a constant reminder to people like, oh, where's my mask. I 

forgot my mask. Let me keep social distance. If someone isn't wearing a mask, to be an advocate 

for yourself and don't go on the elevator with them, you know. 

COLLINGS (00:51:40): 

So in the beginning, as you said, it was kind of an all hands on deck, emergency, we have to 

organize all of these resources, and there wasn't the sense of this being something that would be 

dragging on and on and on. And then you hit that moment, as you said, in the fall. So earlier on, 

the seniors in particular were not having their exercise program or having any contact with 

anyone, right? That alone sounds like it would be very devastating for that community. And then 

later on, it sounds like you started organizing things with masks and social distancing to have a 

kind of a new normal as you were saying. And you talk about the children in the community, 

what did you observe amongst the children over this period of time? 

ORNELAS (00:52:55): 

With the children, the younger children, I think that it was difficult for them to understand why 

they couldn't go outside, and they do have a playground that had to be basically closed down. 

And so the parents would say where can we [inaudible] in like the courtyard? Where do we go? 

And this is like a commercial area, so it's not like it's safe for them to just ride around and be 

outside. And I just gave suggestions like they can use joint online exercise videos. You could go 

for a walk, you can go to walk your dog. And I think that's, you know, kids are playing during 

recess at school. 
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ORNELAS (00:53:55): 

So I think that aspect, definitely, friends, being active physically, that was a challenge for them. 

And it's just not probably [inaudible] why they're going to school. But one of the things 

[inaudible] to their school was in the building, the local part of school, which is just two blocks 

away. And one of the residents at the pre-school, and she told me that they were part of them, the 

pickup, the lunch program, where I go. And so I can go pick up a few meals at a time and I 

talked to the director and we could work out something where you could bring, not just the-- 

COLLINGS (00:54:49): 

Sorry, can I just interrupt, I'm having a little trouble with the audio. I was wondering if maybe 

we both turned off our cameras, we could try-- Do you want to try that and see if we get a better 

audio signal? 

COLLINGS (00:55:11): 

Okay. Can you hear me? 

ORNELAS (00:55:14): 

I can hear you. Yeah. 

COLLINGS (00:55:15): 

Okay. Yeah. I think that's better audio-wise. Is that okay? If we proceed like that? And we can 

turn back on right at the very end. So you were talking about all these ways that the kids adapted 

to not having their playground and not having their school. And what does that look like going 

forward for kids, from what you've observed, to just not have that central organizing principle of 

going to school? 

ORNELAS (00:55:50): 

Yeah, I mean, when I walk around the building, I can sometimes see through the windows and 

the kids are sitting at the kitchen table with their parents. So school has become the kitchen table. 

And the parent has become the instructors and it's taught parents a lot of patience, and just 

having an outlet. I mean, eventually with more of the donations coming in for equipment, I want 

to turn the community rooms into a study lounge so that kids can have a separate area where they 

can come in and, you know, maybe reserve by family. They could reserve a certain time slot so 

that kids can get out of the house and be in a more structured area, environment, where it's not 

home. You know, it's not the living room, it's not the kitchen, and they can have a quieter space 

so they can focus. Because I think the main things parents speak about, it's just like, there's three 

kids in the household. They each have to be on their Zoom and there's only maybe two or three 

bedrooms in the house, and so that's a challenge just space wise. 

ORNELAS (00:56:57): 

And the challenge of getting the home set up as an office space or study space. So moving 

forward, I think that the schools will have to provide maybe some funding or some tax deduction 

for parents to be able to afford, you know, their kids learning from home. If they're not able to go 

to school full-time or attend in person classes at all next fall, that's going to be a challenge for the 

parents who are already on a limited income. And they have to think about that. And the kids are 
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transitioning maybe from elementary school to middle school and just not having that kind of rite 

of passage. The kids from middle school not being able to experience their first day of high 

school on campus and even the high school graduates not transitioning into on campus college 

experience or living on campus. 

ORNELAS (00:58:08): 

And there were students who had to come back from college and stay at home. So one of the 

things that I did was reach out to them because their class schedules are probably a bit less 

structured, like it's not necessarily just nine to three, it could vary. So I gave them volunteer 

opportunities. So when we had the food banks, I said would you like to help distribute? Would 

you like to help disseminate information? Give me some of the things that you--let me know 

some of your needs as students, young adults. I have a group of teens and college students who 

do volunteer and they help at the senior building and in their own building. And from that 

experience, there's even a resident who was a recent graduate, who ended up getting a job similar 

to mine, you know, because she was learning some of the things that we did and how to just 

advocate and organize. And it really helped her have firsthand experience. And when I spoke to 

the person who was interviewing her, I was a reference, I just told her the great work she did. 

And she was working side by side to me and basically as a volunteer though, but she was an 

essential worker. And this was her first real job that she was getting. And if it hadn't been for the 

pandemic, she never would have had that firsthand experience. It would have all been just 

textbook experience. 

ORNELAS (00:59:49): 

And so for someone that young, to be able to obtain a job like that, I think it was great. So it's 

been a good learning experience for them. And it's teaching them a lot of life skills that, as we 

move forward in the future with this, they will know how to handle these situations and move 

forward. And they're part of the community. So who better to be the professionals and the 

leaders of the community and the people within the community, the young people. 

COLLINGS (01:00:27): 

Definitely. So one of the things that I've been hearing from you throughout is that the community 

that you work with over time has started to work together more as a community? Is that fair to 

say? 

ORNELAS (01:00:45): 

I would say so, because I actually had just started at this organization in September, and they 

didn't have a service coordinator for about two years. So they were very, how can I say it, it took 

some time, took a couple of months for them to start to really participate and trust me, and come 

to me for even help. And the more they heard that, okay, there is someone there helping, you can 

go and actually get help and not get turned away, more and more people started to come. 

ORNELAS (01:01:25): 

And I think they thought that, oh, because of the pandemic the office is closed, there's no help 

here. And the more they started to realize there was help and they could find help still, just not in 

person, they started to say, oh you're working really hard and how can we help? And I had 
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people ask me, can I help you distribute? I said, sure. You know, just we're taking precautions 

and you can volunteer if you don't have any symptoms, if you've been tested, and they started to 

see, like, wow there's a big need and one person can't do it. We all have to give our part. And just 

neighbors helping neighbors. Like if someone got 10 meals, it might be too much for one 

neighbor, so they would give it to the other neighbor, or let us know that perhaps this family was 

having a difficult time and maybe they--or one neighbor just saying this was my experience. This 

is how she helped me. This is what I found out about the rent assistance program and just 

spreading their experience. 

ORNELAS (01:02:31): 

They're sharing their experiences and showing them there is help out there. And I think now the 

community definitely has gotten to know each other a little better. There's people that have been 

living there for years, and they said I didn't even realize this person's name. I said, you know, it's 

important to know each other's names, to know who may need assistance in case of an 

emergency or if you haven't seen or heard from someone, let us know so that we can check up on 

them and check on each other. This is like--it's not an earthquake, let's say, this is not a flood 

situation, but it is like an emergency situation where we need to be--  

COLLINGS (01:03:19): 

Yeah, it's the flood that keeps going. 

ORNELAS (01:03:21): 

Exactly. So let's say that if you were prepared for an earthquake, you want to know who in the 

building maybe doesn't have access to coming down the stairs, who may not be as mobile so that 

if we--it's no different, like if we say to the fireman, oh, someone on the fourth floor--she can't 

walk down the stairs. You let them know right away. And this is the same thing. You know, 

someone who may be more vulnerable you just know that maybe they need you to drop off some 

essentials or offer to pick up extra toilet paper for them when you go to the store. Just be more 

aware and communicate more with each other and respect each other enough to say, okay, I'm 

going to take precaution for myself and for their families, and people to just learn to share space, 

to share common space while respecting social distancing. Especially something so small like the 

laundry room, you know it's a small space, everyone has to do laundry. 

ORNELAS (01:04:30): 

And just respecting that there's a limit now to how many people can be in there. And just being 

more respectful that if two people are already in there, I'll come back later and just mutual 

respect for people and their families. I think that's a big thing that was there already, but now it's 

more evident and people take it more seriously because it can affect--what affects one person in 

the community can affect everyone else, right? 

COLLINGS (01:04:59): 

It sounds like you've done amazing work. And where did you--how did you learn to do that? 

What experiences do you draw on to bring this community together, to find these resources, to 

take on this true leadership kind of position? Where does that come from for you in terms of your 

experiences? 
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ORNELAS (01:05:38): 

I think my background as a child of an immigrant who was primarily Spanish speaking from a 

young age, you become the parent's interpreter, you become the parent's translator, their 

advocate. Just growing up in Los Angeles as a daughter of a single parent, we would have to take 

the bus places. And we didn't have the technology of let's google something and look up 

something. It was we need to go to the doctor's, so call the--back then I think it was the MTA--

and find out what time the bus comes and having to call-- And at a very young age, just having 

to be the adult sometimes and ask questions to the bus driver. Like, can you let us know when we 

get to this street so we can get off? And not having access to a lot of things. Not handed to you, 

you have to learn how to find it. 

ORNELAS (01:06:46): 

So my mom worked really hard in a factory and [inaudible] the school to be taken to, picked up 

by a school bus to be taken to another school. So I just had to learn how to fend for myself and 

learn to protect myself and speak up for myself. And I have a good role model and my mom, 

she's very independent. And my older sister is also very independent. So just learning that you 

have to speak up, and I was very shy as a child, very shy. And untrusting of people, so just learn 

to-- 

COLLINGS (01:07:26): 

So now you're teaching people to trust. 

ORNELAS (01:07:29): 

To speak up for yourself, you know? And so I was very shy. And so speaking publicly wasn't my 

thing. But learning to speak in front of people because I'm not-- I don't want to speak about 

myself. I'm speaking to help them have a voice, to help them in some way. So to me, that's worth 

it to speak up. If you're going to help or change someone's life, that's worth it. And even just 

doing this interview, I can't believe I'm talking to you for so long. 

COLLINGS (01:08:01): 

I hope I'm not taking too much of your time. 

ORNELAS (01:08:03): 

No, no, it's fine. I blocked off time for this. And I also had to learn in school just kind of being a 

little different than most kids. I did go to an elementary school that was very unique and where 

there was a mixed population of children with special needs, [inaudible] children. And we were 

all taught a certain language at a young age and we learned to--it was to integrate and to not 

isolate children that were different. And so they would integrate the other kids into our 

classrooms for a science or a math session. And I would be on the playground and see how 

maybe the other kids wouldn't play with the deaf and mute children. 

ORNELAS (01:08:48): 

And I would kind of be the translator between my class and the other kids. And even one child 

would say, oh, can you tell her that I like her? And I would sign to them and tell them what they 
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wanted to say to each other and just play with them and just be a part of it. So I think I was a 

little young advocate for diversity even back then. Because I myself felt different. I was always 

like a very tall girl and kind of stood out. And so I was like always treated like an older child, but 

I was still a kid. I was like five or six years old and treated like I was a third grader, fourth 

grader. So I myself being a little different, I guess, just taught me to embrace diversity myself. 

And then just the coordinating and all that. I just learned that through my jobs. I attended UCLA 

and one of my first jobs was in the housing office. 

ORNELAS (01:09:49): 

So just the challenges of being a college student and having to find resources for myself and 

applying for financial aid and things of that sort. And then moving on to public health and 

working as a coordinator for public health studies. And collaborating with different organizations 

in the community to recruit participants for the research projects I was working on and having to 

go out in the field and deal with like you said, bureaucracy sometimes. So those were all things 

that contributed, but personal, professional, educational background that all goes together, you 

know. And living in the community, I actually moved from the west side to the east side and 

living in the community itself was a good tool for me to see firsthand the challenges. 

COLLINGS (01:10:53): 

Yeah, and it sounds like every single aspect of what you've described in terms of personal and 

educational and professional background has all been brought to this crisis. How did the 

community respond during the spring around the time of the protests around the George Floyd 

killing, that mobilization, was there any response on the part of the community that you were 

working with? 

ORNELAS (01:11:39): 

There was actually a response because they saw firsthand some damage in the community. You 

know, there's a local Starbucks, there's not many other residential buildings around there. Like I 

said, it's very commercial, industrial. But there was some rioting in the area. There was right 

across the street from the buildings. There's some commercial establishments that were 

vandalized. There already is a high crime rate, especially car vandalism, so I think that sense of 

fear was a little heightened. There's a large homeless population surrounding the community, and 

it's very close to downtown, very close proximity to where a lot of these protests and marches 

were happening. I don't think a lot of people were directly involved in it physically. But it was 

kind of like they were surrounded by it. There was a lot of tension and fear and I remember they 

had announced for people to stay home. The curfew was 10 o'clock one day, or I think even six 

o'clock one day. 

COLLINGS (01:12:59): 

I think it was six o'clock, yeah. 

ORNELAS (01:13:01): 

And we were told to just go home early. And it was--I feel like they said, well, if you guys are 

gone, who's going to be here for us after hours? And I just had to let, especially the residents, the 

best thing is to just stay home. If you see anything, call the police, there is security at night here, 
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but they can only do so much. And then on top of that, even the officers that patrol the area, I 

think they were just more present there, but then their services were needed more towards 

downtown as well. So not having maybe as much surveillance made them feel unsafe and just 

letting them know if people come in here, don't try to start something, just report it. I think they 

were anxious. They were a little bit more--their fears were a little bit more heightened because 

you have the pandemic and now you have to worry--like, our car is going to get vandalized or is 

someone going to start a fire near the building. Definitely scary for them. 

COLLINGS (01:14:10): 

Yeah. And how many people are in the community all together? 

ORNELAS (01:14:12): 

Okay, so in the family housing building there are 76 units and over 400 residents. 

ORNELAS (01:14:22): 

Because there are multi-generational households as well. In the senior building, there's 88 units 

and there's about a hundred residents there. So over 500 people in that community. 

COLLINGS (01:14:37): 

That's a good size group. 

ORNELAS (01:14:42): 

Yes. 

COLLINGS (01:14:42): 

And you had said when you submitted your thing to do the interview, you said that, “I have 

helped low-income seniors and families navigate through the pandemic and it has personally 

affected me.” 

ORNELAS (01:14:58): 

Yes. 

COLLINGS (01:14:58): 

What did you mean by that? 

ORNELAS (01:15:02): 

Well, I lost an uncle in Mexico. He was like a strong male figure. I wouldn't say father figure. He 

treated me like a granddaughter, you know? He is my mom's aunt's husband. So it's not like--in 

our culture sometimes distant relatives are still considered very close relatives. So he is married 

to my mom's aunt, and growing up we would visit and stay at his home in Mexico, in 

Guadalajara, Mexico. And like I mentioned before, I'm from a family of a single mother. 

ORNELAS (01:15:54): 
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And when I first went to Mexico, I was so excited. You know, didn't know what to expect. I was 

three and my birthday's in April, so we would go during spring break, which is around my 

birthday. And I was turning three the first time we went, and he threw me a huge birthday party, 

like a block party. He was a very successful local business owner, but he stayed very humble. 

And I just learned from him, how to be humble and how to help people and he was [inaudible]. 

And so he would help. So instead of just having a birthday party for me, he basically created a 

birthday block party for all the kids, you know, and he brought a huge cake and candy and 

piñatas and everything. So I would go to Mexico, maybe every two to three years, and every year 

he'd throw me a big birthday party. 

ORNELAS (01:16:48): 

Of course all the kids in the area, they were so excited when I was visiting because they all kind 

of celebrate their birthdays with me. Because not a lot of the kids could have that. He was just a 

very generous, kind man. And I have great memories of him. And he took me on trips with the 

whole family to explore different parts of Mexico that I never would've been able to visit, and 

stayed in contact. And then just the last few years, I just got really busy with life. And recently 

before the pandemic, I was really wanting to go back and visit and see them. And no one in the 

family had been affected. Well, I did know of some relatives in other states that had it, but they 

were younger. They were fine. They recovered and were asymptomatic. And this was just a 

sudden notification that my uncle passed away from COVID. 

ORNELAS (01:17:48): 

First that he passed away, and then later we found out, the next day that it was COVID related, 

that the whole family had basically been infected, but he was the only one that had been 

hospitalized. To me, he was just such a strong person. I never thought this would have happened 

to him. He was just invincible, you know? So to have that strong figure in your family, the 

patriarch basically fall--just that image of him falling ill to this. I felt like he didn't deserve to go 

that way and that he deserved to live a longer life. And I feel like he was cheated out of that, so 

that really affected me. And I got really upset with just the way things had been handled because 

I felt that maybe if people had just taken a little bit more responsibility worldwide, you know like 

we're losing people. And that was the first personal loss I had, and the only loss we've had in the 

family, thankfully, but that was really hard. 

ORNELAS (01:19:03): 

And I couldn't process it, I couldn't accept it, that it hit so close to home. 

COLLINGS (01:19:09): 

And with your uncle in particular, yeah. 

New Speaker (01:19:12): 

Exactly. Someone so important to not just me, but he was a loss to his community. He was 

basically exposed through work, even though he was retired and some of his employees, I guess, 

were sick, so they called out and he went in to supplement and he was exposed. And so he fell ill 

and the worst part was hearing from his--my aunt, his widow, that she wasn't able to attend or 

see him. They couldn't visit him at the hospital. And he basically died alone. And only two of his 
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children were able to go bury him. And if I ever had imagined that day was coming, of losing 

him, it would have been more of a celebration of his life with honor. 

 

 (01:20:16): 

And I feel like everyone was robbed of that. So when the time is right, we definitely will, we'll 

do that. And that's when I feel I'll have closure, but things like that, that experience really drove 

me to just really push even harder for testing at my job because-- 

COLLINGS (01:20:33): 

Sure, because you knew how devastating this could be. 

ORNELAS (01:20:40): 

Yes. 

COLLINGS (01:20:40): 

Oh, I'm really sorry to hear that. 

ORNELAS (01:20:43): 

Thank you. 

COLLINGS (01:20:48): 

So just to sort of close up here. Actually, do you want to try to go back on the camera to sort of 

like wrap up here? See if that works. Hello. Let's see, what would you like to see happen going 

forward on a sort of a larger social level as a function of this pandemic? Sorry, can you hear me?  

ORNELAS (01:21:38): 

[Inaudible] 

COLLINGS (01:21:38): 

Yeah, I turned my camera off again. Do you want to turn yours off? Yeah. Okay. Were you able 

to hear me? I don't know if I got through. 

ORNELAS (01:21:57): 

Yeah, I heard your question. I think right now with the whole, like we're going back to more 

restrictions and all that, and I know it's difficult for people and I think the people have personally 

been affected. They feel it, and they understand the need for a little bit lack of the independence 

that we're going to lose and freedoms. And that's, I feel like it's not until people feel it personally 

that they actually want to comply. And it's like, I don't want it to take everyone to lose someone 

for someone to say, oh I want to take the vaccine. This mind frame has to change. Because when 

the vaccine becomes more available and people refuse to get vaccinated or don't feel it's 

necessary, we're going to be stuck again. We're going to hit this wall again and it's going to get 

bad. 
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ORNELAS (01:22:56): 

And just like my fears in the beginning when people were not taking this seriously. My fear is 

that people will not want to use the tools that are available, that we waited so long for and use 

those tools to help slow the spread, and eventually minimize this pandemic down to just any 

other disease we've had in the past that has come under control. And my public health brain is 

just like we need to educate people and promote awareness on the safety of the vaccine. A lot of 

that has to do with the way this information is disseminated. Making it seem like it's not valid, 

politicizing it, all that stuff. It just doesn't allow for people to see the facts and the science behind 

it, or the need, or just accessibility. I know we were sending emails and requesting information 

about seniors and how many seniors and elderly we have. 

ORNELAS (01:24:02): 

I know they're going to prioritize them, but you know, the children also should be--everyone 

should be a priority. Like healthcare workers-- I have a best friend, she's a family practice doctor 

up north in the Central Valley, and just hearing her stories about how she had to use a N95 mask 

for the whole week, the same mask, she didn't have access to some of these PPEs [personal 

protective equipment]. And I really would like for them to be prepared in the future for 

something of this nature or even worse. The funding and all that has to change, the priorities 

have to change. And there has to be a game plan because I may not be available for my residents 

in the future.  I might be somewhere else. So who's going to create that game plan or that 

protocol for them. 

ORNELAS (01:24:59): 

I think it should be just like we have earthquake awareness or earthquake preparedness, people 

should--infectious disease preparedness, it should be just part of our lives now because if it's not 

COVID it could be something else later. And we need to just change our perspectives and our 

attitudes and work together. I think that's the biggest strength that I've seen that works. If you 

work together, like one person cannot do it all. One organization cannot do it all. One city cannot 

be the only city trying hard, one state can't be the only one following guidelines. One person 

can't do it all. We all have to work together. 

COLLINGS (01:25:52): 

Right. And we've certainly seen that in this, that, you know, one state's doing this, one state's 

doing that. And it was interesting, you said, well, who's going to help my residents because I 

might be--you probably will be doing something else. And that also kind of speaks to that idea 

that you were sort of mentioning that you're kind of bringing everything together in an ad hoc 

manner, just based on your own connections and contacts and knowledge, and that it's not a 

systematized approach. And you were saying that people don't really take it seriously until it's 

affected them personally. So do you feel that way about your own about the residents at your 

own building, that even with all of the education, that it's still sort of abstract to the families? 

ORNELAS (01:26:53): 

Yeah, I think so. It's like, yeah, they'll wear their mask and they'll come get tested. But to really 

like, even just, you know, they have little slips here and there, or some people still like hugging 

each other or something in the elevator when they see each other or people maybe not 

https://www.temi.com/editor/t/70KEZrHbclI64F6U46dhbF-mmECF8E5ER0Kje0cJfJ-McoH5SzEP1UD0CJUQlFkD1jjwJRIN3QmOp7_KjCA4fXPcEM4?loadFrom=SharedLink&ts=4976.78
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/70KEZrHbclI64F6U46dhbF-mmECF8E5ER0Kje0cJfJ-McoH5SzEP1UD0CJUQlFkD1jjwJRIN3QmOp7_KjCA4fXPcEM4?loadFrom=SharedLink&ts=5042.17
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/70KEZrHbclI64F6U46dhbF-mmECF8E5ER0Kje0cJfJ-McoH5SzEP1UD0CJUQlFkD1jjwJRIN3QmOp7_KjCA4fXPcEM4?loadFrom=SharedLink&ts=5099.32
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/70KEZrHbclI64F6U46dhbF-mmECF8E5ER0Kje0cJfJ-McoH5SzEP1UD0CJUQlFkD1jjwJRIN3QmOp7_KjCA4fXPcEM4?loadFrom=SharedLink&ts=5152.27
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/70KEZrHbclI64F6U46dhbF-mmECF8E5ER0Kje0cJfJ-McoH5SzEP1UD0CJUQlFkD1jjwJRIN3QmOp7_KjCA4fXPcEM4?loadFrom=SharedLink&ts=5213


24 

 

maintaining the best social distancing, or still sometimes coming to the office door and trying to 

walk in. I think they're either--maybe they're not, it's not that they're not taking it seriously, it's 

hard to just be consistent. It's hard for them to be consistent for so long. But like I said, until it 

really hits someone, then they've really--I notice a change in attitude for people that it's affected 

personally, I think they just become more, their awareness is heightened, you know? 

ORNELAS (01:28:01): 

And maybe it can be a little obsessive. I don't know, that's how I am. I maybe become a little too 

obsessive with how I handle things and the way I set up my--even the way I clean everything. 

But I think it--until it really, really affects you personally, you're willing to make those sacrifices. 

And just the attitude of why can't we all just go back to school? Or why can't we open up the 

playground for the kids, or why can't we have more in-person things or programs? I think 

because they're not as socially isolated, I'd say, as a senior, the seniors are a little bit more 

socially isolated, they understand that they're the more, they're more vulnerable. So they're 

willing to make that sacrifice a little bit more. 

ORNELAS (01:28:57): 

And they're a little bit more understanding about not being able to have people come in person 

anymore, restrict their family, their relatives. But I still see more of the younger people still, you 

know, they socialize more still with friends probably--they come in and out of the building more, 

coming from stores more, coming from not just grocery shopping trips, but like coming with 

bags from the mall or something. Like going out more, it's not really essential things, sometimes 

I understand people need an outlet. But I think that, yeah, until it really hits them they'll realize 

that it's just a short, short period of more sacrifice for a longer term of just like slowing the curve, 

you know, the one or two days out of a week that you don't go dine out or you don't go to your 

friend's house, it's going to help in the long run. 

COLLINGS (01:30:08): 

And are people looking forward to the vaccine or are they just kind of saying, well, I'm not sure? 

ORNELAS (01:30:16): 

They were asking like when? They're looking forward to it, but then I think they get mixed 

messages in the media of like the validity and how safe it is, or like the flu shot, but actually I've 

promoted a lot of the flu shots and CVS did come and give residents the flu shot. It was available 

to them on site as well. And there was a local drive-thru flu shot vaccine. And when I asked 

people, they said, yeah, we all got the flu shot. 

ORNELAS (01:30:52): 

A lot of people have been taking the flu shot more this year than they normally do. That was the 

thing that has a lot to do with their healthcare providers, reaching out to them, and making 

appointments available to them. I think the biggest challenge for people with the vaccine is they 

are looking forward to it. But again, they might be a little uncertain of like, will this make me 

feel sick? You know, will this give me--if I get injected with this vaccine, will I-- You know, I 

think that misinformation is still there in the back of their heads. But I think for like the seniors, 

you know, they're constantly going to the doctor, they constantly get blood tests, like getting 
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another shot or another vaccine is just another part of their medical routine, I guess. They're used 

to having to get the shot, the pneumonia shot, you know, getting blood drawn. So it's not like 

they're scared of it or anything. They are looking forward to it because they do want to have their 

life back to normal. And I feel like maybe the family, building people, they are asking about it. 

And I think if it'll help send their kids back to school sooner, I think they're willing to do that, 

you know, or being able to go back to work. 

COLLINGS (01:32:28): 

Yeah, there's a lot of motivation for getting back to normal. And then just very finally, what do 

you have in mind that you would like to do when this is, you know, quote unquote over. What 

keeps you going in terms of what you would like to do for yourself in the future when it's safe? 

ORNELAS (01:32:54): 

Hmm. I feel like I would want to continue my work in the community, of course. And connect 

other organizations that I've worked with that probably don't know about each other. And create 

these bridges and like a committee, perhaps, a people's community, because there's so many 

organizations, it's so great. There's so much help out there. Sometimes they're not aware of each 

other. And so I think creating like a community committee of different organizations would be 

my goal. And a resident committee, like having the residents have their own committee, so they 

can have a voice. And they can kind of have their own--represent themselves and be able to--if 

one day there isn't a coordinator there, or if there's no funding for that for some reason, they will 

still have that information or that handbook, let's say, per se, and those resources available to 

them. 

ORNELAS (01:34:19): 

And just like the younger adults that have been volunteering to say, okay, look, there is this need 

in my community. Like I can do the reaching out. I can do the networking. More self-advocacy, I 

would say. And then as far as my personal life, I would just look forward to taking a trip, you 

know, looking forward that, taking a trip. I look forward to traveling outside of LA and being 

able to get on a plane someday and go somewhere. I was planning on going to Hawaii at some 

point, but, you know. Just learning--I just learned a lot about myself and a lot about people in 

general. Humanity. How the little things matter, you know. Creating connections between 

people, giving them the opportunity to feel valuable. Even having a little kid color and a card and 

then giving it to a senior, you know, that helping them feel good. Just connecting 

intergenerational [inaudible] with activities. 

ORNELAS (01:35:50): 

There's a lot to be learned from one generation to the next. And I feel like when this is all over--I 

guess, this phase is over--it's not going to be the same. And I think that's what we have to come 

to terms with. That it's never going to be the same. And it can be better, actually, because we will 

have more compassion and understanding for people and a lot more respect for our essential 

workers, our healthcare workers. It's brought a lot of change. It's kind of forced you to see the 

ugly and the good and the bad. And so, you know, it's all out there now, right? I think that's the 

biggest thing, that everything has been exposed, and it's exposed a lot about our healthcare 

system, and what people support and become more involved. 

https://www.temi.com/editor/t/70KEZrHbclI64F6U46dhbF-mmECF8E5ER0Kje0cJfJ-McoH5SzEP1UD0CJUQlFkD1jjwJRIN3QmOp7_KjCA4fXPcEM4?loadFrom=SharedLink&ts=5548.93
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/70KEZrHbclI64F6U46dhbF-mmECF8E5ER0Kje0cJfJ-McoH5SzEP1UD0CJUQlFkD1jjwJRIN3QmOp7_KjCA4fXPcEM4?loadFrom=SharedLink&ts=5574.79
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/70KEZrHbclI64F6U46dhbF-mmECF8E5ER0Kje0cJfJ-McoH5SzEP1UD0CJUQlFkD1jjwJRIN3QmOp7_KjCA4fXPcEM4?loadFrom=SharedLink&ts=5659.84
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/70KEZrHbclI64F6U46dhbF-mmECF8E5ER0Kje0cJfJ-McoH5SzEP1UD0CJUQlFkD1jjwJRIN3QmOp7_KjCA4fXPcEM4?loadFrom=SharedLink&ts=5750.69


26 

 

ORNELAS (01:36:50): 

And the funny thing this election has taught us that, you know, science, social justice, they go 

hand in hand, you know, they're not just two separate entities. And through science and someone 

working in a lab to figure out this vaccine, it's going to help people get back to work and not just 

the people who make the big decisions, the people who make your food, the people who pick 

fruit, the teachers who teach your children. It's going to help. It's going to help everyone get back 

to their new normal. And we have to respect each other. We each have a role in our society. And 

maybe not everyone is a CEO [chief executive officer], but I think just appreciating every person 

in our society. And caring--it took this pandemic to house some of the most vulnerable, homeless 

people in our city through Project Roomkey. Why wasn't that in effect before? Like I said, 

everything's been exposed now, so now that it's there, we can't sweep it under the rug anymore. 

So then I hope that it just teaches us to reprioritize ourselves. And think more as one, as a 

community, than like individual, just individual needs and individual acts of selfishness, I would 

say. 

ORNELAS (01:38:44): 

It just takes a little bit more consideration. And so I appreciate this project because it allows 

people to give their experience. And it is my experience, but it's also really the experience of the 

people that I work for and work with. And that have worked alongside me. It's a community 

effort. If everyone kind of just shut down and said, well, we don't care what you have to say. 

We're just going to stay at home and ignore you. And I say, you know, every day they allow me 

to come into work and come into their lives. And it goes both ways. They've helped me by 

letting me know what they need, and they've helped me by letting me know what's working or 

what's not working, or even the people from the community will tell me, oh, you know, I've 

heard about this program, or I just found out they're giving out turkeys here. Just little things like 

that. Or one resident will motivate the other resident to go get the test, to go get the flu vaccine, 

to register for this. The more they participate, the more we're showing. When I document, and 

we submit to HUD, we're showing the need and we're showing where the funding should go 

instead of completely shutting off and shutting down and not working with us. They're working 

with me and that eventually turns around and helps the community as a whole. 

COLLINGS (01:40:23): 

So there's been so much criticism of the federal government's response, and you've mentioned 

HUD several times, has that been a good relationship for you? 

ORNELAS (01:40:34): 

We get emails, you know, we get information. They do inform us of different funding sources or, 

as coordinators, how we can advocate to our local and state representatives.  

COLLINGS (01:41:11): 

Oh, sorry, Michelle, could you turn your camera off? Because I'm not getting the audio. Yeah, 

there we go. 

ORNELAS (01:41:19): 
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So it's just a lot of information they provided. It's good. It's just sometimes it varies from state to 

state. So you should check with your local city and state guidelines, but they've been very 

informative to us as coordinators. I just hope that there's more opportunities for funding to take 

into consideration the new needs of things. Even having to purchase like Plexiglas for our desk, 

or just materials and supplies for our office or for residents once they maybe are allowed to come 

in, for signage, for, you know, just basic things that we kind of created. But yeah, it's been fine. 

COLLINGS (01:42:14): 

All right. So is there anything that we haven't talked about that we should talk about? Anything 

else that we haven't raised? 

ORNELAS (01:42:30): 

I think, overall, we've touched upon the initial response and the transition from basic needs to the 

more long-term needs. And there's just still such a big need, you know. People are still dealing 

with financial stress. And I think that it's going to take time to heal from this. We're kind of in 

like the go, go, go phase, like just do, do, do what you need to do to get it and take care of stuff. 

And I think once it slows down, we're going to realize, wow, did I really just go through all of 

this? The aftermath. I think the aftermath--after all this slows down, how are we going to cope 

with this? What resources are we going to have for kids transitioning back to school? How will 

we transition? 

ORNELAS (01:43:30): 

We've told people to stay socially distanced for so long. Are we going to slowly go back into it? 

Or are people just going to go all out and just have these huge post pandemic parties? Like how 

are we going to slowly phase back into normalcy? And also, with the vaccine, I think like how 

would it be the most effective way to provide that to the mass population? That's the next phase, 

that may take a while, you know, it may take a year or two to get everyone up to that, and to 

make it accessible and free and not repeat the same mistakes we had with testing and not making 

it accessible to everyone. 

COLLINGS (01:44:15): 

Yeah. It's, as you painted, we're not looking at an exit anytime soon. It's just, you know, heading 

in a new--heading into a somewhat unknowable future, but, possibly, with some potential to 

make important changes based on all of the learning that's taken place during the crisis mode. 

ORNELAS (01:44:52): 

[inaudible] 

COLLINGS (01:44:57): 

Oh, sorry, Michelle, turn off your camera. I'm sorry to keep--I just don't want to miss anything 

that you're saying. 

ORNELAS (01:45:06): 

Yeah. I think I just tapped on something accidentally. So just comparing this to like a big disaster 

that happened with 9/11, how that kind of changed everything with the way we travel and the 
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way we just deal with national security. This is going to change different aspects of our lives 

again. And I think when people realize, if they were able to get through this, it makes you 

stronger though. 

COLLINGS (01:45:43): 

It does. Yeah, I mean if we can adopt the kinds of important changes that you've outlined, it 

would definitely make the fabric of the society stronger. So hopefully that's the direction that 

we'll head in. 

ORNELAS (01:46:00): 

Yeah. And I see that in the election, how you would think it would stop people from voting, 

right? But it actually motivated people. 

ORNELAS (01:46:12): 

Maybe from now on, most people will vote more because they can vote by mail or they can vote 

early. It could be a way of voting and not having to show up the day of, and promoting 

registration, all that, because like I said, science and social justice go hand in hand. And part of 

that is politics, unfortunately. Politics has a role in our lives. And so we need to have our voices 

heard so that we can have the right representation, and the right representation will lead to the 

right funding for science, and the right funding and the state and local representatives that we 

vote for are the ones that are going to facilitate the vaccination process, and those resources for 

the members in their areas, to have access and feel confident that they're looking out for them 

and that they can trust going to this mobile clinic, let's say, and getting vaccinated. Or not having 

to worry about being an immigrant, an undocumented immigrant, worried about going to get 

vaccinated and deported. So it all creates this sense of either security or insecurity, fear or trust, 

right? And the people who we put in office, they really have a say and a hand in how we proceed 

from now on. 

COLLINGS (01:47:57): 

Okay. Why don't we leave it there? I'm going to turn my camera back on for a moment. Let me 

turn off the recording actually. 
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Interview with Michelle Ornelas 

SESSION 2 (11/20/2021) 

COLLINGS (00:02): 

Okay, so we are recording and hi, Michelle. It's hard to believe that we last spoke November 

21st, 2020, and today is November 20th, 2021. And just to kind of set the stage here, last time 

you talked about your intensive work as a social services coordinator for the retirement housing 

foundation, and organizing resources from testing to public health education, to, sourcing food, 

to maintaining community in the buildings, really just everything. And you also talked quite a bit 

about the logistical difficulties and all of the creative solutions that you innovated to meet these 

challenges and that you hope that those less bureaucratic new ways of doing things will continue 

on past the pandemic. And you also spoke of the tragic loss of your beloved uncle as part of the 

toll of the pandemic. So having said that, where are we? What has happened? 

ORNELAS (01:30): 

A lot has, a lot of the things I was doing have continued and it's become more of the norm. So, 

with a lot of our virtual programs residents have become more familiar with their own 

smartphones. They now have a thing called Zoom. Or other apps that we've downloaded onto 

their phones. So they become familiar with that. I still have to sometimes one on one, you know, 

show them how to do it, but others, I give them the code and they know how to go in. And 

basically 90 percent of our programming is still virtual. 

ORNELAS (02:04): 

The only difference is that now, since we're able to have meetings in groups, we have designed 

the layout of our community room to have six feet apart spacing. But we connect the laptop to 

the TV in the community room so if they don't have access to, or they just don't want to watch 

from their own apartment, they could come downstairs and watch virtually on the TV. And so 

I've kind of like built more relationships with community providers. So we have like, 

Alzheimer's LA, we have Independence At Home through the SCAN [Health Plan] program. A 

lot of health wellness programs did become virtual. So we still have a busy schedule. It's just 

mostly virtual now. And they, regardless of the digital divide or technology difficulties they 

have, they can still participate and they've become used to that. They do want in person, and we 

have a few programs that are in person, like exercise classes, which is great. But just, like, LA 

County LA City organizations still don't allow their employees to come out in person. So it's just 

become instead of having very limited programming, we now expanded, it's just virtual. So it's 

still, they're very active. 

COLLINGS (03:41): 

Yeah. How is that working out? Is that something that you see benefits for that going forward in 

what will hopefully one day be a post pandemic world? 

ORNELAS (03:53): 

Definitely, because it gives them the option to participate in a group setting, or if they have a 

busy day and they haven't had their breakfast yet or their lunch yet, they could just join in and be 

present. And then if they don't feel comfortable staying the whole hour or two hours, they can 
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participate as much or as little as they want and not feel they missed out. There are people who, 

for example, go stay at their relatives a couple days a week. So they'll still join from wherever 

they are so they don't feel like they left the building they're missing out. It is beneficial. But 

there's just nothing like in person contact, you know. So that definitely, they still miss that. And 

we have some community partners that they're taking the precautions and following policies to 

ensure that they can continue to come in person and that's when I see them benefit the most 

definitely. 

COLLINGS (04:50): 

Really? I see. So, I mean, even though it kind of like expands things, and as you say, if 

somebody hasn't had breakfast yet or something like that, or if they're away-- I'm just thinking 

about what our post pandemic world will look like. But you're not seeing that you would move 

away from in person activities. 

ORNELAS (05:18): 

No, definitely want to keep some of that element there because there's just, you know, there's no 

glitches in person with technology, the internet won't go out. You can hear the person. There's 

just still little things that happen, or just the setup. I can't hear you, you know, or they have to 

step up close to the TV to like, kind of see who they're talking to. Little things like that. And they 

enjoy it and they appreciate, because they know it takes extra effort and extra planning to do 

these things virtually. And so they're always so appreciative of the effort that brings these 

programs together virtually because you have to set up the meeting, provide the passcode instead 

of just kind of showing up. They do appreciate that. But when it's the exercise, there's just like, 

it's just more carefree, I believe, you know? They can interact and there's just the energy that can 

bounce off of someone who's there in person and amongst each other, you just see, you know, 

they giggle, they make jokes, they laugh, they smile. So it's just, especially when they haven't 

had family or friends visit as much anymore or they haven't been able to travel out, having that 

person come visit on site, it really makes a difference. 

COLLINGS (06:40): 

So expanding communication virtually does not really address loneliness, is what I'm hearing. 

ORNELAS (06:50): 

Yeah. I would say for this community. 

COLLINGS (06:53): 

For that community yeah. 

ORNELAS (06:55): 

If they were more savvy with technology, everyone had internet in their unit, everyone had a 

tablet they could use and their families all had that then, yeah, they could connect on a daily 

basis, but they don't have that. So the only access they have is when they still come down to the 

community room or if they have a smartphone that they can, you know, use properly. We're still 

a ways from that. We still need to work on that. 
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COLLINGS (07:29): 

Yeah. That sounds like it would be very challenging because, you know, it's like a whole new 

way of being, really, to be communicating in digital space. So the thing that really has changed 

the game for everybody has been the vaccines. How did the vaccine-- We talked a lot about 

testing and everything that you were doing around testing. What happened with the vaccine roll 

out? 

ORNELAS (07:56): 

We last talked in November and I think some of the facilities in LA County that were like 

nursing home type facilities were eligible in December. So there was like a buzz about vaccines 

and all that. I reached out and I was prompted through my organization to also reach out, but I 

had already like contacted the CDC [Centers for Disease Control and Prevention] to kind of 

inquire because I said we are not a nursing facility, but it's a senior housing facility. So late 

December I kind of like signed up and then everyone in our organization as service coordinators 

or managers had to sign up through the CDC and I wouldn't hear back and I would get questions 

all the time, you know, are we going to have a vaccine here? Are we eligible? There was a lot of 

desperation, you know, just people were desperate, it was like the one thing that you would want. 

ORNELAS (08:55): 

More than like food or water. It's like, we were looking, where's the vaccine? I just didn't have 

the answers. And I said, we have to wait and see, I'm in contact. You know, I reached out to LA 

County, I reached out and I would get a lot of responses saying like, right now It's just the 

nursing facilities. And then out of nowhere in January, like mid-January, I got an email saying 

you know, sign up with CVS Omnicare for your vaccine site. And I literally like, almost started 

crying. You know. And I had like a week to prepare for this or less than a week. And then, so 

from one day I was like, I don't know anything about the vaccine, to we're getting the vaccine 

here. 

ORNELAS (09:47): 

Not just at a local pharmacy. But here at our building. So through the, it was pretty easy to 

schedule. It was hard to ask questions and they had trainings and webinars to prepare you. There 

was just a lot of forms they wanted you to fill out ahead of time. So we set those dates where 

people could give their input, you know, basic information they needed to make it easier that 

day. And I had only scheduled, let's say, like, by floor, every resident, like, okay, first floor will 

come in on Tuesday, we sign you up. It was like chaos in the lobby. There were all people there. 

They all wanted to sign up. And I had to schedule times. I said, okay, let's do this in an orderly 

way. 

ORNELAS (10:39): 

Because first we don't want everyone crowding around in a small space. And then once they all 

got the sense that we all are going to get the opportunity, to get it equally, that there's not going 

to be a shortage. The first day of the vaccine the staff came in, they're really great, from CVS. 

And we had our first resident vaccinated and we all cheered her on. And everyone was excited 

and we made these signs so they could hold it and take a picture. And at the time we didn't have 

like stickers available, but I made some, so it said “I got my COVID vaccine,” and it was this 
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whole energy of like relief. They were so excited, yet scared. Like what's going to happen? How 

am I going to feel? What is this? And we just provided a lot of support and information regarding 

side effects and what to expect. 

ORNELAS (11:32): 

And from that I learned, okay, how do we pace this for dose two? And by the second time 

around I would say everything was a lot more organized, a lot more calm, people weren't frantic. 

They already knew kind of what to expect. And the majority of our residents that are eligible at 

the time got their vaccine, the first and second-- So that was a relief. And so with that, things 

were changing in guidelines in LA County. So like, there was able to be small group setting 

meetings, people 10 or less, we resumed in person things, some in person things. And we still did 

some testing because we didn't know how exactly the vaccine would protect you from even 

being infected. There was a lot of relief and sadly there was a little bit of sadness for those who 

didn't make it, you know, who didn't get the opportunity to get the vaccine. 

ORNELAS (12:43): 

And I had a very, very close friend who she got sick in November after we spoke, like after 

Thanksgiving. And I had messaged her for her birthday and I didn't hear back. So I reached out 

to her daughter and she told me, oh, my mom's in the hospital. And pretty much the whole family 

got sick. And I messaged her and she didn't reply by January, her daughter let me know that she 

hadn't survived. And I had just seen her, you know, we had gone out to lunch. I met during the 

pandemic with our masks. We had eaten outside and she took me to one of her favorite places in 

Culver City and we were eating and we were talking and we had caught up because we hadn't 

seen each other in, you know, months or a year. And I'm glad I got to spend that day with her. 

ORNELAS (13:49): 

But then after that, you know, I said, oh, you know, I'll see after the holidays, maybe we'll see 

how everything goes. And so that was another loss. And you just kept hearing more and more 

people around that time getting infected, you know, the wave after the holidays, and heard those 

stories with our residents. And it was a scary time after we spoke. [Inaudible] with the vaccines 

because so many people got infected during the holidays. Some people, everyone knew someone 

at that point who was infected, was hospitalized, or had not survived COVID. Even within our 

family, like coworkers of family being infected. So it was very scary. So we were very desperate 

for the vaccine. And now we just recently had our booster clinic with two dates and everyone 

was really like gung ho like let's get this booster, you know? And it happened, it was easier to 

organize and all that, but now with our booster, with the holidays coming up, it's a sense of 

relief, you know, to know we do have that layer of protection. 

COLLINGS (15:10): 

Yeah, I remember very clearly that sense of desperation to somehow, some way, get that 

vaccine, and things were rolling out in tiers and so on. And as you say, it's so heartbreaking you 

know, to lose people, just right around that time, you know? So going back to the vaccines that 

were being given in the residential setting, was there anyone who declined to be vaccinated? 

ORNELAS (16:03): 
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There? I would say 95 of our residents from the senior building got their vaccine. Other people 

may have been advised by a doctor to [inaudible] or they got the first one, and then they didn't 

have such a good reaction. So they told them to hold off. Maybe like 1percent, like two people 

just didn't show up, they just didn't get it. And now since then, eventually they have been 

vaccinated. So they kind of were scared or, I'm not exactly sure their circumstances, but very few 

of the people who were eligible declined, as seniors, people over 65. And the demographic of 

people 65 and under who were eligible, I would say that when they became eligible to become 

vaccinated we no longer were having these vaccine clinics on site, they weren't really designed 

for general, you know, public. 

ORNELAS (17:12): 

But since then I would say at least half of the eligible have one dose and the outcome of our 

booster clinic showed me that, okay, even though you were not vaccinated here, the first two 

times, you came in for the second. So we had a good turnout for people older-- And now that the 

children are eligible, that'll bring our numbers up I believe, because a lot of the population in our 

building are children 11 and under. So you know, that'll bring our percentages up. And I think 

now very few people who are eligible are not vaccinated with at least one. I do believe that even 

though they were eligible a lot of the younger adults who were eligible, they waited longer, you 

know. They started their vaccine process a lot later than when they were eligible. 

ORNELAS (18:17): 

The big push for them to get vaccinated was like returning back to work, going back to school. 

So it was the mandates that kind of made them have to get vaccinated and that's when I started 

getting more calls, like, oh, do you know where I can get the vaccine? And it was just available 

everywhere. I mean, we had right down the street from us, so anyone who had missed it, they 

could go there. People who were not eligible at the time, I would send them there. And that was 

set up through the County. So that was really great to have that vaccine clinic in April. It started 

for people who didn't qualify when it was just 65 and over. So we would send them there locally. 

So having that resource literally down the street. Even though not on site it really helped get 

them to go because it was literally a five-minute walk. 

COLLINGS (19:16): 

So did they not get it at the time because they were unsure or did they feel like, oh, this doesn't 

really apply to me and then, you know, had a busy life and not really-- 

ORNELAS (19:30): 

If you hadn't been affected, there was a sense of like, there's no need, this is only for the much 

older people who are really sick. Because even when I would explain some of the categories that 

you would qualify for, like you have a chronic condition, you know? I can't force them to say, 

oh, I'm eligible. Just reading them like, oh, I thought only for people who are really sick or have 

certain conditions, I said, you know, diabetes is one of the conditions, obesity, certain BMI [body 

mass index]would qualify you. And they just didn't see themselves as someone with one of those 

conditions. They didn't see themselves as someone vulnerable. 

COLLINGS (20:16): 
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That's a really great way of putting it. “I'm not a vulnerable person.” 

ORNELAS (20:21): 

Yeah. I'm not vulnerable. I'm fine. I'm not one of the typical person who ends up in the ER, and I 

think that has changed since April, I think over the summer it's changed where like, if you want 

to go anywhere, you have to have proof of vaccine now. And then you know that most people 

who have been vaccinated aren't infected, or most people are vaccinated, probably are infected, 

but they don't have any symptoms. So the need for like testing and stuff like that, I would still get 

some calls, like, are you having testing anytime soon? And there's still cases that have popped up 

here and there, but I believe it's because of unvaccinated status. 

COLLINGS (21:21): 

I guess the word circulates, you know, within the community there too. I mean, it sounds like 

from a vaccination standpoint, it's kind of a safe space, like, you know, there's a good high rate 

of vaccination and that's great. So how have the kids been doing, because you had mentioned 

that last time, how distressing all of this was for the younger folk. 

ORNELAS (21:48): 

Well, with the kids, they were all at home distance learning and then returned back to school. 

Some started a little earlier than the beginning of the school year, like August, September, some 

of the charter schools went back a little sooner and they were in groups. It was like for certain 

children and there's a charter school by the building. And so I walk over to get lunch, I see the 

kids now they're just used to the masks. They're speaking, they're laughing and they're wearing 

masks, and they're so used to it now that I think being able to go to school in person has helped a 

lot, even though you have to wear the mask and they're unvaccinated because they're not eligible.  

ORNELAS (22:42): 

We've done activities for them outdoors. We were able to carry out our Santa Claus gift giving 

drop off. We went door to door. And everyone has a little patio gate, so we kept our distance. 

And there was just one little girl, she couldn't resist. She hugged our Santa. He was like way, 

way up here, like almost six and a half feet tall, and then she was very little so-- But we made 

sure to take precautions and he had his mask. And we still tried to integrate some of our 

programs, having coloring contests, things that may not require in person, you know, just come 

by the office and pick up your Halloween candy, things like that, that will help them not feel 

forgotten. And even this Christmas, our giveaway will be a little different. They'll be able to 

come and pick it up and take a picture because we are able to have it like outdoor and they could 

stand six feet apart. Whereas last year you couldn't have any group gatherings.  

COLLINGS (23:52): 

Yeah, no. Yeah. 

ORNELAS (23:56): 

I think they're looking forward to it. We had a coloring contest and three of our residents’ little 

children won from all the buildings. So that was exciting. And we were able to host little 

gatherings with, you know, one family on this table and another family at this table. So they 
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come by and they know that there's things for them, so they'll come by the office and they look 

up at the bulletin boards and they look at things, they're like next, you know, what's coming up 

for this for this month or this holiday. And definitely some parents still reach out for resources 

for their children and for themselves. They still need to take care of themselves so that as 

parents, they can be there for their, for their children. 

ORNELAS (24:53): 

But I think at this point with the, it's the FCC EBB [Emergency Broadband Benefit] program, I 

really push for all families to apply for that so they could all have internet service voucher, which 

pays for 50 dollars a month so that all the kids can have the internet they need for school. And a 

lot of families did take advantage of that. It does help them a lot to make sure that okay, that 50 

dollars can go towards something else with their families. And they all kind of have to have 

internet now. And it can be very expensive. 

COLLINGS (25:36): 

Internet has become a public--it should be a public utility at this point. Is there a sense as the 

buildings and the community emerges from this, is there any kind of sense that you've all been 

through something together that there's this kind of historic, you know, you've been through 

something historic or-- ? 

ORNELAS (26:03): 

Definitely. I think we, they have built amongst themselves a bond. You know, there's a nuclear 

group of residents that do participate in a lot of the activities and they wouldn't have known each 

other had they not participated. There's people who never came down to a program. They're on 

Zoom. And then they realize, oh, you live like two doors down from me. Now they see each 

other and they know their names because they're on the program together or they come out and 

there is a sense of pride that we're not letting the pandemic keep us down, you know? We've 

done things. We cheer them on and try to empower them. And I say, thank you. I always thank 

them for coming down. I say, I know it's not easy. 

ORNELAS (27:05): 

But I also thank you for not coming down when you're not feeling so well, because you're 

actually showing-- and I turn it around, I say when you're having symptoms, you're just not 

feeling well, even if you think it's a cold, stay home and you're just showing everyone that you 

care are about everyone else even by staying home. So we won't take it personal, don't take it 

personal. We just rather you stay at home and join us either virtually or just wait till the next 

session. And especially with the vaccines, they had such a sense of pride. And I said, you were 

one of, probably the few facilities that were not for, not a nursing facility that was selected. I 

don't know how it happened, they weren't quite there yet, but I think because of HUD 

[Department of Housing and Urban Development] really pushed for, even if it's not nursing 

facility, because it is a low-income minority population that uses HUD resources. 

ORNELAS (28:16): 

That's why we qualified or that's how we fell in between the cracks. And there were other 

buildings that were like, we didn't, we haven't gotten it yet. We haven't been reached out to yet. 
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And I said, I don't know why we were chosen, but you guys were chosen. So one of the first 

people that in our even families that have this opportunity. And I reached out to a group, 

mariachi group that I follow on Instagram and they're very socially conscious so I guess she 

offered, the lead singer, offered to come and perform for them to make it-- I said that would be 

nice to kind of ease their nerves a little bit, put them at peace and celebrate. Because they're 

being very brave. And so they came down, they did a few songs for them and they're like, this is 

the first time we've come to a COVID vaccine site for performance. 

ORNELAS (29:23): 

Usually at that time they were doing funerals, a lot of funerals. They were on their way to a 

funeral after visiting just quickly, you know? And so they feel like, wow, we've been through so 

much and when the public health department came and did the booster, they're like, wow, this is 

so organized, I go, oh, they know the drill. They know how to line up, they know where to sit 

and they just, they know that they're going to be taken care of. So there's not a desperation 

anymore. And I'm just so proud to participate. And so, yeah, definitely it feels like that even 

among our coworkers, to know that we still worked in person in the office, we got to kind of 

work around all the restrictions, still do our job and more at times and just support one another. 

ORNELAS (30:33): 

When we hear of things happening to a resident or a family, it's hard. And there's a balance 

between, you're so focused on not getting COVID or the pandemic that you kind of forget like, 

oh, life still has to go on. You still have to enjoy certain moments and take care of yourself. But 

definitely I feel there's a big sense of pride and all the things that we've done. Our properties, the 

ones that I work in have done a lot of spotlight in our organization's newsletters and things like 

that. And so they're proud that their name is out there as a community. And they say, oh, well, 

it's all because of you. And I say, well, if you didn't participate, if you didn't take that initiative, I 

could organize and plan all the programs in the world, but it's really your effort to push yourself 

to do something today. 

ORNELAS (31:40): 

To join a community effort. That's what's making this happen. And that you're putting trust in the 

fact that if you do participate, you will be safe. That was the biggest fear, I think just the fear of, 

does that person have it? Am I going to get infected if I go to this program? Is it safe to get this? 

Is it safe to get the vaccine? Well they already feel reassured that cause they've done things like 

this in the past year, they know that it's, it's safe for them. They feel they have all the information 

they need. All the resources and it's made some residents I believe, a little bit more self 

sufficient. 

COLLINGS (32:31): 

I think that they wouldn't be able to do this if they didn't have like real trust in your leadership. 

ORNELAS (32:43): 

Yeah. They definitely trust me a lot to know that if there's something new happening, they know, 

even if I have a doubt, I can ask. And that's what I try to do. I try to get them the information to 

make their own decision, but not be pushy. There's a borderline, like, oh, you should really do 
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this and be pushy pushy. They feel obligated. It's more of a balance of, this is what we're going 

to have. If you want to come, this is the date and time. I think you'd really like it and see for 

themselves. And with a lot of organizations still not even doing virtual, because it is a lot of extra 

work, they really enjoy and they build a connection with the presenters and the other 

organizations. 

ORNELAS (33:36): 

And so it's become like a monthly thing or a semi-monthly thing and they feel like, oh, it's not 

just our coordinator that cares about us. It's this person from the exercise program, it's the person 

from this other organization and they always get feedback saying, wow, like there's something 

special about when we talk to this group. I tend to hear that a lot from them because they always 

thank the presenters for taking the time. And they, like I said, they have that sense of pride. Like 

we are Colonia Jess Lopez. We are Rio Vista. 

COLLINGS (34:19): 

Oh, that's great. Did you ever have any sense that the education that you were imparting to the 

residents was filtering out beyond the walls to their own extended family members and 

community? 

ORNELAS (34:43): 

Definitely, especially with the seniors. They have a lot of them have like IHSS [In-Home 

Supportive Services] caregivers. And so I was providing information for them to give to their 

caregiver, for example. And I would give them the information or they would say, oh, you know, 

my health [inaudible] told me that I can get the vaccine now, where can I get it? So things like 

that. Their own relatives. I can't provide a direct service to relatives, but I would get phone calls 

or just the fact that if there was something that they usually would take care of for that resident, 

for example some paperwork or getting meds or something like that, or things with their doctor's 

appointments and things like that. They have shown their son or daughter, whoever like, oh, this 

is how we do it now, or this is what I [inaudible] And I would get calls thanking me, like, oh, 

thank you for leaving that flyer at the door. 

ORNELAS (35:57): 

Because I read it, now I know that there's this program. And the caregivers would want to even 

partake in some of the classes, which is fine. Because it's really meant for them to provide even 

better service to their residents. And yeah, I would get calls and people saying like, oh my sister, 

or my mom, or my grandmother doesn't live here, but I can give the resident the information to 

pass on. And it's kind like a little library resource center there, you know? It's not just the 

residents. It does help and they'll see, you know, oh, your building has so many resources or 

programs. How is it that you're doing this? So I would say so. And even throughout language 

barriers, I always refer them to something that will either be in Spanish or Mandarin, which is 

another larger demographic in our building. They feel included. 

COLLINGS (37:12): 

So you'd mentioned earlier ways to get around the real bureaucratic hurdles that existed for so 

much of the work you did pre-pandemic. And last time we talked, you had come up with all 
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kinds of ways to source meals and all kinds of things that were--and ways to get permissions for 

things that were just much more streamlined than paper forms and triplicate type of thing that 

you were doing before. Is that continuing or are old methods of doing things kind of coming 

back? What's happening with the bureaucratic angle? 

ORNELAS (38:02): 

You know, primarily by email, things are done by email. A lot of the, like the meal program with 

Everytable, that continued on for almost a year. The other meal program with MAOF[Mexican 

American Opportunity Foundation] , that still continues. I think, like I had mentioned I think last 

year, it really put a spotlight on the vulnerable populations. Why weren't we delivering meals to 

not just bedbound people, but just people who have difficulty going to the store? Or people who 

have certain dietary needs and can't make three meals a day for themselves. So that has 

continued and it's kind of already been streamlined. So just, you know, add a person, take a 

person out, it's just kind of like a revolving thing that's in place now. I don't really have to do 

much for that. 

ORNELAS (39:05): 

That's already been set in place. For other things, yeah. It's primarily just online, digital, which 

does make it easier for me cause I'm able to deal with that. In regards to the bureaucracy of like 

for example, Medi-Cal, Medicare, basically the only way to communicate is by email. Not email, 

the online, there's now a more friendly, user friendly version of an online database for that. But 

the phone system is so over-- The waits are so long, it could take an hour, two hours, to talk to 

Social Security so that hasn't changed. There are ways, but again, it's not easy for them. So if 

they have their smartphone, I can show how to log in. And sometimes it takes 10 minutes to 

recertify something.  

ORNELAS (40:12): 

But in regards to not being able to have in-person appointments, which a lot of older adults were 

used to just kind of showing up or making an appointment--they like that face to face--that has 

not changed. So the only option is to wait on the phone for an hour, hour and a half. Or more. 

And when you're trying to help them, they'll cut you off. Because they only want to hear that 

person speak. And the navigation system it's like this option and this report, it's so tedious. I have 

to help them or show them how to navigate through that. Once they get through that, even if they 

ask them some basic questions, they might not hear. And then I'm like, they're asking you for 

your address. 

ORNELAS (41:02): 

And they're like, are you speaking in the background? I'm going to hang up. Because you-- I'm 

like, I'm not, they can't hear you, or they need they need a little bit more time to respond, things 

like that. And so that's still a challenge for a lot of people, but there's a new system with DPSS [ 

Department of Public Social Services] in LA County where before you needed to create, like, 

you have to give your email and create a username, create a password-- Now all you need is your 

case number, date of birth and zip code. So you can have all your information in front of you 

with just that information. So if they can provide [inaudible] I can help them. I can show them, 
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it's a little easier. You have two options, you could wait on the phone for an hour, hour and a 

half, 30 minutes. 

ORNELAS (42:03): 

And sometimes it'll just disconnect. They say I've been calling and it just says the lines are too 

busy, call another time. So that hasn't changed. I'm hoping that, you know, more in person 

appointments for like very difficult situations, like when someone loses their wallet and they 

need to get their social security card or else they have to send in by mail all this original 

paperwork and documents and hope that it doesn't get lost in the mail, you know? So some of 

those things for residents who are trying to reach out to these government agencies, there's still a 

big hurdle. 

COLLINGS (42:53): 

So before you were mentioning that there was this period when we were all just focusing on not 

getting infected and like all of life was about not getting infected and then the vaccines come 

along and I guess we sort of thought that that would be the end of it, but it hasn't been. How do 

you proceed through your own life now, just in terms of precautions, the way you think about the 

pandemic and your daily life, and socializing and going out on in public spaces, what does that 

all look like and feel like for you now? 

ORNELAS (43:45): 

I was very cautious when they first started saying you could do outdoor dining, even. I would 

just pick up to-go. I was like, I'm not sure about that yet. You know, you did tell us we didn't 

have to wear a mask in the beginning and now everywhere I wear a mask. So I kind of waited. I 

kind of waited a little bit just because I didn't feel I was ready. And not everyone was vaccinated, 

so I've always kind of done a wait and see kind of approach, like, let's see. Amongst my friends, I 

think once we were all vaccinated, after a few weeks, we did get together, but we were like do 

we wear a mask around each other. Do we not wear a mask around each other? 

ORNELAS (44:36): 

It was just still like this uneasiness. Whereas now mostly all have--even in my family when my 

nieces were able to get vaccinated their teenagers right now-- So I was like very happy that, you 

know, my own mother could be around them a little bit more. Because we did, I was fully 

vaccinated, she was fully vaccinate, but the younger girls weren't vaccinated. So it kind of split 

up the family sometimes. Like what do we do for the holiday? One of the holidays, I think I just 

stayed home alone and ordered something because I was just like, it's just too risky. It was too 

risky. Someone that we knew knew someone that had COVID so I don't want to run the risk. 

ORNELAS (45:30): 

And that's a relief really. We're going to be able to get together this year. Finally everyone's 

vaccinated. Most of us even have our booster. And so I think now we kind of--I personally have 

put my guard down a little bit. But with the holidays coming up now I'm like, okay, I'm going to 

still be cautious. I still have hand sanitizer everywhere. It's just become so normal. And I catch 

myself constantly squirting hand sanitizer into my hands and I have it around my key chain. I 

have a lanyard and I'm constantly like squeezing that, just out of habit or, oh, do I have my 
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mask? And like an extra supply of things that you have to worry about every shopping trip. Do I 

have masks? Do I still have wipes? Do I still have enough hand sanitizer? 

ORNELAS (46:24): 

It's still there, but it's just become so normal now that it doesn't seem like a burden anymore, like 

an extra burden. But we didn't have to think about that three years ago. Now it just has become 

normal. I think for me, the biggest thing was being able to go to the coffee that I like to go to and 

they opened up the outdoor seating, and just being able to like, sit there and enjoy my coffee 

again. Like I used to. You know, like that moment, or even indoor, like having tea or something 

inside. But then you're constantly like taking your mask on and off, you know? So it's a weird 

dynamic right now where you're kind of-- I want to feel more comfortable, and at times I do, and 

then things will happen where now we're like, oh, we need a booster and not everyone's eligible. 

ORNELAS (47:19): 

So we're still in that in between where, everyone's eligible now. And even kids are eligible. So 

I'm excited for next year. Then all the kids are eligible. Maybe kids will have their booster by 

then also. And so it's just baby steps, just baby steps. And if you're around people who respect 

your feelings about it, your sentiments, then it makes it easier. Like if they understand why you 

declined an invitation or, hey, maybe we should just meet up at this place that's outdoor, it makes 

it easier. So you don't feel left out of things. I did go to a couple concerts and I was very hesitant 

at first, but we ended up not sitting in our seats. We ended up sitting somewhere else where it 

was pretty much empty. 

ORNELAS (48:17): 

It wasn't the greatest view. I was with my sister, but I was like, let's just sit here. Because we're 

away from most people. So even though we had bought tickets for somewhere else, we ended up 

sitting where we found an opportunity to sit and I was like, I just don't feel comfortable. There's 

people literally right next to us. I was trying to be normal and go to a concert, but then I was still 

thinking in the back of my head and more worried for my sister than myself, because she has a 

chronic illness. So I was worried about her, more than myself and we were next to each other, 

but still we had to keep our masks on and were singing and enjoying the show. And then we 

were just so surprised how many people just didn't keep their mask on, you know? And I know it 

gets hot, it's uncomfortable. We're just like, oh my gosh. And should I go get tested? There's 

always something in the back of your head. There's moments when you leave, put your guard 

down and you just want to enjoy yourself. 

COLLINGS (49:24): 

Yeah. I know, I just wonder, like for, you know, the people who've been through it, will we ever 

be able to get rid of these thoughts? I just, I mean, I don't know. 

ORNELAS (49:39): 

Yeah. I don't know. I feel like it's just going to be so embedded in us that it's just going to 

become part of us, but for the younger kids, to grow up, like if you think about it, we weren't 

used to having cell phones right, growing up. And now every kid is used to having an iPad or 
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cell phone. I used to think that was so weird to carry a phone with you and people could track 

you and contact you. 

ORNELAS (50:14): 

And so we're just like, now it's just everyone has to have this hand sanitizer, They're just going to 

get this regular vaccine, another vaccine for COVID. Hopefully the rates of infection go down a 

lot, but it's still something that we are going to just have to constantly get used to. And I don't 

ever recall the vaccine that I got as a five year old, maybe for like chicken pox or something was 

so controversial, the things that we got when you had to go to school, that was controversial. It 

was just something you did. And I still have somewhere my vaccine record card from my 

pediatrician and I just remember always going and trying to be tough and not crying if I got the 

needle in my arm and just getting that lollipop afterwards. It was just a thing you did. So 

hopefully for the younger generation or the next generation of kids, this is just another vaccine 

that they get and it's like if a five year old can get it to go to school why can't we just get it to go 

on with our lives. 

ORNELAS (51:34): 

I think as adults we're like, why do we have to take on this other load of getting this extra 

vaccine? It's just something we need to do to help this pandemic ease off. Maybe we won't need 

the vaccine who knows, but for now I think it's going to take a while for us to get off of that 

mode of like, do I have my mask? Do I have my hand sanitizer? 

COLLINGS (52:10): 

Because there's been a lot of trauma around it. I mean, you yourself spoke to that. 

ORNELAS (52:17): 

Mm-Hmm. yeah. 

COLLINGS (52:21): 

So just kind of wrapping up here do you think differently about the future? I mean, is your 

planning process different in any way? 

ORNELAS (52:32): 

Yeah, I turned 40 this year, so that was a big turning point for me. And just planning like, taking 

more initiative. When you have a five-year plan, a ten-year plan, and then the day where you're 

at the five year mark, at the ten-year mark, and just kind of planning, not for so far ahead, but 

more immediate things. It was just part of what I've started doing for myself last month or two. 

You’ve got to take care of yourself, you have to take care of yourself in all aspects. And enjoying 

the outdoors, more enjoying things you really like to do now. Because you really don't know 

what will happen in a month or in two months or in a year, you just never know. 

ORNELAS (53:34): 

And it's not just COVID, there's several things that can happen to you. I had an experience about 

three weeks ago that changed me physically. I guess I was so focused on COVID, I never 
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thought that something non- COVID related could happen to me and change my circumstances, 

you know? And that's been hard. That's been really difficult and that's something that I have to 

work on for maybe the rest of my life. So definitely not to take things for granted, the only thing 

that I think I feel I've missed out on is traveling. And I had made plans to travel and then I kept-- 

Because there was another wave. And I was like-- But I'm at the point where I'm like maybe I 

should take a trip now, eventually, sooner than later, because when is the right time going to be? 

Just pursuing your goals and not thinking like, oh, I have the next 10 years to do that. 

ORNELAS (54:54): 

You know, my thinking and planning has changed to, like, today, what can I do today for 

myself? At work, you plan out things a month, two months, three months ahead. In my life now, 

I feel like I've changed to where I want to know, what am I going to do this weekend? And not 

put so much pressure on five years from now, ten years from now, because you might not even 

accomplish all those things in five years and you're just disappoint yourself. So make small steps 

to make yourself happy now and tomorrow, and not worry so much about five years from now. 

And that helps, that helps to stay focused and not let the pandemic overshadow your daily living.  

ORNELAS (55:56): 

And just surrounding yourself, you really learn to appreciate the people who did stay in touch 

with you that continue to check up on you and you just appreciate the ones that, your loved ones 

that are still with you, and hold them closer, even tighter, and like little things that you can do to 

show that you care, even when you can't get together as much because there's people that you 

probably haven't stayed physically and interacted with. But there was a coffee shop I used to go 

to when I lived by Culver City and I would check in on the owner and he would check in on me 

and I'd come by once they opened up again and it was nice to see them, you know, it was nice to 

know, like, I can't physically come here every day, like I used to, but it's nice to know their 

business survived. 

ORNELAS (57:00): 

And that they are concerned about where I'm at now and how I'm doing. And then there's even 

family who you just haven't really stayed in touch with. Because there's no gatherings. Or 

unfortunately you only gathered when there was a funeral or something. So definitely learning to 

appreciate the here and the now. And I had a high school teacher who would say, “Be Here 

Now,” and that was his motto on the wall. And I think now it resonates, like being present is 

definitely my motto now. 

COLLINGS (57:43): 

Well, I think that's a great place to, to leave it. Michelle, let me just turn off the recorder and then 

we can chat for a minute. 
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