
My husband has been my kind and loving soulmate for the past 48 years. 

As a civil engineer, he was an active, hard-working man who took pride in designing Ontario’s 
highways. Above all, his family came first. These days Uldis’ day-to-day is much different but with help 
from the staff at Better Living, we are able to remain close as a family.

Uldis and I, as children, both lived in Latvian refugee camps after World War II. We both experienced 
the trauma of losing our homes, living in poverty, and struggling to emigrate to a new country to build a 
better life. 

Our families were forced to flee Latvia in 1944 during the Soviet occupation of our country. At that 
time, I was just two years old, while Uldis was ten. Both families, along with thousands of others, made 
their way to United Nations refugee camps in Germany. 

I was eight by the time my family was accepted for immigration into the U.S. in 1950. Uldis was 
fourteen when his family emigrated to Canada in 1949. 

Life in refugee camps is always harsh, both present day and in the past. My refugee camp, near 
Oldenburg, Germany, was especially difficult because it had previously been used as a prisoner-of-war 
camp for Russian soldiers. 

I remember living in barracks built of single wood boards with no insulation and no access to running 
water. In the winter, snow blew through the cracks between the boards onto our beds. In comparison, the 
refugee camp for Uldis’ family in Mannheim, Germany, was almost luxurious. 

All the refugees there were placed in apartment buildings vacated during the war, allowing Uldis to see 
life in the camp as a great adventure. Both of us, later in life, admired the strength of our parents in being 
able to survive war and refugee camp life, each with three young children in tow.

Arriving in our newfound homelands, we were both fortunate to have strong Latvian communities 
supporting us. My family would often travel to Toronto for large community events, and in fact, it was 
during one of our trips to a large Latvian festival that I met Uldis.
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Despite the hardship of the past year, the joys we’ve 
had with Uldis would not have happened without the 
understanding and efforts of the administrators and staff 
at Thompson House. They are doing everything they can 
to keep our loved ones safe, all while continuously seeking 
opportunities to make residents’ lives fulfilling. 

Please consider supporting Better Living and their essential 
programs with your gift of $x, $xx, $xxx, $xxxx or whatever you 
wish to give. Their efforts have helped my family stay together 
through some of the toughest times of our lives and I want to 
ensure that these opportunities remain available to all those 
who need them.

With my deepest thanks,  

Aija Zommers

P.S. When I see Thompson House on the corner of The Donway and Overland Drive, I’m not fooled by 
the lack of a shiny new exterior. I personally know that it is a wonderful haven for someone like Uldis who 
has come from turmoil and poverty in his youth to being in a place that is safe and dignified. Thank you 
for reading our story and donating what you can in support of the programs at Better Living.

Despite the hardship of the past year, the joys we’ve had with Uldis would not have 
happened without the understanding and efforts of everyone at Thompson House.
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 I was 31 and he was 39 when we married on October 6, 1973 and settled 
in the Don Mills area of North Toronto. It’s there that I started my career as a 
teacher and Uldis continued with his civil engineering. We were fortunate to 
have built careers in this community all while raising our beautiful daughter, 
Zinta. Uldis and I enjoyed living in Don Mills, which just so happens to be very 
close to Better Living at Thompson House; a place that we didn’t realize would 
play such a significant role in our family’s future. 

In October 2017, Uldis experienced a health crisis, which resulted in him spending three months in 
hospital followed by an extensive period in a rehab centre. During this time, Zinta was living overseas for 
her job with the United Nations, and although we were in regular contact, I was faced with making many 
agonizing decisions on my own. It was overwhelming to say the least. 

During Uldis’ hospital stay, it became clear that he wouldn’t be able to return home to live with me. He 
now needed a wheelchair full-time that couldn’t be accommodated in our family home and his personal 
support needs were going to be more than I was able to physically provide. As much as I wanted him 
home with me, I was faced with the hurtful reality that Uldis needed to live elsewhere.  

I immediately started to look at supported living arrangements across the city. I researched so many 
that I lost count. Some had breathtaking landscapes and vast grounds for residents to enjoy but were far 
from our home; others that were closer had large new buildings. It was a lot to consider. 

How would I know I had found the right place? My number one concern was not about having 
beautiful gardens or a brand-new building, it was ensuring that Uldis would be cared for with the dignity, 
respect and love that he deserves. 

While Uldis was in hospital, one of his medical staff recommended that I look at Better Living at 
Thompson House. The staff member told me to not be bothered by the unassuming exterior of the 
building, because the staff and programs couldn’t be matched elsewhere. I was hopeful to think that 
Uldis could be cared for in a place that was so close to home. Zinta could literally run to Thompson 
House if she wanted. 

Uldis moved into Thompson House in April 2018. The staff were wonderful in helping him transition 
to his new living arrangements. I could tell that Thompson House was a special place, filled with 
remarkable staff and management who would go out of their way to make sure residents are happy and 
well-cared for. 

It set my mind at ease knowing that I would be kept up to date on any medical concerns, but also 
made me happy to know that the staff regularly planned special celebrations such as birthday parties to 
help create new memories for the residents. 

A particularly touching memory was connected with Zinta’s wedding 
in June, 2019. The staff at Thompson House helped us make all the 
arrangements so that Uldis could join us in Algonquin Park for the 
wedding. They helped us to find the PSWs to support Uldis throughout 
the weekend, rent the required medical equipment and even helped 
to make sure he looked his best for the wedding day. He looked so 
handsome. 

Afterwards, Uldis often talked about the wedding with the Thompson House staff. He shared his 
memories of how beautiful Zinta looked in her wedding dress and the joy of being outdoors surrounded 
by magnificent trees. We will all treasure those special memories forever and are thankful to the 
Thompson House team for helping to make this possible.

As you can guess, everything changed with the onset of the pandemic.

For 11 months, we weren’t able to visit Uldis. This was worrying, 
heartbreaking and deeply frustrating. We were concerned for his 
safety and we were constantly thinking about how being away 
from loved ones would impact him on a daily basis; all while we 
struggled to maintain our family bond during an unprecedented 
time. 

Fortunately, the staff quickly reacted by setting up regular 
Facetime visits so that we could speak with Uldis. We had virtual 

visits once per week and then were able to increase the frequency when we started to notice that Uldis 
was declining in his speech and overall health. Zinta had returned from Germany the day before the 
Canada-wide lockdown and was eager to see her Dad, whom she hadn’t seen in person since Christmas. 

This was hard on all of us, especially since Zinta was expecting our first grandchild; an experience 
that she desperately wanted to share with her father. 

As the pandemic dragged on, we kept up our regular Facetime chats with Uldis. He took such joy in 
planning for the baby, actively brainstorming baby names over video. Our beautiful Klara was born in 
June, 2020. Uldis was the first person that Klara visited.

The staff helped to arrange a window visit so that Uldis could 
see Klara for the first time. He was fascinated by her tiny hands 
and feet and kept telling us “She’s beautiful”. Klara, Zinta and I 
continued to visit Uldis regularly. In the summertime, we were able 
to have outdoor visits. It was heartwarming to see his eyes light 
up when he saw Klara in person, yet heartbreaking that he couldn’t 
hold her due to social distancing. We hope that Klara will be able to 
sit in Uldis’ lap this summer during one of our visits. 

Better Living at Thompson House is such an important part of our lives now. The staff are showing 
Uldis the respect and dignity that he deserves. I feel comfort in knowing that Uldis lives in a place 
that cares for him not just as a resident, but as a family member. Due to Uldis’ deteriorating health, we 
registered as essential care givers in January 2021 and have been able to come see him daily, supporting 
his feeding. 

Although Uldis is mostly non-verbal now, we still see his kind personality come out often. He still 
shares insights, often just through his eyes or raising an eyebrow at surprising news or comments. Zinta 
used to worry about her Dad when she lived abroad, but now she is able to focus more on treasuring 
every moment, like the time she brought in a smiley-faced balloon for Klara during one of their visits. 
Uldis smiled mischievously, spoke up and said, “This stays with me”. Through all of this, he still has his 
sense of humour. 
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Dear <Mr. Sample>,
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Despite the hardship of the past year, the joys we’ve 
had with Uldis would not have happened without the 
understanding and efforts of the administrators and staff 
at Thompson House. They are doing everything they can 
to keep our loved ones safe, all while continuously seeking 
opportunities to make residents’ lives fulfilling. 

I hope you will consider supporting Better Living and their 
essential programs with a gift of any amount you are able 
to give. Their efforts have helped my family stay together 
through some of the toughest times of our lives and I want to 
ensure that these opportunities remain available to all those 
who need them.

With my deepest thanks,  

Aija Zommers
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the lack of a shiny new exterior. I personally know that it is a wonderful haven for someone like Uldis who 
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