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Nursing student program a lifeline for
isolated West Marin seniors during
pandemic

Kevin Fagan May 2, 2020 Updated: May 2, 2020 7:25 p.m.

West Marin County is a definition of rustic charm: Lush ranch pastures and

oak-studded hills sparsely dotted with picturesque little towns offering

gourmet food, art galleries and enough solitude to make Thoreau’s ghost

smile.

But sometimes all that solitude can be too much. Like now. With the

coronavirus crisis chasing everyone into their houses for quarantining,

older people who already were isolated there in tiny hamlets and down

winding dirt roads are suddenly more alone than ever — and in need of

help.

That’s where a little-known, 6-year-old project with nursing students at

Marin County’s Dominican University has come in handier than ever. The

college pairs students with older people in West Marin for home visits each

semester, and because they can’t now come in person for fear of spreading

the virus, they are doing their visits by phone.
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Video wouldn’t work with this crowd. The clients are all in their 80s or

above, and with some living so far back in the woods, they’re lucky to get a

phone connection, let alone internet. But it turns out jawboning on the

phone several times a week with enthusiastic student nurses, who are all in

their early 20s, is more than just fine.

It’s a lifeline of caring. As said in the song by the late John Prine — who just

died at 73 of COVID-19 — sometimes the most important thing when you’re

old and living alone is having someone say “Hello in There.”

“So, how’s your mood these days?” Melissa Barroso, 22, asked Ruth

Fleshman last week during one of her regular calls, which they allowed a

Chronicle reporter to listen in on. Fleshman is 90, legally blind and lives

alone in the tiny town of Point Reyes Station.

“Well, I’m a bit of a Helios lover — the sun, you know — and I get really

down when the weather’s gray, gray, gray like this,” Fleshman said, matter-

of-factly. “I’m bored to death. But I’ll get through. I always do.”

“Have you noticed friends dropping by?” Barroso asked.

“Not much,” Fleshman said. “I have a friend who takes me for a walk every

day, but she won’t come in the house. Too afraid of the virus.” She paused to

think about that for a moment.

“I’m not sure anyone out here has the bug, though,” she said, chuckling.

“We’re too far away from everything. And anyway, we’re too mean to get the

bug.”

Barroso laughed, and the two went on to talk about Fleshman’s

medications, exercise regimen and whether she had any coronavirus

symptoms. All good. They then got into the benefits of having a dog.

Fleshman has a terrier mix named Zac, and as a former UCSF nursing

instructor, she knows how comforting a pet can be to elderly people living

alone.

“A dog is a great companion,” she told Barroso. “And not just for me.

Remember that, it’s good to know.”

“I sure will,” Barroso said.

“Ruth has definitely taught me a few things,” Barroso told the reporter. “She

must have been a great teacher. Like when you have to ask someone about

incontinence, it can be awkward. And Ruth told me to just ask, ‘When you

cough or sneeze, do you have a hard time holding in your pee?’ Like that —

instead of just coming out with it.

“I love talking with Ruth,” she said. “Her mind is totally there. She’s super

sweet, funny, easy to talk to.”

Fleshman’s been in the program for two years, with a different nursing

student each semester, and she appreciates not just the social contact but

also the opportunity to help young folks in return.

“I do like schooling these students,” she said. “Being in the community is

very different from learning in a hospital, and I like to help. Once a nurse,

forever a nurse.”

The program was started by Ellen Christiansen, a Dominican University

professor of public health, in conjunction with West Marin Senior Services.

This semester she has 27 students working with 48 senior citizens, most of

whom can’t drive and live on fixed retirement incomes.

The nearest hospital is an hour-long drive away on twisty, narrow roads, and

that’s where you have to go for specialty services like cancer treatment, X-

rays or dermatology. There’s no senior activities complex in the area. The

West Marin senior outfit offers services like transportation, food and social

gatherings, but the coronavirus put an end to getting anyone together.

With its 16,000 or so residents scattered across 375 square miles from the

Golden Gate National Recreation Area up through parklands and hamlets

up to Dillon Beach, there’s a lot of opportunity to live away from crowds.

Which is what draws most folks. But when advanced age sets in, it can have

drawbacks.

“It’s a fantastic place to raise kids, but once you’re older and the kids move

away because they can’t afford to live there, you’re now all alone in a house

in the woods,” Christiansen said. “We have patients who are living in cabins

across streams, way back from anything, and they are terribly isolated.

Many live below the poverty level, experience food insecurity.”

Not everyone struggles in this existence. You move to the sticks because you

want it, after all, and as Fleshman said, most older folks there are pretty

tough. But just about every senior can use a nursing hand now and then,

Christiansen said.

“That’s why I felt the tele-nursing program would be a good idea,” she said.

“The students give them something to look forward to, to express their

feelings.”

Patsy Bannerman, 86, appreciated the rosy voice of her Dominican student

Riki DesJarlais last week more than ever. She lives alone down a dirt road a

few miles north of Point Reyes Station, and on Tuesday a raccoon killed her

in-home companion, Uno the cat.

“I’m amazed at how much space he took up in my life,” she told DesJarlais

on their regular call. “I had him eight years. It’s really noticeable now that

he’s not here.”

“I’m so sorry,” DesJarlais said. “I’ve been thinking about you and how that’s

so tough.” The two were silent.

“Well, you know, living alone again (without the cat), I’ve just discovered

chocolate-covered ginger lumps,” Bannerman, a retired nurse like

Fleshman, said brightly.

“Well, I’m glad you found something to bring you some happiness in this

tough time!” DesJarlais said.
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The talk then veered from checking on coronavirus symptoms — none — to

advice DesJarlais dug up to help Bannerman sleep better at night, like

avoiding daytime naps. Then they went over safety measures around the

house. Bannerman slipped in the shower a while back, and DesJarlais was

the one who figured out she needed a bath mat.

“It’s lovely to have these nurses call, and Riki is delightful,” Bannerman told

The Chronicle. “I do like living out here, but it’s quite comforting to know

that healthy young people are getting on the phone to talk to me.”

Susan Deixler, one of four care managers at West Marin Senior Services who

help coordinate the nursing student visits, said the program has been a

godsend. Her organization depends heavily on volunteers, and the free

Dominican nursing program fills in gaps in service made by the coronavirus

crisis.

“Everyone thinks it’s just rich homes and gourmet food in West Marin, but

we actually have quite a lot of seniors in real need. And because we’re so far

out, it seems we get the short end of the stick,” she said.

“I tell you, this program is fantastic. And with everyone sheltering in place,

it’s more important than ever.”

Kevin Fagan is a San Francisco Chronicle staff writer. Email:

kfagan@sfchronicle.com

We're tracking COVID-19 in the Bay Area

Sign up for updates and in-depth local reporting.

Enter your email SIGN UP

By subscribing, you agree to our Terms of use and acknowledge that your information will be used as described in our Privacy Policy.

Kevin Fagan

Follow Kevin on:

Kevin Fagan is a longtime reporter at The San Francisco Chronicle. He specializes in enterprise news-feature
writing and breaking news, taking particular pleasure in ferreting out stories others might not find — from
profiling the desperate lives of homeless drug addicts to riding the rails with hobos, finding people who sleep in
coffins and detailing the intricacies of hunting down serial killers.
From 2003 to 2006, Kevin was the only beat reporter in the United States covering homelessness full time. He
has witnessed seven prison executions and has covered many of the biggest breaking stories of our time, from
the Sept. 11 terror attacks at Ground Zero and the Columbine High School massacre to Barack Obama’s election
as president, the deadly Mendocino Complex, Wine Country and Ghost Ship fires and the Occupy movement.
Homelessness remains a special focus of his, close to his heart as a journalist who cares passionately about the
human condition.
He has a bachelor’s degree in journalism from San Jose State University and was raised in California and
Nevada.

Past Articles from this Author:

120 trailers and RVs will house homeless at Bayview pier during coronavirus crisis

Bay Area comic Michael Pritchard a lifeline to his son, an ER doctor in New York

Plan could put tents for homeless in parks

Today's Mortgage Rate

2.59%
APR

Terms & Conditions apply. NMLS#1136

Calculate Payment

15-Year Fixed 2.50% 2.59% APR

30-Year Fixed 2.75% 2.97% APR

5/1 ARM 3.00% 3.17% APR

$225,000 (5/1 ARM) $1,054/mo 3.17% APR

$350,000 (5/1 ARM) $1,476/mo 3.19% APR

Patsy Bannerman talks with student Riki DesJarlais from her home near lush hills and the Little Wing Farm, below.

Photo: Photos by Scott Strazzante / The Chronicle

1 of 5

Carmel Valley Manor Open

Retirement from the mid $200s
Like no other retirement community, experience the beauty of
the Central California Coast.

Ad

Fleshman is legally blind and lives alone in Point Reyes Station with her dog, Zac. A former nursing
instructor, Fleshman says she enjoys sharing her knowledge with the students.
Photo: Scott Strazzante / The Chronicle

Coronavirus Coverage

BY MALLORY MOENCH

California to rework
coronavirus ethics guidelines
deemed...

HEALTH

BY AIDIN VAZIRI

Coronavirus and seniors:
How life will change when
Bay Area...

LOCAL

Carmel Valley Manor Open

Retirement from the mid $200s
Like no other retirement community, experience the beauty of
the Central California Coast.

Ad

Bay Briefing

Trends

Coronavirus Map

Track the spread of coronavirus cases in the
Bay Area and California with The San
Francisco Chronicle's exclusive map, the
only comprehensive case tracker for the
region

SIGN UPSIGN UP

NEWSLET TERNEWSLET TER

Breaking News

Sign up for alerts  on the biggest
stories in the Bay Area.

Enter your email

By subscribing, you agree to our Terms of use and acknowledge that your information will
be used as described in our Privacy Policy.

Bay Area has 6 criteria for
loosening coronavirus
restrictions. Here’s where
each county is now

Coronavirus live updates:
Newsom says some retailers
could reopen this week

SF transit advocate critically
wounded by Mission District
gunfire

SF could permanently lose
half its restaurants to
coronavirus pandemic, group
says

Matt Keough, one of A’s ‘Five
Aces,’ dies at age 64

Most Popular

How To Empty Your Bowels Every
Morning - Top Surgeon Explains How

Guthealthwellness Learn More ›

MAY 4, 2020

The mystery over COVID-19
recoveries, Hayward facility
outbreak left families in the dark,
and PG&E settlement's uncertainty.

Here's what you need to know to start
your day 

SF Restaurants Soccer

Legislature UCSF Homeless

MD: If You Have Dark Spots,
Do This Immediately (It's
Genius!)

MD: If You Have Dark Spots,
Do This Immediately (It's
Genius!)

MD: If You Have Dark Spots,
Do This Immediately (It's
Genius!)

MD: If You Have Dark Spots,
Do This Immediately (It's
Genius!)

Today's Mortgage Rate

2.59%
APR

Terms & Conditions apply. NMLS#1136

Calculate Payment

15-Year Fixed 2.50% 2.59% APR

30-Year Fixed 2.75% 2.97% APR

5/1 ARM 3.00% 3.17% APR

$225,000 (5/1 ARM) $1,054/mo 3.17% APR

$350,000 (5/1 ARM) $1,476/mo 3.19% APR

TOP OF THE NEWS

BY KELLIE HWANG

How many in Bay Area have recovered
from coronavirus? We may never...

LOCAL

BY J.K. DINEEN

With May rent due, many in
Bay Area don’t know what to
do

US & WORLD

BY JILL TUCKER

Reopening California
schools will be a logistical
nightmare

LOCAL

IN-DEPTH

BY MEGAN CASSIDY

Coronavirus victims'
families say Hayward
nursing home kept them in...

CRIME

Coronavirus Map: Tracking
COVID-19 cases across
California

SIGN INYou must be signed in to comment

Conversation (3)

Sort by Best

Add a comment...

· 2d

Share · Report · 2 Likes

pilgrimjoy84

A very well-written article and a wonderful program!  So glad to learn about it.

Reply ·

· 1d pilgrimjoy84

Share · Report

sharon109 Leader

Kevin Fagan is an outstanding journalist. And Dominican University has an 
excellent Nursing program.

Reply ·

· 1d pilgrimjoy84

Share · Report

RoadRunner Leader

Agree!  Best article I’ve read in a week!  Care for the elderly, for you too 
shall grow old.  :)

Reply ·

Spot.IM’s Privacy Policy Spot.IM’s Terms · Powered by

Our Company

Newspaper Delivery Safety
Procedures

Privacy Notice

Your California Privacy
Rights

Interest Based Ads

Terms of Use

Careers

Advertising

ABOUT

Ethics Policy

Correction Policy

Visual Ethics Guidelines

Anonymous Sources Policy

Endorsement Process

News Tips

NEWSROOM

Customer Service

FAQ

Newsroom Contacts

CONTACT

Do Not Sell My Info

CCPA

Subscriber Services

e-edition

Corporate Subscriptions

App

Archives

Membership

Store

Subscription Offers

sfgate.com

SERVICES

RETURN TO TOP

©2020 Hearst

5

·

·

·

CORONAVIRUS LOCAL FOOD ELECTION SPORTING GREEN BIZ+TECH CULTURE DESK DATEBOOK US & WORLD OPINION IN-DEPTH PODCASTS

SUBSCRIBE Sign In

11 Article Remaining Article Remaining Get unlimited digital access for only 95 cents95 cents SUBSCRIBE

https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Coronavirus-live-updates-news-bay-area-15237940.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Coronavirus-live-updates-news-bay-area-15237940.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/author/kevin-fagan/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/author/kevin-fagan/
https://offers.sfchronicle.com/readmore/06?origin=sfc.inline.ard.offers&variant=orig_redbtn&ipid=suboffers&returnUrl=https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Nursing-student-program-a-lifeline-for-isolated-15241581.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Bay-Area-coronavirus-shutdown-What-older-people-15135744.php
https://www.google.com/search?q=john+prine+lyrics+hello+in+there&rlz=1C1CHBF_enUS797US797&oq=john+prine+lyrics+hello+in+&aqs=chrome.0.0j69i57j0l2.7919j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
http://wmss.org/about/
mailto:kfagan@sfchronicle.com
https://www.sfchronicle.com/author/kevin-fagan/
https://www.facebook.com/SFChronicle/
https://twitter.com/KevinChron
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/120-trailers-and-RVs-will-park-at-Bayview-pier-in-15234835.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/culture/article/Bay-Area-comic-Michael-Pritchard-a-lifeline-to-15238199.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/Plan-could-put-tents-for-homeless-in-parks-15235823.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/health/article/California-to-re-work-coronavirus-ethics-15238747.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Coronavirus-and-seniors-How-life-will-change-15235099.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Bay-Briefing-Unclear-how-many-COVID-19-15244003.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/San-Francisco-could-permanently-lose-half-its-15243881.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/sports/annkillion/article/U-S-Soccer-s-legal-win-is-a-stunning-loss-for-15243791.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/California-legislators-return-for-grim-session-15243866.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/How-a-UCSF-lab-took-on-the-global-race-to-block-15238219.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/philmatier/article/SF-a-magnet-for-homeless-seeking-free-hotel-room-15241814.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Bay-Area-has-6-criteria-for-loosening-coronavirus-15242821.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Coronavirus-live-updates-Gov-Newsom-orders-15237940.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/crime/article/SF-transit-advocate-critically-wounded-by-Mission-15244213.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/San-Francisco-could-permanently-lose-half-its-15243881.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/athletics/article/Matt-Keough-one-of-A-s-Five-Aces-dies-15242990.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/How-many-recovered-from-coronavirus-in-Bay-Area-15243715.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/news/article/Coronavirus-May-rent-is-due-and-many-in-Bay-15243652.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Truly-complicated-Reopening-California-15243654.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/crime/article/Deadly-coronavirus-outbreak-at-Hayward-nursing-15240718.php
https://projects.sfchronicle.com/2020/coronavirus-map/
javascript:void(0)
https://www.spot.im/privacy
https://www.spot.im/terms
https://www.spot.im/
https://www.facebook.com/SFChronicle/
https://twitter.com/sfchronicle
https://www.instagram.com/sfchronicle/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/sfchronicle
https://www.sfchronicle.com/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/mydata/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Nursing-student-program-a-lifeline-for-isolated-15241581.php?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=headlines&utm_campaign=sfc_morningfix&sid=555e7bdf3b35d0ce0e8d1d44#
https://www.sfchronicle.com/coronavirus/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/local/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/food/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/sports/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/business/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/culture/
https://datebook.sfchronicle.com/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/us-world/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/opinion/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/in-depth-projects/2020/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/podcasts/
https://offers.sfchronicle.com/readmore/01?origin=sfc.meter.alert.1&ipid=suboffers&returnUrl=https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Nursing-student-program-a-lifeline-for-isolated-15241581.php

