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WHAT SOME LOCAL SENIORS ARE DOING DURING THEIR CORONAVIRUS SELF-QUARANTINE 
By Michael Peterman, April 21, 2020 

Coming home early from a brief Florida vacation on Saturday March 14, Cara and I began our 

voluntary “self-quarantine” of fourteen days. The goal was “social distancing,” as it was then 

called. What was really meant was “physical distancing.” Though the fourteen-day timeline 

seemed somewhat excessive to me at the time (I was, like many of us, still naïve about what we 

were facing), it was highly recommended as a protective strategy for all out-of-country travelers 

returning to Canada. 

That put us in self-isolation in our own house, witnessing from a front-row seat the realities and 

ravages of COVID-19. Cable television immersed us in a very busy international scene that 

included the rise and fall of cases in China, horrific death tolls in Italy and Spain, busy, 

medically-sound preparations across Canada, and the usual media circus south of the border 

orchestrated by the self-enamoured, apparently irrepressible ring-master, Donald Trump. Day by 

day it became increasingly difficult to escape his irritating and dangerous declarations. By 

contrast, our self-quarantined Justin Trudeau was much more responsible and credible. 

Our only outings were dog walks around the block or out to open fields of Trent University, 

where our exuberant young dachshund Mac was able to run free. With no people about, the 

University was stunning in its design, its range of architecture so beautifully aligned with the 

geography of drumlin, hills, and river. Since we were not allowed to go out to shop, bank, or do 

takeout on our own, we relied on kind friends who brought us groceries and supplies. There are 

evident advantages to being a senior citizen in such a supportive neighbourhood. 

Self-isolation was serious business and we took it very seriously. And it got more serious with 

each passing day. Having heard early on about stressful quarantines on military bases, in 

designated hotels and even on cruise ships, we felt privileged to be at home, playing our own 

music, choosing among our books and magazines, and sleeping in our own beds. I found myself 

re-discovering parts of our house I had long taken for granted, finding new places to read or to sit 

quietly by a window. Breaking old habits can mean seeing things anew. 

For all of us in Peterborough and environs, I think, the slow but relentless approach of this lethal, 

communicable virus has been both an education in sanitary procedures and a worrisome period 

of waiting. We have gone from an early state of alert to one of saddened and frightful awareness. 

Each day brings news of more active cases in Ontario and elsewhere. Daily we watch the 

mounting death tolls around the globe and listen to media talk about critical medical needs, 

emerging hotspots, and the insistence upon vigilant personal hygiene. As vulnerable seniors who 

are its special targets, we are warned to avoid contact with the virus at all costs. 

Sunday’s Toronto Star (March 22) sounded a new note about voluntarism. The headline read 

“Self- isolate or the government will force you to.” The first paragraph added, “It’s still just an 

appeal. But it now comes with a warning.” Day by wary day such alerts evolved into nearly 

complete edicts of self- quarantine, be it in New York, London, Milan or Toronto. 
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The effects of self-isolation can be negative and disquieting. Astronauts like Chris Hadfield offer 

expert advice for those without training in coping with solitude. What seemed at first an almost 

welcome period of quiet and repose can, for many, soon become a kind of “cabin fever.” 

Keeping a balanced state of mind is very important to a time of quarantine: I am now, for 

instance, much more aware of the ways in which my moods vary from day to day; they depend 

on several things--the quality of my sleep, our meals, diminished opportunities for stimulation, 

and the weight of bad news that keeps piling up. I find that self-isolation has helped me to clarify 

my expectations and better understand why I am feeling the way I do. 

Part of our time is spent on email or messaging, keeping up with our children and grandchildren 

in Toronto and with friends in many places. On health grounds, given our age, we are advised 

not to encourage their visits to Peterborough nor to attempt to visit them. In darker moments I 

wonder if I will ever see them face to face again. Overall, I try to keep a balanced mind in my 

isolation and not dwell on negative outcomes. I know that many elderly victims of COVID-19 

are dying alone in hospitals and nursing homes because of quarantine restrictions. That is a 

horrifying reality we are trying to avoid. On a daily basis I spend too much time, at intervals, 

switching between CNN and the CBC (or CTV) news network. Being an active evader of 

commercials, I switch channels a great deal when I am watching. Despite the differences 

between the two countries, the news on these stations is both reliable and transfixing; at the same 

time it is over-focused and very repetitive. To be well informed about the virus and its daily 

ravages is often to feel saturated. 

Whether it’s an old favorite or a current best-seller, nothing beats a good book as an alternative 

to bad news. As the author of a column on culture, I continue to read widely, and not always for 

entertainment. Last month I enjoyed Elizabeth Strout’s “Olive Again” and “The Vintage 

Thurber,” a delightful collection of James Thurber’s writings. I also read “The Great Hunger,” a 

detailed and very painful examination of the Irish Potato Famine and subsequent Irish 

emigration. Recently I have found Julian Barnes’s “The Man in the Red Coat” a challenging 

read; it forced me to think about the many challenges facing an Englishman who sets out to write 

a biography of a Frenchman. Barnes’s subject is Dr. Samuel Pozzi a pioneering surgeon in 

France’s Belle Epoque and a fascinating social figure in his own right. The attention on 

biography led me back to Barnes’s earlier novel, “Flaubert’s Parrot” (1995) and to Timothy 

Findley’s “Famous Last Words.” 

Netflix and Amazon Prime have provided another form of escape and relaxation. We have turned 

our evenings into movie nights, choosing together a film, tv series or documentary for 

amusement. During our continuing “self-quarantine” we have seldom been disappointed. We 

have watched and enjoyed “Victoria and Abdul,” “Rocketman” and “Judy” (the Judy Garland 

biopic). It’s a habit worth sustaining as the weeks unfold. I find that I miss my evening obsession 

with Toronto sports teams less and less. Now that we as seniors are better grounded in our self-

isolation, we can turn voluntarily to helping others with their shopping needs and being as upbeat 

as possible in our communications with family and friends. The timelines ahead are both vague 

and daunting, but, as there is no effective alternative but to self-quarantine, we must continue our 

routines in as deliberate and high-spirited a manner as possible. There are lessons to be learned 
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from self-isolation and we are best advised to heed them with perspective and humour. What we 

are facing is no vacation; it is a demanding but precious time in our lives. 


