
 

PART THREE    Autumn of my life 

Chapter 42:  Emerald Ave 

 It is in the autumn of life that the flower grows on the plant. For people it is the 

flowering.  Your flowering is your heart, your charity, your good deeds, what you show to the 

world, your reputation.  

 In the autumn of my life, I decided to retire from the world by staying home after work. I 

had been excommunicated from the Catholic Church because I married someone who had been 

married and divorced.  I was his third wife and he went on to have two more wives.   

 I was divorced in 1960, and because, as a Catholic, I thought that divorce was bad, and 

because the guy wanted to marry me again, I went out with him for a year. At the time, I lived 

with my mother and then, luckily I got thrown off the marry-go-round when the guy married a 

girl with four children who he had known only three weeks.   

 That set me free.  His ex-wife, the mother of his two children, got married without telling 

him, and he was furious so he ran off and also got married.  I like to say that I was the innocent 

by-stander and my only regret was that I lost touch with his two children.  I didn't know he was 

only going to stay married for a month, and then come after me again. However, I knew better 

than to ever bother with him again.  I did not go to my sister's house for three months because he 

went there.   

 It was my fault that I lost Terryl, his little girl, and I shall always regret it.  I had known 

his little girl since she was eight months old and I loved her from the first moment I saw her, 

when her mother sat her on my typewriter in her father's office.  As soon as she learned how to 

talk she called me "Mommy," and wouldn't let me out of her sight. When she was ten years old, 

her mother remarried and her father also remarried.  Terryl wrote to me and told me how much 



she cared about me, and I wrote back and said that now that she has a new step-mother, step-

sisters and brothers, a new step-father, and another step-sister that I didn't want to complicate her 

life.  I mentioned that it would be better if we didn't see each other anymore, as she lived in a 

different town.  I did not know how badly I hurt the little girl.  She had her father bring her to see 

me when she was fourteen years old, and I did not know what to say, so I let her go again and I 

have always regretted it.  

 I never knew how to deal with teenagers since I was a leader in the grange youth group, 

"four H club" during the war years.  I tried to teach the young girls how to make beanbags, but 

they just wanted to talk about the boys they were writing to.  I should have known that Terryl 

wasn't an ordinary teenager, because she was always so smart.  I wish I could turn the clock 

back. 

 I had learned somewhere in my literary travels that when a person reaches age thirty-five, 

that they have the choice of following the world, or following God.  So, in the autumn of my life 

I chose to follow God. 

 I was very thin, weighing only seventy-five pounds after having all my teeth out. In order 

to sleep at night, I had to roll a quilt to place at my side, because I had no fat to protect my vital 

parts.  Taking a bath, I had to squeeze the soapsuds from a face cloth, because once I touched 

something vital taking a bath, a shock went through my entire body.  Another time just rolling 

over on the couch, I hurt myself.  During the 1960's, I did not watch television or listen to the 

radio or read newspapers.  The only thing I knew was when President Kennedy was killed.  I 

worked in an office by myself so I didn't hear anything much that was going on in the world.   

For eleven years or so, I read the Holy Bible and took the parts I wanted to remember and read 

them over and over again, at least ten times.  When it came to me, that the word "Lord" was 



"Truth," the living truth (which is the opposite of false), I was ecstatic, and wanted to run around 

and tell everyone that I found Jesus, but I didn't know anyone who would care or even know 

what I meant.  Jesus is the "Word" of God and God only speaks the "truth."  Jesus, the Lord, is 

the "living truth." It is good to search out the truth in every circumstance so that there can be no 

question as to right from wrong, and right the wrong if need be. It was like a big revelation and 

whenever I saw the word "Lord."  In any storybook of Jesus, I crossed it out and wrote "Truth." I 

learned many things from reading the storybooks. 

 It was the messages in the Bible for everyday living that I tried to remember.  I read most 

of the Bible, except for parts where there was fighting and killing, because I do not like war.  I 

would spend hours and hours at night studying.  In order to study, it was necessary to have 

several books on the table for reference, and maps to look places up.  I studied history, and I like 

to learn history from the ground up.  The beginning of mankind and Noah Ark, was a story 

which seemed to be known by all peoples even though they lived on different continents.   

 This was my Renaissance. In order to remember what I learned, I wrote more than fifty 

poems.  I wrote four children's read-aloud stories.  I painted many "paint by number" paintings.  I 

was lucky enough to find a number painting of the "Boy with a Rabbit," my grandmother's 

favorite picture.  It is a fifteen by nineteen painting and better than the one my cousin threw in 

the dump, because I painted it with love.  I also painted a twenty-six by twelve number painting 

of the "Last Supper" by Da Vinci, several paintings of "Our Lady" for my nieces, and several 

paintings of Jesus for my nephew when they made their First Communion.  I made about fifty 

pictures with crayons and planned on redoing them in paint someday. However, when we moved 

away from Emerald Avenue) I didn't want to drive anymore and wanted to move downtown 

where I worked), all my crayon artwork got lost. 



Chapter 43: Renaissance- Beautiful Black Pant Suit 

 Back in the early days of the eighties, the Theatre Guild was started, thanks to Victor and 

Martha. They put on a lot of nice dinners and theater nights.  Some plays were at churches.  Still 

other dinners and plays were at the Polish Home, because it had a good stage and dance floor. 

The tables were set up for the dinners, and there was a small bar set up in a corner.  

I call it the Polish Home because my family moved near the homes of the Polish people 

when I was nine years old. My sisters and I spent every Sunday at the Polish Home after church, 

and other days too, so it was like a home to us. (my father was gone and my mother worked 

every day.)  I basically grew up there.  We ate Polish food (kielbasa, pierogos, etc.), learned a 

little of the language, listened to Polish music, and learned how to do the Polish Hop dance, 

which was like a few skips and a hop.  My Polish friend say it is like an energy waltz with fewer 

steps, ha ha.  

We had a really good life growing up.  When we did "grow up" as teenagers, we went to 

the Polish Home, once a week, dancing to the best Polish orchestras ever.  Later, all the 

teenagers and older youths from the town went to the Polish Home dances, as it was the place to 

be for meeting new friends.  Young men from other towns, especially Norwich, came to our 

dances and married local girls.   

By this time, when we were teenagers, it was "the forties" and "fifties."  There were 

soldiers, from down south, stationed at the Armory in our town, so there were plenty of young 

men to dance with.   I danced a lot because I loved to dance, but that is where it stopped.  Not 

only was I very, very bashful, but my mother was very strict with her "do’s" and "don’ts," so I 

would never, ever bring a stranger home or even date a stranger (some of them were married and 

kept it quiet).  I believe that what a child learns in their heart early stays with them for the rest of 



their lives. I do not think that my mother had to keep telling us to "beware of strangers," "do not 

talk to strangers," and "do not ever take money from a stranger." 

One of my best friends dated a soldier and when I heard he was married, I asked her if 

she would get mad at me if I told her she was dating a married man and she said, “No, of course 

not.”  I told my friend, and she quit going out with the guy.  At the next dance, I felt someone’s 

eyes boring holes in me and when I looked up at the balcony, I saw this guy, Sutton, looking at 

me with hate in his eyes, but at least I saved my friend from some "heartache." 

 I write about the Polish Home because it was "home" to me for most of my life.  Even 

when I was older, I went there for many town affairs and parties. So, when I went to the plays 

there, it was like "old home week" for me, and I was as comfortable (even with my falling black 

suit) as though I were home.  

 I first met Victor and Martha when my great-nephew, Stevie, and nieces, Monica and 

Amanda, were in the play "The Best Christmas Pageant Ever."  This play was so good, it played 

in three towns: Willimantic, Columbia and Vernon.  Amanda was the littlest angel, Monika was 

Mary, and Stevie was a Sheppard. They were all good, very good.  

I, also, enjoyed several dinner shows at the Polish Home.  I guess I am a funny person 

because I only like to watch plays or baseball games, etc. if I know someone that is in them.  One 

of the plays had a guy I knew named Jeff in it.  I knew him as he was one of my customers at the 

restaurant where I worked.  The customers who came to the restaurant, IG’s, were like a clique 

or club, and they all used to meet at our place, morning, noon, and night.  Also, almost like a 

group, they all went to the same places.  I, their waitress, was like an "honorary member" of their 

club, so I was invited to go with them, too. 



  A funny thing happened to me at one of the plays.  It was a rainy night so I wore a tan 

trench coat and was walking down Valley Street, in the rain.  I entered the club and hung my 

coat up in the cloakroom that was right inside the door. I was so excited to meet my friends and 

see the play, I did not notice anything was amiss. My friend, Tony, was standing in the entrance 

way, and as I stood on the side of him, looking for my party, he put his arm around me and said, 

"Hello."  I replied, "Hello, how are you?”  Then I went to the right of the room when I saw my 

party sitting at our table, and Tony went to the left of the room to his table where his wife, Cathy, 

and his friends were.   

Tony and Cathie were "great people."  One Christmas when I had a broken wrist, they 

made an entire Christmas dinner and brought it to my house for me to share with my family.  

Then they went somewhere else to eat Christmas dinner. 

I had gone to my table where my party sat.  I can't remember who else was there but a 

guy named Al was there with his wife, and Lucille, who was a second cousin of mine (weird as it 

may sound, her mother, Grace was my father’s relative and her aunt Floss, was my mother’s 

relative.  It is a small world.)  I had only sat there a minute when someone said, "What are the 

black spots on the table cloth spot under your arms?" It really was black.  I was wearing, for the 

first time, a beautiful black pantsuit that had golden threads running through it. 

You should have heard Al, who was a born comedian, who worked in the cemetery 

during the day, and ran a restaurant at night. I can imagine how he entertained his customers at 

night.   He said, "Don't light your cigarette near her.  She might go up in smoke."  He had some 

other choice words during the night.  Everybody was poking fun at "my black," but I could take a 

joke.  I had funny things to say about it, too. 



Someone gave me their white napkin to cover the spot and that got all black.  The 

waitress gave me some other napkins and did everything except change the table cloth.  The 

black wouldn't stop falling off me.  If I had anything underneath, I could have taken the jacket 

off but this was a very dressy pant suit (pants and jacket) and it never dawned on me to wear 

anything under the jacket. 

I finally got up, went into the bathroom, and went into the stall.  When I got up, I saw the 

seat all black.  When I washed my hands in the sink that got all black. I thought, what in the devil 

is happening here?  I made my way back to my table being very, very careful not to touch any 

one's coat hanging on their chair.  When I told the others what happened in the bathroom, they 

all howled. I think it made their night as everyone had a chance to say what they thought "my 

black" was.  It especially made Al's night as I gave him fodder for his jokes and, of course, the 

play was Dracula, so it was as if I was part of the play – a play on play.  

Of course, I could have gotten up and left, but why should I?  I paid for my ticket and 

expected to see a show. Of course, I did not know that I was to be the main attraction at our 

table, but believe me, I could not have picked a better group of friends to be with.  There was not 

a "snub nose" in the bunch.  

After the nice dinner, the show went on, and I believe everyone enjoyed it.  It was a scary 

play that night (Dracula), so I was right in tune with my mysterious black suit. I couldn't 

remember if they lowered the lights when the play began.  If so, I wonder if I would have glowed 

in the dark with my golden threads. Probably not, but I'll never know.  If that had happened 

maybe some people would have thought I was part of the play.  I really enjoyed the play and 

everyone else seemed to enjoy it, too.   



There were a lot of people there that night, as there was every night Victor and Martha 

put a play on.  Some of the tables were round, and some of the tables were square, so I had quite 

a time trying to get past the chairs. Whenever I got up, people had their coats draped.  Our table 

was quite a ways away from the bar where the soda and drinks were, and away from the 

bathroom, so I would try to pass by tables where I didn't know anyone.  I didn't want to have to 

stop and talk to anyone.  I might have been tempted to tell them about my plight and I didn't 

want to do that.  It was bad enough that the people at my table had the giggles and I felt fortunate 

that the story didn't travel around the room. Besides, as I look back now, I know I would not 

have the fun Tony if he had known what really happened that night. 

When the night came to an end, I went into the cloak room and happened to see the inside 

of my tan trench coat - it was all black.  Ha, ha, the mystery deepens.  So, Tony, at this table, had 

his mystery, and I, at my table, had my mystery, too.  My friend, Al, must have added this to his 

list of jokes, and had many a chuckle over it as the years rolled by. Telling funny stories was his 

thing, and as I said before, he owned and worked in a restaurant/bar, so I am sure his customers 

heard about my "black suit" and had a few laughs about it, too. 

As a matter of fact, I still laugh about it every time I think about it because that night 

turned out to be one of my best times - a nice dinner, a nice play, and good company with lots of 

laughter.  What more could anyone ask for? Isn't that basically what life is all about? 

I think it stopped raining by the time the play was over, and I walked home since the play 

was a short distance from my home. I took my coat off in the bathroom and hung it up in a 

closet.  Then I took the suit off and prepared to get in the tub, and would you believe it, all my 

under clothes were black and I was all black, too.  I hopped into the tub and cleaned myself off 

really good because I had no idea what the black substance was, and that made it scary not 



knowing what the black substance actually was.  I threw the under clothes away and I think I 

threw the coat away too. 

The next day, I went to the store where I had purchased the suit and told them what had 

happened and they let me pick out another suit (not black). Now I wished I had asked them to 

find out what happened to my suit as I am curious about it. It could have been tarnished gold or 

something in the black dye. 

But this is not the end of my story.  A few days later, I saw Tony go into the Victorian 

Lady.   I went in and told him my story, because I knew he would get a kick out of it.  He 

listened, patiently, with a twinkle in his eyes, and when I had finished telling him my story, he 

told me his story. 

His story was, when he went back to his table and sat down, someone said, "Tony, what 

happened to your coat sleeve?" Tony said, "I don't know.  All I did was put my arm around 

Claire."  Guess what?  The inside of Tony's nice white sleeve was ALL BLACK.    

Tony and I roared with laughter, and everyone in the place looked at us and probably 

wondered what could possibly be that funny. But only Tony and I knew, and we weren’t telling. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PART  IV            Second Springtime of My Life 

 

                                                     Chapter 44: Day Care 

      

 I started the second springtime of my life by working at the age of seventy-two for 

AmeriCorp-AmeriCorp Reads (a National Service of the United States).  This job was for two 

years. Besides being paid a salary, there was money for schooling.  The job site was at Kellor 

Hall Day Care at Eastern Connecticut State University campus, and the school was run by the 

Windham Public School System.   

 I met there for the first time, Linda Brown Kelley, whose father was my mother’s first 

cousin.  Her brother Roland made a beautiful genealogy of the family tree that they shared with 

me.  Also working there was Amy (nee Sypher), whose family I had known when I was young 

and used to go to my grandfather’s house over the river on South Street.  Years later when I 

worked at Ackley Express, I worked with Irving Sypher.  Then I met a young boy named Gary 

Sypher (their nephew), who lived next door to my sister, and was a friend of her children.  

Young Ron Burnman was their neighbor also. What a small world Willimantic is. 

 
Claire Meikle at Americorps 



 Kellor Hall was a beautiful school with a toddler room, three pre-K rooms (also used for 

after-school children), and a beautiful back yard with a lot of room for the children to play.  

Every day in the yard, I really played with the kids.  I pulled each, in turn, in the wagon around 

the road of the yard, pushed some on the swings, or helped them on the jungle gym, a rocket to 

the moon, or caught them when they came sliding fast down the slide.  I also played ball with the 

children or went with them in the sandbox.    

 In the yard, there were sandboxes, swings, a play train, a boat, a jungle gym, and other 

climbing toys.  It is very important for children to run, play, and climb because the exercising 

helps them in other areas, such as learning in the mind, and health for the body.  They had many 

toys to play with, such as the wagon.  I bought a kite, in the shape of an eagle, went on the hill 

outside the fence, and flew it for the children.  I knew how to play, because I had taken care of so 

many children.  It was a benefit for me also, because playing with children was therapy for an 

older person like me. 

 I took pictures of the children and their families and pictures of the kids doing each of the 

activities.   I put them in a book, which shows the wonderful world of daycare for toddlers and 

pre-K children.  I thoroughly believe that professionals should teach little children, because 

parents are not always qualified and many mothers work.  For the family photos, I cut and pasted 

cardboard frames and gave them to each family when we had Family Day.  I got to be friends 

with many of the families, and remain so to this day.  I give books to some of the children every 

year and they appreciate it.   

 In the wintertime, there was a big hill, which was perfect for sliding down on sleds.  The 

children who went there had a big advantage because of the various things they could participate 

both indoors and outdoors.   Indoors, there were many areas for playing, reading, eating, or even 



for having a rest.  There was so much to do that the day passed quickly.  My job was reading 

only.  I couldn’t teach anything because I wasn’t a certified teacher.  I read hundreds of books to 

the eight children that I was assigned to.  Children love to be read to.  I read the Rainbow Fish to 

one boy fifty-two times, and  then stopped counting.  This little boy was very interested in math 

and counted everything.  One boy loved the Gingerbread Man and one little boy loved 

dinosaurs. I have always loved children’s stories, so it was a  pleasure for me to read them to 

children who loved them as well.  Many of the stories I read over and over again as the cry was 

always, “Read it again.” 

 It was more fun than work at the daycare.  The pre-k children were three and four year 

olds.  That is the precious time when they begin to really learn.  A child would be in the toddle 

room, hardly saying a word, and then the very day they turned three years, they would be walked 

down to the pre-K room, and like a miracle, and they would be very talkative.  It was amazing 

what they knew.   

 These children were very intelligent and learned quickly.  They were taught many things, 

such as how to grow flowers, how to do artwork, sing songs and how to do jobs like setting the 

table for lunch.  The children had many things to play with inside, like the water table, doll house 

and dolls, trucks, building blocks, and many books to read.  I think reading books was their 

favorite thing to do.  They would look over the picture books and sometimes use their finger to 

trace something.  Each child had their own favorite book. 

 I was still going to school at Eastern Connecticut State University and was very interested 

in teaching.  In one of my classes, I found out that at age three, a child has an addition to their 

brain called myelin.  This myelin attaches to the cell at the bridge that crosses from one cell to 



another.  The myelin is an insulation that allows children to learn quickly when they get to be 

three years old, so that solved the mystery for me about why these children are so smart. 

 I also went to many classes of childhood studies at EastConn during my time with 

AmeriCorp.  I earned credits and almost made it to certification, but they took it away from me 

to give it to a younger person.  They said because of my age I didn’t need it, but I feel that I 

earned it.   

 Even though I wasn’t allowed to teach anything, not even the alphabet, I did get a job 

later as a teacher-sub at Natchaug School and Valley Street Daycare.  It was rewarding because 

children are so great. 

 At one time earlier, I had a class at Eastern Connecticut State University that was for a 

teaching certificate.  It was a special program called ACCESS, and it was offered because 

schools needed teachers.  Debby Jones from Eastern called me up one day at the Mail Room and 

said, “There is a special program for teachers, come sign up for it.”  So I did. But after a year and 

a half, the Federal Government cut the program, thus losing a lot of good teachers. 

 I feel that my time at the daycares, both Kellor Hall and Valley Street Day Care was a 

success because I was able to help many children, some that were very bashful, and some that 

cried a lot.  These children from the daycare still know me.  One time, at the Halloween Party,  I 

had to wear a costume and one boy, Danny, let me wear his Cat in the Hat hat, so from then on I 

was the Cat in the Hat.   



 

 
Claire Meikle as “The Cat in the Hat” 

 



I made at least a dozen appearances as the Cat in the Hat reading Dr. Seuss stories in different 

places around town and on Channel 14 television.  So I am still Cat in the Hat thanks to Brenda 

and Danny Bouchard. 

 One thing though, I was never sick before I went to daycare.   One day, I had to stay 

home in the morning because I was sick.  At lunchtime, I went to work, walking along the fence 

that enclosed the yard.  All the children were in the yard playing, and at least a dozen children 

ran to the fence to see me.  They put their little fingers through the fence to touch me and some 

of them cried, “Claire, what happened?  Where were you?” 

 This showed that they missed me, and I was so overcome by emotions that I cried and left 

the fence so they couldn’t see me cry.  I went inside the building and the director said I should 

take the afternoon off because I was still crying, and it wouldn’t be good for the children to see 

me crying.  When I wrote this to my "worker," she said she cried too. 

 During the years at AmeriCorp, we went to the State Capitol in Hartford for two years.   

One year, I gave a speech in one of the smaller rooms at the Capitol.  I had had great success 

with at least two of the children, and maybe more that I wasn’t aware of.  One little boy didn’t 

talk for the first year.  He was there in the toddler room and only talked to me in my room.  We 

made a bonding, and he talked to me and followed me around. Come to find out he was a very 

good artist and could think up lots of things to draw.  He drew a picture of him bringing a card to 

my house when I was sick.  He drew a picture of me and him riding on the back of an animal.  

He loved to draw dinosaurs.  I bring a birthday present to his mother for him every year.   

 One other little boy wanted to always be near me, and so when I went for lunch, I had to 

promise I would be back.  So I talked about my successes in helping children in my speech at the 

Capitol.  Representative Dyson, who heard my speech inside, said to me right on the steps of the 



Capitol that my speech was better than the speech given on the steps of the capitol by the girl 

who said what the program did for her.  

     My two years at AmeriCorp went by quickly and it was the answer to one of my wishes to be 

a teacher.  I learned there are other ways to teach children, not just out of a book.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 45:  My Travels 

 I like to say, I've been there, I've done that.  While I haven't been traveling to too many 

places, I have travelled throughout New England and on the East coast from Canada to Key West 

Florida, and west to Illinois and West Virginia. 

   In the 1950's, I had a car and would take my mother for a Sunday ride to Colchester, 

where she came from.  We would eat at a roadside snack bar (Harry's) or buy something at the 

Colchester Bakery, which was the best.  

  Sometimes we would ride to Norwich, which had a zoo, or to Watch Hill, Rhode Island, 

which had a merry-go-round, because we used to take my sisters’ children with us.  My mother 

loved the New York Yankee's baseball team, so I took her to Boston to see them play against the 

Red Sox.  I also took her and her Sister, Annie, to New York, to see the Yankee's play.  They had 

a great time.   

In New York, I took my mom and my aunt to an Italian restaurant for pasta and they each 

had a glass of red wine (neither of them ever drank), and my aunt got silly.  It was probably the 

best time she ever had in her life.  I was all dressed up in a white linen suit with small raised 

flowers on the jacket (I had bought in Florida), and I was wearing blue high heels, and a very 

large oval blue picture hat.  My mother and aunt were walking behind me and got a surprise.  A 

man poked his head around under my very big hat and said, "hello" before he went on his way.  I 

love New York, and knew my way around it from all the times I've traveled through it by myself 

via the trains or buses.  About the time I was there with my mom and aunt, there was a special 

excursion train leaving from Hartford to New York, and the fare was only $10.00. So, we had 

many, many trips to New York, with my sister's children, Clint, Jr, Sis, Steve, and Pete taking 



turns to go.  All the children had a turn to go, except for the littlest.  When it was finally their 

turn to go, I wasn't going anymore. 

  I used to drive my car to Hartford and get on the train.  Going to New York was ok but 

the first time we went, and were on our way back on the train, I keep saying "going back on the 

highway is different so I don't know how to go."  I worried all the way to Hartford and when  I 

got to the entrance of the parkway, one car was in front of me, so I  got out of the car and asked 

the other driver if he was going my way, and he said, "yes," that I could follow him, and so I did.  

But the problem was that he went on the fast side and was out of my view so quickly that I 

couldn't even see him. 

Well, here we were at midnight, my mother my little nephew Tom sleeping on the back 

seat, and I riding on the fast side of the parkway.  Cars behind were tooting their horns and 

flashing their lights, singling me to pull over.  I, on the other hand, was crying and my foot was 

shaking up and down on the gas pedal.  Finally, I said to my mother, "Keep an eye on your side 

and let me know when no cars are coming."  When she said, "ok," I closed my eyes and went 

over to the slow side.  It was a nightmare and I got off the parkway as soon as I could. 

Of course, I was lost and stopped at a gas station for directions, and the young guy 

working there said he never heard of Willimantic.  Finally, I found a policeman and asked him 

and he told me how to get there. It seems like we were in Tolland, somewhere I had never been 

before, and I got back on the road and made it home safe and sound.  After that I was able to go 

back and forth without any trouble, but it would have been better if we could have taken the train 

from Willimantic like in the old days. That was the first of many wonderful trips to New York.   

When I was working in New York, I had my mother take the bus to New York City (that 

was brave of her because she never went to many places much in her life), and I met her at the 



bus stop and took her out to eat and shop, as it was Christmas time.  We were walking down one 

street when all of a sudden, I cried out, "Misery, Misery" and my mother grabbed my arm and 

said, "Claire, what's wrong with you?"  She was scared.  I had seen a boy who was at Watch Hill 

years before when I was working there and he worked in his brother's Linen store, so here he was 

standing in the doorway of his brother's New York store.  His name was Misiaire or something 

like that, and we called him Misery. So my mother knew I wasn't going crazy. 

  One nice sunny day in the summer, my friend who lived in Columbia and I decided to 

take the excursion train that went direct to the Bronx Zoo. I took my nephew, Tom, and drove to 

Columbia where we were to meet. On the way, I had a blow-out just over the Columbia line.  

Alice and her daughter Patricia came after us, and she drove to Hartford and we took the train to 

the Bronx Zoo.  We had a wonderful time. I took pictures, and one of the pictures was what I call 

a classic.  The picture was of a small boy, in the Bronx Park, standing on the bank of the water, 

with his reflection showing in the water (do you have a copy of this to put in here?). 

 We got back home fine, and when we stopped at Burt's Cycle Shop where my car was, 

the guy told me that someone had to have hammered a very large nail into my tire because it was 

impossible for me to pick it up on the road.  He said Tom and I were lucky because we could 

have had a bad accident.  That took some of the pleasure out of the day.  Who could have put the 

nail in my tire?  

               For some of my other adventures, I went to some of the beaches in Maine and New 

Hampshire, and to a place way, way up in the woods, past Canaan, New Hampshire.  I used to 

babysit the two little Gaudette children, Billy and Julie, while their parents went to New 

Hampshire every weekend with Archie Woods (who owned the Woods Lot near our house), and 

one weekend they decided to take the children and I. 



It was quite a ride up into the mountains and we stayed in his house that was miles from 

any other house.  The nearest house was a long way away and the people who lived there had 

about ten children.  They were woodsmen.  Every child in the family played a musical 

instrument that they got from Sears and Roebuck, and they had music and dancing every 

Saturday night.  We went there and it was fun.  There were wild animals near the Woods' house. 

We saw bears and porcupines in trees so we didn't go walking too far.  I slept in all my clothes at 

night, because an animal used to come in the house and chew the legs off tables and chairs.   

  One day, I went to Saxon's River, Vermont, with my cousin, Ethel’s husband.  He often 

went to Saxon's River for a load of lumber in his truck.  Together we went to a logging camp, 

and I saw them rolling logs into the river and sawing them at the sawmill. The village was very 

small with a couple of houses, a store, and a post office (I mailed a card to my friend Patty 

because we were supposed to go to the movies, but I wasn't going to be there). There wasn't 

much else in the area.  The best part of the trip was sitting in the office around a potbelly stove 

and listening to stories told by some old Yankee men.  I wish I could have written some stories 

down, so I could write about them later. 

When we were on our way back home from Vermont, we were going down a very, very 

big hill.  Arba, my cousin's husband said, "I don't want to scare you but hold on (This was before 

seat belts), there is something wrong with the truck."  Luckily, when we reached the bottom of 

the hill, there was a gas station, and we pulled into it.  The guy there looked at the motor and said 

the motor had lost two bolts, and was hanging there by two bolts  He said we were very, very 

lucky (but I call it blessed), and he fixed the truck so we could ride home safely. 

  One day there was a special train trip out of Willimantic for the fall foliage in Vermont, 

so I took my nephew Tom to Brattleborough for the train ride and a nice chicken dinner at a 



community house there.  There wasn't much else there except a few houses, a church and the 

community house. Nonetheless, we had a good time and the trees were beautiful.  We took many 

pictures.  Somehow, the film was lost for years, but we found it. Unfortunately, only one picture 

came out.  It was Tom and I, all dressed and waiting to board the train in Willimantic. 

             My most favorite place to go to was Florida.  When the guy I worked for got sick, he 

went to his mother's house in Hallendale (Hollywood) Florida to rest.  When he was ready to 

come back home, he called me and asked if I could get him a ride back home.  I asked my friend, 

Alice, and she and I went (she drove all the way) to Florida along the coast route (route #1).  It 

wasn't too bad, except for Georgia.  Georgia didn't have well paved roads; they had roads that 

were just a narrow piece of land with gullies going way down on both sides.  At one time, there 

was a truck in front of us, and he was probably either sleeping or drunk.  His truck weaved from 

one side of the road to the other.  We got so scared that we stopped at the first place we could. 

We stopped at a tiny store with a few men sitting around.  We were afraid to buy any food, so we 

just got some milk to drink and waited until we thought the truck was far ahead.  There were 

some other bad spots, but we finally made it to the end.  It was at the very tip of land somewhere 

in the outback, and we could have driven right into the water.  The funniest thing was that there 

was an out-door telephone booth.  We called Hallendale and they came to get us, so we were 

saved again.  It didn't stop me from loving Florida.  We went to a lot of places like the race track, 

and we saw flamingoes.  We also went to Key West, riding along those long, long bridges and 

we ate Key Lime pie and pecan pie along the way. 

I went to Florida three other times:  Miami Beach at the Flamingo Hotel with my nephew 

Steven, West Palm Beach to visit my nephew, Clint Jr., and a week to Collins Avenue.  I loved it 

every time. 



When the years rolled along, I got to take my great nieces and nephew to New York City.  

Because I always wanted to be a writer, one of first places I went to in New York City was the 

Algonquin Hotel where the best writers met every day and sat in the special room at their special 

round table.  Dorothy Parker, Robert Benchley and others who sat in those seats were my heroes.  

They even bought an island together, so they could get together to talk shop and pray at the same 

time. At the island, they invited lots of famous people there.  I think Art Buckholt was the only 

survivor left until he just passed away this year. 

  I took my nieces, Amanda and Kim on a bus trip to New York, and we spent the day 

eating, shopping, and spending time at Rockefeller Center watching the skaters.  I took my niece, 

Monika, to a special place, called Seaside.  At Seaside, we were near the water, and could sit on 

the porch and look at the Brooklyn Bridge.   There are many shop windows to look at works of 

art.  We ate outdoors at a little table.  I had a corned beef sandwich on rye (what I like to eat in 

New York), and a piece of cheesecake. I don't remember what Monika ate, but when we paid, I 

left a tip on the table (10% was the going rate).  The waitress came after us and asked for a larger 

tip, so I gave her more money because I didn't want to have a scene. 

Another time, I took Kim to the Big E in Springfield and she loved it, especially the horse 

show.   I took many trips to New York on the bus from Eastern Connecticut State University.  

One day in the winter, I went to New York on the bus and after we got back to the university, I 

stepped out onto the pavement.  I didn't realize the pavement was glare ice, so my first step out 

my foot went forward, and I fell down with my leg under me.  I couldn't walk well, and the bus 

driver told me to get back on the bus. The driver drove me right to my door and helped me up my 

stairs.  The next day I was okay. 



   I also took many trips to Boston on the University bus, and enjoyed myself very much. 

Except for one trip.  I decided to follow the Freedom Trail, and I continued walking and walking 

until I was lost.  I found myself at the restaurant that was on TV, the Cheers show. I never 

watched it, but I knew the name so I went in and used their bathroom.  Then I asked for 

directions back to where I came from.  I made my way back to catch the bus, and then I entered a 

restaurant.  I was cold, tired and hungry.  I put in my order, and right then a couple came in and 

sat at the table next to me.  The waitress went from my table to the couple's table. Then she took 

their order and brought them out their soup, bread, and drink. The waitress ignored me.  I had 

been a waitress for many years, and that was a big  "no no" to ignore a customer.  I was cold, 

tired and hungry, so I went and complained to the manager, and finally I got my food.  I never 

would have done before.  I invited my niece, Jessie, to go on another trip on the bus with me to 

Boston but she didn't want to go.          

One year my mother, my niece, Martha, and I went to the Great Lakes Naval Station. My 

nephew, Clint Jr. was having his graduation there. We tried to take the train to the Great Lakes 

Naval Station, but there was a train strike, so we had to go by bus. I love to ride the bus anyway. 

So, we went to Chicago, got off the bus, and took another bus to the Great Lakes.  It was a 

wonderful experience.  The Navy put on a great show with all of their sailors marching in 

formation to the music of the Military Band.  I had seen something like this before when I went 

to the Naval Academy for a football game (Army vs Navy).  The band performed at half time.  

We had a wonderful time visiting with my nephew, Clint, and I was happy we were able go for 

his graduation.  It was quite a show.  

  I also took a trip to New London with my niece, Robin, and my mother.  We wanted to 

go on the boat to Fishers Island, but we missed it.  So then, I hurried with my mom and Robin to 



the Block Island boat and we got on it just before the boat was leaving, and before the boat 

attendants could say "no."  It was a horrible ride.  The ride there was okay for the first but half, 

but then the boat hit a “buoy."  People were running around and everything seemed crazy.  Robin 

thought they hit a real boy and she got the dry heaves.  My mother kept saying, "I don't know 

how you are getting me back, but I’m not getting on this boat again."  I was a nervous wreck.  

Neither of them knew how to swim, and I kept thinking, "which one should I save?" if the boat 

were ever to sink.  Finally, the boat didn't sink, and everyone reached Block Island safe, but I 

was a nervous wreck all day.  I couldn't eat anything. 

My mother and Robin made a miraculous recovery.  The very minute we stepped on the 

dock, they both had a turnabout.  My mother and Robin were full of smiles, and as happy as 

anything.  They both ate, and ate, and had a wonderful time, but I couldn't eat anything.  All I 

could think of was "how am I going to get them back on the boat?"  I shouldn't have worried.  

They both got back on the boat happy as could be, and spent the entire boat ride feeding the 

pigeons popcorn off the back of the boat.  I, on the other hand, sat huddled on the bench and 

finally bought a hotdog and ate it.  It was the first meal I had all day.  When we got to New 

London, I drove all the way home listening to those two talking about what a wonderful time 

they had all day.  Would I ever want to do that again? I don't think so. 

      Years later, I took my great-nephew, Nick, to Block Island by way of another bus in 

another town, and this trip was almost just as bad.  Some of the passengers were dogs, not 

people.  It seemed that on a certain day, people can bring their dogs to the island for a special 

event, and there were dozens of dogs.  I like dogs, but not strange dogs.  We couldn't walk 

around without stepping over a dog.  We were more or less huddled in a corner. 



When we got there on the island, we stayed at a small beach near the dock.  It was okay 

with Nick because he had fun playing in the sand and water all day.  However, I couldn't think of 

anything else besides the ride back with all those dogs.  Someone said it was a special day on the 

island for dogs, and of course, I would have to pick that day.   Nick and I ate at a place near the 

dock, and bought a few souvenirs.  Then got back on the boat for our next stop, the bus, and then 

home.  Nick was braver than me. He pet some of the dogs and even stood at the railing for a time 

while I huddled next to a wall.   

I am not a good traveler when I am responsible for someone else.  That is why I usually 

travel alone.  Some people can't understand how I can walk around New York City by myself, 

but I am happier that way, and at least I can eat whatever I want whenever I want.  I do not have 

to worry about what someone would say or do and maybe get in trouble and because I am 

responsible for someone else, I cannot unwind and feel free; that is why I like being “girl alone.” 

 

 



PART IV     The Winter of My Life                                                            

                                                Chapter 46: Back in the World 

 In the wintertime of life is when people use what they produced from the seeds of 

springtime, and the plant of summer that grew a flower.  A Life, what you produced, is the fruit 

that grew from the flower.   No one ever knows what lies ahead.    

 I was still working in an office downtown and decided that I needed a change, so I went 

to work at Surrel’s Colonial House for lunches and went to work at the American Thread 

Company in mill number four from three o’clock in the afternoon until eleven o’clock at night.  

It was tough.  For the first three weeks, I had to take rug yarn off a machine and no one told me 

to spray the cone with silicone, so I was wrecking my chest and my fingers.  I had band-aids and 

many bandages on my fingers because they bled so much. I cried every night.  I should have quit 

the first night but I stuck it out. 

 One day, one of my old neighbors, Cichons, who lived next door to Muriel and Barbara 

Bergeron, who lived across the street from me on Ash Street, came to me and happened to be a 

boss. I put up my hands and said to him, “Sammy, look what they’re doing to me." So he got me 

another job.  This job was taking baby yarn off, and that wasn’t too bad. Then they took me off 

that and had me taking full trays of racks and bringing them to the ladies for them to put the 

paper wrapping on and that was heavy work. You had to be fast and I couldn’t even go to the 

bathroom so they gave me another job.  I was then cutting stacks of paper with a big paper cutter, 

but I couldn’t even move the cutter, so I said to the guy, “Get me a box to step on so I can move 

the cutter down.”  He said, “Get out of here.  I’m not having you get hurt in my shop."   

 By then I had worked there three months and it was a bitter cold winter.  I had to walk 

from down back, cross over the bridge, walk up Main Street, past all the mills and walk quite a 



ways home.  I worked from three o’clock in the afternoon until eleven o’clock at night.  One 

night when I got to Thread Mill Square, a policeman, Ronald Burnham, stopped and said, “Get 

in.  It is five below zero and I can’t see you walking home."  Then he said into his phone, “Don’t 

make Book on this lady.  She’s a friend of mine.” So, he gave me a ride home. I was lucky that it 

was a friend that saw me.  I quit the job after that. 

 As it was my habit to walk around my block for a job, I ended up at the Italian Garden 

Restaurant.  I knew the guy, Al, because we lived in the same house at 52 Ash Street years ago, 

so he hired me to make pizzas.  Mama, the lady in charge, said I wouldn’t last a week because I 

was so skinny.  I weighed a hundred pounds.  So I made pizzas and kept getting burned.  I 

burned the top of my hand on the top of the oven and I burned my fingers on the hot pans and I 

even burned my foot by dropping hot pizza on it.  There was no time for sitting down as we were 

busy all the time.  I fooled Mama because I lasted a year making pizza and almost thirteen years 

there altogether.  When the waitress quit, they gave me the job and got a new pizza maker.   

 When I brought my first pizza out to the dining room to two girls, I slid it off the pan as 

nice as anything, right onto the table, because I was used to sliding the pizza into a pizza box.  

The girls didn’t mind, and ate it anyway. 

 In the meantime, Mama would make me a big dinner every night, after eight o’clock  

and in just a short time, I gained forty pounds. I lost it after awhile, but for awhile I was fat.  

When I went to work there, I was a vegetarian, but she made me eat sausage, veal cutlet, and 

what she called Italian beef stew.  One night, the seams of my jacket split and she fixed it with 

pins.   

      Mama was very smart.  One day when I was walking down Main Street near the Mills, I was 

counting breaths like I did when I was playing the cornet – ten breaths in, and ten breaths out – 



suddenly, I had such sharp pains in my chest that it was like I was being stabbed with a giant 

knife.  It was in September and the air didn’t feel cold to me but evidently it was cold enough, so 

I should have kept my mouth shut.  I hurried back to the Italian Garden and told Mama about my 

pain, but not about my breathing and she said right away, “You have a cold in your lungs.  Don’t 

worry, it will be gone in three weeks."  And it was.  I still take her word about "three weeks" 

when anything happens to me.   

 Another thing she was smart about was when I carried something heavy and got pains in 

my chest.  She would say: “Sit down a minute and drink a little water and it will go away.  It is 

only muscle.”  And it did go away.  I am lucky I had such a smart lady to work for.  It is in 

believing the truth (Jesus) that we are saved. 

 It was fun working there, and I met lots of nice people.  The people from the Willimantic 

Chronicle came there every day and had a birthday party for whoever's birthday it was.  They 

gave me a lot of good write-ups – front pages too.  Sometimes when they ordered a pizza, I 

would put candles on the pizza for the birthday person.  The workers at the Chronicle gave me 

the honor of writing me up, on the front page more than once.  I appreciated that.  Pam Shorey 

called me “Renaissance Woman” in 1982 and also showed my button pins collection I had in the 

Willimantic Library. 

 In 1983, when I was the 2nd Cupid of Romantic Willimantic, they gave me the front page 

again.  Mark Swetz put the picture of me throwing out the first ball at ECSU’s girls’ softball 

game in a few places and a friend named Ted put me in a paper showing what people over age 

forty can do. 

     In 1983, when it was time to pick a cupid for Romantic Willimantic, John Lescoe, the Mayor 

picked me because he got a lot of phone calls from people who I helped – either by buying them 



food or listening to them or lending them money.   

  
 

Claire as “Romantic Willimantic” 

 

Bill Pike, the Editor at the Chronicle, came down in the afternoon and gave me a huge picture of 

me as Cupid, which he liked better than the one in the paper. I put this picture in a gold frame.  I 

had a lot of other write-ups, and valentines from a lot of the business people, valentines children 

made, and some special ones from the Shorey sisters: Kate, Sandy and Peggy. I certainly did not 

expect it, but I appreciated it and I take it to mean that that is the fruit I produced from my 

flower.   

 The same year, in 1983, I was asked to throw out the first ball at the ECSU girl’s baseball 

game when they were playing for the Nationals.  I think Clyde (Chubby Washburn) was a coach 

that year, and maybe Bill Sayers also.  All the girls on the team signed a softball for me, calling 

me "Miss Willi" and I gave the ball to my niece, Monika (who looked beautiful in an old 

fashioned dress with a poke bonnet) who was sitting in the bleachers behind the fence.   



 
Claire throwing out the first pitch  

 

Well, a coach (not Washburn or Sayers) asked me for the ball to be thrown out.  I said, “I don’t 

have the ball.”  And one thing or another, like Abbott and Costello, he insisted I had the ball and 

I had to go to the bleachers and get my ball and give it to him.  He gave it back to me and I threw 

out the ball that was supposed to be used for the beginning of the game.  However, they had to 

give it back to me because it was mine and believe me the crowd roared with laughter, and so did 

the players, so the game started on a good note even though the ECSU girls lost. 

 I was taken to the Eastern Connecticut State University musical by the Manager of 

Willimantic and his family. When the conductor, Bruce Bellingham, invited me on the stage, I 

talked to him about the Strauss music he was playing, because that was always my favorite.  He 

was going to play five Strauss Waltzes, so that it was special for me.  Afterwards, he gave me a 

kiss on the check.  I reminded him about it one day years later when I saw him at the Textile 

Museum, and he said he didn’t forget.  



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 47: The Italian Garden Restaurant 

 The Italian Garden Restaurant was the stopping off place for many people. It was the "in" 

place for the whole town.  Whenever anyone wanted to have a party, that is where it was.  The 

restaurant was for both kids or grownups.  The same people would come to the Italian Garden 

Restaurant morning, noon and night.  I know and remember because I took pictures of everyone 

and still have them. 

 The fruit of the spirit is peace and joy, and after my many years of reading the Holy Bible 

and studying, I came back into the midst of people being "a little friend of all the world." This is 

what Kim says in my all time favorite storybook, written by my favorite author, Rudyard 

Kipling.  When people would say to me, “How can you be so nice to those people when they are 

so rude to you?”  My answer was “Because they come in here probably tired, hungry, and maybe 

cold if it is winter, and after they have a drink, even if it is water, they relax a little and feel 

better. Then they eat and ‘all is well’."  I carried a piece of paper in my pocket to remind myself 

to be nice.  I also tell myself when something is not so good to let it ‘passover’ . 

 I know and remember mostly everyone because I took pictures of my customers from 

July of 1982 (Solomon Nagassi’s birthday) until February, 1983 Valentine’s Day.  There one 

thousand six hundred and fifty pictures.  It is easy to remember people when you have their 

pictures. I would take their order, bring the food, put it on the table and then I would take my 

camera (which I won at a “Street Fest”) out of my pocket and take a picture.  Some people would 

stand on the street, watching me work, or so I was told.   

 Many of my customers became my friends and among them were two brothers who came 

from another town.  They loved to bring their friends there.  Raolf Pettingil and his brother were 

the first I knew who used the Willimantic River for canoeing (later I learned that Scott Beatie 



was a river boater too). One day, the brothers came in the Italian Garden and said, “Where can 

we park our canoe?”   So I said, “It is ok to park in our backyard," so they did.  Then they came 

into to eat.  A little while later, I received a post card from England and it was signed by the 

"canoe boys." 

 One day of the young men mentioned that their folks were from North Stonington.  Well,  

as usual, I cried when anything about my grandmother was mentioned.  She had come from 

North Stonington.  One of the boys, Raoulf, got on his motorcycle, in the rain, and rode down to 

North Stonington and brought me back the wedding certificate of my grandmother's mother and 

father. I had told him that when I went to the town hall to get my grandmother's death certificate 

that it read "mother unknown" so now I knew who my grandmother’s mother was. 

 My grandmother never had a stone on her grave as she was buried as a pauper and the  

town does not give memorial stones.  I never blamed my mother because we were poor but my 

grandmother had another daughter and a son.  I also was horrified that the certificate read, Father 

Lorenzo Dow Knapp and Mother Unknown.  Everyone knows the mother, at least I would 

assume so.  From this day forward, I wanted to know who my grandmother's family was and this 

was how I got started doing genealogical research.  I was the one who finally boughtmy 

grandmother a stone which incidentally is quite near my mother’s final resting place   

 It pays to be in the right place, for another of my customers was a lovely lady, Marilyn 

"Randy” Landry, wife of Arthur Landry, who turned out to be the secretary of the Mayflower. 

When I told her about my grandmother and the name of her parents, this lady told me that her 

parents also came from North Stonington and that we were related far back.  Then she was nice 

enough to give me all of our ancestors who came over on the Mayflower, and I only had to put in 

three generations: my mother, her parents and her grandparents. 



 So, because of one nice young man, Raouf Pettingill, and a sweet lady, Marilyn Landry, I 

have my family tree.  This started me on a wonderful journey.  In order to trace family trees it is 

a good idea to know history. Because of this, I finally made it to college to study history and 

philosophy, which is my second love.  Of course, that was a few years later, but I spend lots of 

time going around to certain libraries and graveyards to further my knowledge of my family tree.  

I have a lot of people to thank for helping me in my search, especially my nephew Steven Grylls, 

who drove me to all the cemeteries with his three children in tow, Stevie Jr., Monika, and 

Amanda. 

 Incidentally, my friend, Marilyn Landry, was a dance teacher at Eastern Connecticut 

State University for many years.  A lot of the Eastern Connecticut State University people came 

to the restaurant and brought their families too. 

 Dr. David Roth and his wife came often and he said I had history in the making with my 

photographs, and he wished I could put the names of everyone on the pictures but I couldn’t.  I 

have given my pictures to John’s Frame Shop to be put on his web site, Ten Town Buzz 

(www.tentownbuzz.com) by Michael Ricquier. 

 There was a time when hundreds of Eastern Students came to the restaurant at night for 

beer.  There would be twenty-five students outside the door waiting to come in, and inside would 

be wall-to-wall young people. I couldn’t get by to the tables.  A lot of the students called me 

"Mrs. IG," which was short for Italian Garden, and some of them wrote to me after they left.         

 

http://www.tentownbuzz.com/


 



 
 

 There was a group that frequented the back room for parties, and when the restaurant was 

to be closed down, they wore black arm bands.  When I started writing this story, I didn’t want to 

use any names because I didn’t want to leave anyone out, but the professor said I should use 

some names, so I have used a few for special remembrances. Tony and Kathy Clark loved the 

back room and the music and the people.  

 In the winter of 1983, I fell on ice and broke my wrist, and had it in a half caste.  During 

that time, Kathy and Tony Clark cooked a whole Christmas dinner and brought it to my house 

for me to share with my family, and they went somewhere else for dinner.  They and their 

children and grandchildren are exceptional people. 

 Kathy made a beautiful quilt for her husband, Tony, out of his t-shirts that signified his 

life, and I am going to use her idea and make a quilt for all of my endeavors: I walked about five 



times, did Buck A Cup, swam at ECSU for Cancer, and walked at the high school one night with 

Willimantic Town Hall, rode a bike a little ways, worked as docent at Windham Textile Museum 

for a couple of years, including one year at the Big E; and worked at Brand Picnics for four 

years.  I have several other t-shirts (one from the therapists when I broke my same wrist a second 

time) that mean something to me for my quilt. 

 The Italian Garden Restaurant was like a home to many people and no matter where I go, 

there is always someone who says: “I know you from the restaurant.” 

 
Claire as “Ms. IG” when she worked at the Italian Garden Restaurant 

 

 

 



Chapter 48: Plainfield Dog Track 

 I had been working in the kitchen at the Italian Garden Restaurant for a year, so I seldom 

knew what was going on in the front, in the restaurant or bar.  Mama Todaro, the owner, on the 

other hand, always knew exactly what was going on out front (as though she had long distance 

telepathy from so many years in the business).   

 One time Mama and I went out into the dining room to stop a fight and I got knocked on 

my rear end when one of the guys stepped back quickly.  Mostly though, I did not know what 

was going on, as we were very busy and I made the pizzas and grinders.  Besides, Mama 

believed in being busy every minute.  She was right. 

 Then one day, the waitress quit, and I was lucky enough to take her place.  I had been 

working in various restaurants since I was seventeen years old, and since my grandfather owned 

restaurants, I grew up in one.  There is no place better in the world to meet people than a 

restaurant, because even at restaurants, travelers need to stop to eat.   Often, it was easy to know 

who was a stranger in town. 

 Being out in the front, I finally got to know what was going on in the world, and what 

other people were doing.  I had come back into the world of society after my little retreat from 

the "world" for eleven years, so I had to get back into the swing of things.  But when anyone 

asked me to go somewhere, I always said, “No, thanks.”    

 Then on one Tuesday, which was my half day off, John, the bartender asked me if I  

wanted to take a ride to the Plainfield Dog Track.  Of course, I said, "No, thanks.”   That was my 

first reaction and then when I thought it over, I said, “Ok, I’ll go.”   So I called my mother, who I 

lived with, and  told her I was going to the dog track with someone I worked with.  She probably 

wished she was going too, because one of her daily rituals that I often used to do as well was to 



pick racing horses from the newspaper that raced at the race track.  I had gone to Yonkers Race 

Track when I lived in Rockland Lake, New York and loved it. 

  It was my habit on Tuesdays to make myself a salami grinder and eat half with a cup of 

soup to drink, and eat the other half for supper.  So I took my grinder and ate it on the way to the 

track, and that began a Tuesday ritual for me.  After we parked the car and walked through the 

parking lot, which was full of cars, I got really excited.  This was something new for me and I 

just knew I was going to like it.  We paid to go in, bought programs, and found a place to sit 

where we could see the track well.  Even though I knew a lot of the people there who were my 

customers at the restaurant, I was bashful.  I looked around trying to see what was what.  There 

was a food stand, a place to buy beer, and televisions on the wall for people who wanted to sit 

inside.  I was surprised to see a lot of older people there. Some were in wheelchairs.  There 

weren’t any children, because the rule said I person had to be eighteen to get in. 

 John was one of the regulars going to the track.  He gave me some tips on how to bet.  I 

am not a gambler and hate to lose my money, so I was only there for fun.  Besides, I was a two 

dollar better and could not lose much. Or so I thought.  The night went by so fast and there were 

fifteen races.  Before I knew it, we were on the way home and I had lost thirty dollars.  It was 

money I was saving, and I was really upset and mad at myself all the way home.  It took away 

from the fun I had.  So, I had a good talk with myself and decided if I went again, I could not 

ever get angry.  

  I do not know how or why, but I fell in love with the dog track and all the dogs.  It was 

the best time I ever had in life, barring none.  I do not know how I picked the dogs the first night 

(certainly not by name or number or colors).  You would have thought I would never go again 

after losing thirty dollars.  Well, I decided to set aside thirty dollars every week so I could go to 



the track with John.  For me it was a challenge because I am somebody who wants to know how 

things work, so I bought myself some handicapping books and got down to business.  I studied 

night after night until three or four o’clock in the morning.  It was a challenge trying to figure out 

what was the best dog, what was the best time, what box did a certain dog like, which dog liked 

the short run or the longer run, which one hated to run in the mud (because the dog in front threw 

mud up in the face of the dog behind), which dogs were leaders, which dogs were followers, or 

which dogs liked to run together.  This was the biggest challenge I ever had and I worked hard at 

handicapping the races. 

 I got to know the mother's and father's dogs, their litters and their different kennels.  Tim-

Tom Kennel was my favorite.  One night while working at the restaurant, some new customers 

came in.  They sat down in a booth in the front part of the restaurant, and ordered all kinds of 

food.  There was so much food on the table that there was hardly any room for a glass of beer I 

brought out for the gentlemen.  When I put the glass of beer down, it was too near the edge of the 

table, and the cold beer spilled in the man’s lap.  Instead of him getting angry, he laughed and 

everyone else laughed too.  From that night on, we were good friends, and believe it or not, this 

man, whose name was Eddie, worked at the Tim-Tom Kennels at Plainfield Dog Track. 

 So this man, Eddie, and his wife Helen, and their friends came to the Italian Garden 

Restaurant once a week to eat.  But from that first night on, they sat in the back dining room 

because the wooden tables were larger.  Some nights they came in just at eight o’clock, and that 

is when the kitchen closed.  I could not let them go somewhere else to look for food because 

other restaurants in the area also used to close their kitchens at eight o’clock at night.  The cook 

would take off his apron and go sit in the bar to rest awhile and watch television, so I would 

become cook.  I had started out making pizzas, because I knew how to.  After bringing them 



their drinks, I made a large, everything on it pizza and put it in the oven.  Then I made them an 

antipasto salad and served them that while their pizza cooked.  They really appreciated what I 

did for them and we were friends. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 49:  Eastern Connecticut State University 

 When the Italian Garden Restaurant closed, I was out of work for six months and one 

day. I was visiting the university, and I went to Snack East for a spaghetti dinner.  My friend, 

Alvie (who I used to work with before) was working there. I said to Alvie, "You're lucky, you 

have such a nice job."  On the very next Sunday, two ladies came to my door and asked if I could 

come to work at the snack bar.  It seemed that a person working there just up and quit. 

 So I said, "Right now?"  And they replied, "No, tomorrow." So, I said "okay." I was 

waiting to hear from a guy at the UConn Cafeteria for me to go to work there with my friend, 

Rose Haddad, but when he called the next day, I said I already have a job. So, I started work in 

the snack bar at ECSU for nine years. 

 I was age fifty-seven at the time. I worked in the snack bar during the winter, and in the 

cafe during the summer, or whenever they needed me.  When I got to be age sixty-two, I wanted 

my Social Security check every month, so I signed up.  I expected to only work the time the  

government allowed me to, but I put in so much overtime between both cafe and snack bar, that I 

went over the amount. Therefore, I had to quit for a while when the government said they were 

going to take money from me.  If I had it to do over again, I would say, "Okay, take what you 

need, as long as you give me a portion."  They scared me because I did not know any better. For 

a few months, I had no money and had to wash dishes, pots, and pans at Alexander's Restaurant 

for food only.  I couldn't work for money or collect unemployment.  I also worked at Tsin Tsin 

Chinese Restaurant for food only. 

 One day while I was at Alexander's, I got a phone call from Debby Jones at ECSU.  She 

had a job for me (I could go back to work then) in the Registrars Office, so I worked there for 

two years.  Actually they made a job for me - purging the old files from way back when the 



college first started.  I went around those files five times, according to certain dates, and at one 

time they gave me a young boy to help.  From there, we brought the files down to the old Nathan 

Hale building where the college used for some offices and storage. 

 Later on, I also went back to Food Service. I worked for food service for a total of nine 

years.  One of the food services was Marriott.  One day when I was in New York City, I saw the 

Marriott Hotel and thought I would go in the restaurant on the top, and look over the city.  I 

forgot I didn't like heights.  I got in a glass elevator on the outside of the building.  When the 

elevator got very high up, to the 39th floor, the other people in the elevator got out, leaving me 

alone. Another thing I did not think about - it was a hotel and the people who got off had rooms 

there. I was too scared to touch any buttons on the elevator.  I was in that elevator for what 

seemed to be a long time before a man got in and I told him what happened. He said, "Do you 

want to go to the restaurant on top?"  I replied, "No, thanks, just get me down.  I want my feet on 

the ground."   

 

 



Chapter 50: St. Paul's Soup Kitchen 

 I have been eating at the Isaiah 58 (deal your bread to the hungry and your health will 

speedily increase) St. Paul's Church Covenant (the Promises of God as revealed in the 

Scriptures) Soup Kitchen since June of 1983, when the Italian Garden Restaurant I worked at 

closed. I never had to buy food or cook food. It was the sensible thing for me to eat at the 

Kitchen, as I have lived on the same block for many years. 

  Many, many of the Volunteers at the Kitchen were my customers at the Italian Garden 

Restaurant, and I always feel that they like it because now the tables have turned and they are 

serving me. That makes us both feel good.  I thank all the volunteers who come, especially those 

who give up their holidays. I feel a connection of good will towards all the people who eat at the 

Kitchen.  Thank you, all you volunteers as we could not do anything without you all, and nor 

could we do anything without the director Paul, the secretary Shirley, manager Tom, or the lady 

chef Pam.   

     The volunteers and the people who eat at the Kitchen are like a family circle, and like a 

family circle, they all do their part and work together for the good for everyone.  We have 

volunteers who come from as far away as St. Andrew's Church in Colchester and Hebron, and St. 

Thomas Aquinis from Storrs (Fran and Ed), young people from the from the schools, and even 

the big sports guys, like my friend Jordan of the Rugby team from Eastern Connecticut State 

University.   

     Willimantic is fortunate that the undercurrent of our town is run by church people.  There are 

39 churches of WAIM (Windham Area Interfaith Ministery), and there is the No-Freeze Shelter 

(David Fenn and Tom McNally), the Holy Family Home and Shelter, the lst Baptist Church, and 



many people who are working to see if there isn't something we can do to put a stop to 

homelessness, no matter how long it takes. 

 One of my favorite sayings is, "If two horses are pulling a wagon and one horse wants to 

go left and one horse wants to go right, the wagon isn't going anywhere."  So I would hope that 

all the people of the wonderful city would try to go in the right direction.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 51: Washington D.C. 

 It was in the second spring in my life that I had my last journey. This journey was to see 

my great nephew, Stevie, Jr., his wife, Holly, her mother, Sheila and friend, Mac in West 

Virginia. 

 It started off as a beautiful day on July 26, 2005.  I got a ride with Richard Murphy, to 

Hartford, Connecticut.  It was early in the morning when I boarded the train with my six pieces 

of luggage (never again) for a one week visit.  Some friendly people had to help me on the train, 

by helping to put my luggage up on the racks and down again.  When I reached Washington, 

D.C., the first leg of my journey was to get all that luggage off the train.  I had to carry all six 

pieces of luggage from the train into the station.   

 As soon as I got in the train station, I searched for the luggage room and left all my stuff 

there except for one shopping bag with a handle that I was carrying to the monuments.  I had 

flags, roses and names to look for, as well as other people's loved ones (Skip and Sue) on the 

veterans' memorials, and my half-brother, Reggies.  I also had to look for my mother', my and 

my sister Martha's name on the Second World War memorial. We had done our effort for the war 

by working at Pioneer Parachutes. My sister, Martha, worked as "Rosie the Riveter," at Electric 

Boat during the war. I sent one hundred dollars for the building of the Memorial. 

 I walked half the way down Constitution Plaza and decided to go back the way I came, 

because it was too far and I only had four hours until the train to West Virginia.  But the way was 

blocked and there were policemen standing around on the streets.  The President had called a 

"red alert," which was wrongly I might add. It was July 26, 2005 and Constitution Plaza was 

blocked, so I couldn't go back the way I came. 



 I had to go another way and found myself lost in Washington, D.C. for two hours.  I 

walked and walked and walked until finally I saw the young policeman I had met before when I 

came out of the train station.  I told him, "I'm really a tourist" (even though I looked like a bag 

lady, wearing dungarees, T-shirt, head kerchief, sneakers and carrying what looked like a bag of 

clothes [my hooded sweatshirt]).  Luckily, it was the same young policeman I saw when I came 

out of the station before.   I said, "Am I on the way to the monuments?" and he replied, "Yes, and 

right over there, you can see the Capitol." 

 It was very hot day, and noontime, and I did not have a hat on, nor sunglasses, so when I 

got halfway to the monuments, I decided to turn around and walk back to the station.  I had been 

wearing a hooded sweatshirt because of the air conditioner on the train, so of course I took it off 

as soon as I got outside and pushed it into my shopping bag, ripping the bag and pinning it.  I had 

a kerchief on my head, and with my torn bag showing clothes, I looked like a bag lady.                            

 By the time I saw the policeman again, I had put a piece of paper in my pocket saying 

when I was going to Ridgely, West Virginia, and the telephone number in case anything 

happened to me.  At one point, I had to cross over a highway (where cars could speed right in the 

middle of Washington, D.C.), and the policeman told me I had overshot the train station by two 

blocks. He told me that I was on the other side of the train station, so I had to ask some men 

working there how to get in the station.  I finally made it back into the station and asked two men 

at one of the counters how to get to my train and they started joking with me because I guess I 

looked funny.  I could hardly wait for the train to take me to West Virginia.   

 I had a wonderful time visiting and actually fell in love with 

Cumberland, Maryland, which is just across the bridge from Ridgely, West Virginia.  I took 

pictures for two days, Saturday (with lots of people), and Sunday, a quiet day.  I took these 



beautiful pictures back to Willimantic and showed them to everyone. I showed them what a town 

could do after Walmart wiped them out.  It seemed that they were made at Walmarts and 

everyone came back to Cumberland and made a beautiful town. Everyone also came downtown 

to shop and visit with their neighbors, as there were plenty of outdoor places to sit, talk, and eat. 

 After my nice week of visiting was over, I was to take the train back to Hartford for my 

friend, Richard Murphy, to pick me up.  Well, I think it was still about the "red alert" because 

Sheila brought me to the train station for my 8 A.M. train back to Washington, D.C., and the 

train did not show up until twelve noon.  A guy waiting was going to be in big trouble because 

he was going to miss his flight to California. 

 After I got back to the train station in Washington, D.C., I had another delay, and I had to 

call Murphy's house in Willimantic every time they changed my schedule, three times.  Luckily, 

I was able to leave some of my luggage in West Virginia, for my nephew, Steven to bring back 

as my family went by car. I am not a good rider, so I took the train.  

 At the station, they had to change my tickets for me to go to New Haven instead of 

Hartford, and they gave us the oldest railroad car in existence.  The train had red felt or 

something like that, and I couldn't sleep because it was too itchy and had overhead lights that the 

conductor said stayed on all the time.  Then, another train on the track next to us had some kind 

of a problem, so our train stopped to help them and all their passengers came on our train. 

 In New Haven, I had to take a cab back to Hartford where Richard picked me up early in 

the morning, and I fell asleep riding home in the car.  I think it was eight o'clock in the morning 

when I finally made it home.                           

 Last summer when I was getting ready to go to West Virginia, I fell and broke my wrist, 

little finger, and hurt my ribs so I couldn't go.  This year I am going to wait until fall, October or 



so, to go and see the Veteran's Monuments.  This time, I don't think the new President will call a 

red alert.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 52: A friendly voice 

  For awhile, I volunteered answering the telephone for people who needed a friendly 

voice to listen to them.  It was incognito in another town.  It was at a hospital, and I worked 

nights.  Many normal people can get depressed and only need a friendly voice to talk - no faces, 

no names. 

Sometimes, people get a phobia and no one knows why.   I had a special person who 

couldn't come outside for a while.  It was ruining his life, but after talking to me for a time, he 

ventured outside.   He actually got a job and did well.   

One day, on his way to work, he had an accident.  He ran off the road, was trapped in his 

car, and had to be extracted by the Jaws of Life.  He was so happy to report to me, that he did not 

panic.  He thought of all the things I had talked to him about, and he remained calm until help 

came. 

It just so happened that I was in the hospital room at exactly the same time as the accident 

occurred.  I wasn't usually there during the day, but I had stopped in to get something of mine.  I 

might have been thinking of the guy at the exact time, and so I called. It was a minor miracle, but 

I was glad I was able to help him. 

As I like to say: "God works in his own mysterious ways."  
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Claire pictured in this newspaper as part of the “Willimantic Boom Box Parade” 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 


