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Background: Jean Kechely is my grandmother, an avid tennis player who spends the winter
months in La Quinta, California. The purpose of this interview was to gain insight into how the
retired population has responded to COVID-19, and to get her personal perspective on how
COVID has affected her life.

IN: Hello Grandma! Thank you so much for participating in this interview about your experience
during COVID-19. | appreciate your time, and look forward to hearing your thoughts on the
pandemic. Before we get started, could you tell me about where you’re living now, and maybe a
bit about what your life there was like before the pandemic started?

JK: I'm staying in La Quinta, at my home that | spend winter months in. When | came down this
season, of course we were in the thick of it. It actually started last season when | was here.
January and February were kind of normal, and then we had one large event - | think about 20
or 25 thousand people come to it annually- called the La Quinta Arts Festival. | do volunteer
work there, and it was a lot of fun, but that was the very last event where there were large
numbers of people.

The following day - [the festival] was March 4th, 5th, 6th, and 7th- they made an announcement
that the big tennis tournament, called the BNP, was going to be cancelled. That meant all the
world class players, like Roger Federer and all of the big ones, would not be coming. That was
totally unexpected, and they felt they had no choice, that they would be endangering their
health, if they came. A lot of people were inconvenienced tremendously because they had come
from all over the country, and had hotel or Airbnb reservations made ahead of time and had
spent a lot of money just buying their tickets.

And of course the community in this area of the desert really loses out on a major event. That
event, over a period of two weeks, generates a crowd of 450-500,000 people, which is a huge
economic impact to a relatively small geographic area. So that was pretty amazing, but you had
to take it in stride. However, things went on, but there were no big get togethers. | live in a
community that likes to have social activities -there are two hundred and eighty eight home in
my area- and we have a wine party every months, the ladies get together for ladie’s luncheons
once a month, and those events were all cancelled at the beginning of the year and are still
cancelled. We don’t have any idea when they are going to be resumed.

IN: It sounds like being surrounded by people who have similar interests and social circles is a
really valuable source of contact. I'd like to hear a bit more about what it's been like to have
those circles somewhat shut off from you- how have you perceived the change, and what has
the pandemic meant for you and your friends as far as how you can socialize? How have you
adapted to social life during the pandemic?



JK: Well actually, | would have to tell you that | feel very minimally impacted due to being a
retired person and in excellent help, which enables me to engage in the normal activities that |
enjoy, which | would describe as healthful recreation. | still play tennis three times a week, and
my tennis club had to make a couple of changes. They require all of us members to wear a
mask when we enter the property, but once we’re on the court and actually playing then we can
remove our masks. Another big change was that we could not invite any guests to the club; that
was something that we all enjoyed doing, but they felt that they couldn’t allow that. So, that’s
how it still is right now.

IN: As far as your companions in the club, are you all fairly like minded in your reactions, or are
there differences in people’s opinion on how to respond to the virus?

JK: Oh, there are many, many differences. Some people feel that they just don’t know what to
believe about it. They don’'t know what advice to follow, so anything that is actually mandated by
the government, then we have to follow that to be good citizens. Several of the women with
whom | play would have an adult child tell them “Well Mom, | don’t think you should be playing
any longer because you have no control over where those people are going, or with whom
they’re associating”. So, I've had a couple of players that | know stop playing, though now
they’re back.

There are a lot of people from Canada who are members of my tennis club. As soon as this
started happening, I'd say around February, they left quickly to return to Canada because they
were afraid that the borders would be closed down. This year almose none of them have come
back, and the composition of our membership is greatly reduced and very changed. There is
one Canadian couple who did fly down, quarantined for two weeks and had their car shipped
down, which they’d never done before.

Around here, a lot of the women are middle aged, fifty or older, and | am considerably older.
Some of them didn’t even feel comfortable visiting each other’s homes, but some were so bored
and needed socialization since they couldn’t do their regular activities that they were willing to
go to somebody else’s house here in the neighborhood. | have a couple of friends who come
over once a week to play Rummikub or Scrabble.

One of my good friends has been volunteering for eleven years as an usher for the McCallum
Theatre. They get top entertainment for very short runs, maybe only a weekend or an evening,
but they have top entertainers like Rhonda Fleming, for example. She is dreadfully missing the
wonderful entertainment that she got to see, and misses the people with whom she used to
work as an usher. There’s still no idea of when they will be able to resume, since entertainment
contracts like those are created at least a year ahead of time. That’s been a big loss for her to
not have that. She’s someone who comes over and plays Rummikub or Scrabble with me.

IN: It seems quite valuable to have a close circle of friends that you can get together with. Our
social lives are very important and have a significant impact on our mental health.



JK: And especially as you get older, they say that socialization is very important to help maintain
your psychological health. | feel very fortunate that | can do this, and am very happy that there
are some women in the area willing to go out and go to somebody else’s house. But | know
there are a few who still don’t feel comfortable leaving their own homes, and it must be very
difficult to them.

IN: 'm interested in your perspective on the relative levels of safety and comfort that people
have around protecting themselves from the virus. From what I've heard, the virus is more
dangerous to people who are immunocompromised or older. I've seen a few submissions to the
Journal of the Plague Year that center around older people who have a lot of apprehension of
the virus, and many of them have taken drastic measures to protect themselves. As someone
who is older, do you consider yourself to be vulnerable to COVID, and what is your attitude
towards the virus?

JK: Well age-wise of course | am vulnerable, but fortunately | do not have any underlying
immune problems and am grateful for having such good health. | realize how difficult this
pandemic has been for so many American families- parents are trying to keep an income
stream, many of them have school-aged children at home and have to supervise their
schoolwork, and try to keep the family engaged in outdoor activities. It's almost too much to
expect of a great many families, especially when it's gone on since February or March and
accompanied by harsh lockdown measures.

A lot of people that | talk to are not certain that the advice they were given at the beginning [of
the pandemic] has been accurate. They feel that a lot of the advice handed down by
government bodies has been inaccurate. But you can’t blame them, since this is the first time
such a thing has happened in our lifetimes, and everybody is having to go carefully and listen to
what is advised. If you are a responsible person you listen to the advice, since these are the
people who are in the NHI and the CDC and we should listen to what they think is best. A lot of
people say, “We’ve been misled and don’t know what to believe”.

| think with the mask thing there’s been a lot of resistance, and of course when you have your
president so often appearing in public without his mask, that sends a poor message. | think that
wearing a mask is a very small thing to ask of a person, whether it's going to help other people
or yourself- it's such an easy thing and we should all be willing to do it.

IN: I think so too, and on that note would like to bring up how the virus has been politicized,
especially as it's occurred during an election year, and how our governmental bodies have taken
strategic stances on it. If you recall, back in March there were conflicting news articles about the
subject of wearing a mask- some of then claimed that wearing one would increase your chances
of getting it, or make it harder for medical workers to get the masks they needed. There was so
much conflicting advice in the news, and | think that really impacted people’s perception of the
virus and made it much harder to for them to know how to respond.



Living in a community where people are from different areas and backgrounds must have given
you an interesting view into the different ways that people perceive the virus.

JK: I do hope that we can have this vaccine soon, but even with that there are many people who
say that they won’t get the vaccine until its proven to be safe and effective. And | do understand
that, but am glad that it will be made available first to healthcare workers and elderly people in
nursing homes.

IN: On that topic, some of the stories coming from nursing homes are heartbreaking, especially
since they’ve had to be strict about limiting visitors. Living in isolation is hard for anyone, but
living in a community away from your friends and family must make it a level of magnitude more
difficult.

JK: Oh yes. | have one of my friends whose husband is- was- in an Alzheimer’s care facility, and
she would visit him every Tuesday and Thursday for over a year. When COVID-19 hit, the
facility would not allow any visitors, even family. That was very hard for her, but they were able
to arrange telephone and Zoom visits so she could actually see him. He passed away before |
was abel to come down for the season, and | was very, very saddened for her.

IN: The amount of suffering that people have had to endure is astonishing, and | hope that
having a record of people’s experiences during the pandemic can help us to remember what
people went through and maybe help us do better in the future. | sincerely appreciate that
you've participated in this interview to share with the Journal of the Plague Year, and thank you
so much for having this conversation with me.



