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H ere’s a question for the women
out there. Did you feel pride
when you first began to
menstruate — or was the

experience tinged with guilt, shame or even
disgust? Did you tell your parents, call a
friend, or just hide it?

I’m not suggesting you should’ve set off
firecrackers in celebratory glee — but when
a woman officially “comes of age” it should
be a happy occasion.

Unfortunately, this is not always the case.
Like so many women, Betty-Sue, a
34-year-old married college admissions
counselor, hates her period and everything
associated with it (including sex). She never
felt “normal” about her development. She got
her period later than most of her friends —
they were 12 or 13 and she was almost 15
years old. Because she was a competitive
gymnast, her ovulation was suppressed. No
one told her that many girl athletes have
delayed maturation.

When Betty-Sue tried to talk with her
mom, the wife of a Baptist preacher, she was
told: “Be thankful the curse hasn’t arrived
yet, honey — it’s a blessing.” So began her
discomfort with her body and the sexual
anxiety that haunts her.

According to research, if given the chance,
about two-thirds of women would prefer to
eliminate their periods entirely. It goes much
further than biology. Negative messages
about menstruation contribute to gender
shame fueled by cultural mythology about
female sexual functioning.

Enter Lybrel — an extended-use birth
control pill that suppresses monthly periods.
Unlike other oral contraceptive products
that provide hormones for 21 out of the 28
days with a 7 day “break” when women may
have a light period, Lybrel delivers
hormones every day so women can choose to
never bleed.

It makes sense that the pharmaceutical
industry would seize an opportunity to
promote empowerment and choice by
freeing women from their monthly
“obligation.”

Advertisements for this product promise
that “Serving your sentence of menstruation
no longer ends with a period.”

I had never equated menses with a prison
sentence, had you?

But in this age of medicalization and
engineered boobs and tushes and surgically
enhanced labia, it follows that anything we
wish for should be attainable.

Now women can turn their bodies off and
on like faucets. No more worries about
tampons interfering with your tennis
tournament or bikini-clad island getaways.
No more times of the month when genital sex
is passed over as “too messy.” Now it’s no
muss and no fuss. And think of the money
you’ll save on pads and other sundries!

But freedom comes with a price. If you
decide to mess with “mother nature” there
are always risks. Do the math. Taking a birth
control pill each day increases hormonal
exposure — about 13 extra weeks a year. I’m
especially concerned about all the young
women who might fail to discover they’re
pregnant (without any bleeding) until the
critical prenatal care period had passed. And
while we’re on the subject, don’t forget to use
a condom along with the pill as an extra
measure of contraceptive safety and
protection against HIV or STDs.

Whether you opt for menstrual
preservation or suppression is your decision,
but cultivating gender pride and sex-positive
messages ought not to be a choice.

Since shame and anxiety are the antithesis
of sexual pleasure — how we feel about our
bodies (and what comes out of them) is
critical to the development of healthy sexual
expression. When we finally resolve our
ambivalence about this natural event, we
will be in a better position to handle the time
when our periods come to an end —
naturally.

>>Dr. Sandra Scantling is a licensed clinical
psychologist and certified sex therapist in
Farmington. You can e-mail her at
AskDrScantling@aol.com; herwebsite is
www.drsandy.com. This column is not
intended as a substitute for professional
advice. Casematerial used here is not
intended to represent any actual individuals.
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J ohn Roberts and Willa Coons met in
Woolworth’s in Torrington, where he
changed the window displays every
day and she made the accompanying

signs.
Two months later at the staff Christmas

party, Willa’s neighbor, playing matchmaker,
said, “You two should get together.”

“By that time we actually had eyes for each
other,” John says. He asked Willa to one
movie, and then others, even though she had
a strict 11 p.m. curfew, much earlier than
their peers, who would linger after the
movies at the local drive-in hamburger shop.

By spring, she was his date for his senior
prom, and he was her escort to her junior
prom. John was away at Central Connecticut
State University during Willa’s senior year,
but he came home every Friday and worked
with her in Woolworth’s, followed by a date
on Saturday night.

When Willa graduated in 1959, she wanted
to move out on her own.

“I don’t want you living on your own. I
think we should get married,” John said.

They couldn’t marry in Connecticut,
however, because they were too young.

“In New York, you could get married when
you were 18, so the priest sent us to the
Catholic church there,” Willa says.

They were married Aug. 30, 1959, in
Amenia, N.Y. John left school and entered
Woolworth’s four-year, management training
program. He was sent to three stores, and the
newlyweds moved an equal number of times
in three years before he was appointed
manager at Woolworth’s in East Hartford.

The transfers continued with Woolworth’s
until the company wanted John to move to
New York City. Willa and John were raising
three daughters by then and had moved eight
times in 10 years. John decided to leave the
company and manage a textile store. Two
years later, in 1969, he opened his own store,
Fashion Fabrics in Torrington.

But the girls were in school in Hyde Park,
N.Y., where they’d bought a house. Willa was
involved in the community and church,
worked for a local newspaper and organized a
girls’ softball league. “We didn’t want to take
the girls out of school. I didn’t want them to
be moved around any more,” says Willa, who
had been adopted by her aunt and uncle
when she was 9 to escape the poverty of her
early years with her parents in Morganton,
N.C.

To get the business started, John’s sister
worked with him for the first year without
pay. John lived with his parents during the
week and drove home every Friday night to
bring Willa and their daughters to

Torrington. The girls helped out in the store
folding fabric and learning the duties of the
retail store, while John was on the road doing
window treatments. Saturday night they’d
pile back in the car and drive to Hyde Park to
have Sunday together at home. They
continued the commute until the girls had
graduated from college.

“We tried to make Saturday an adventure
for them,” John says, and nature cooperated
by providing ice and snowstorms and
close-up encounters with deer. They collided
with deer 10 or 11 times, John says, with one
jumping in front of a car they had only owned
for one hour.

In their early parenting years, when John
was pouring all his energy to his work to
provide for his young family, Willa said to
him:

“You know, John, these kids are going to
grow up, and you’re not going to know them
as kids.”

“We devoted every Sunday to the kids after
that,” John says. They went tent-camping for
inexpensive family vacations, eventually
progressing to a pop-up tent and a camper.

“Mostly our activities were family affairs,”
and they still are, John says. In September, in
celebration of their upcoming 50th
anniversary, their daughters, spouses and
four grandchildren are taking Willa and
John with them for a week’s vacation in
Florida.

For the last 10 years, their middle daughter,
Corky, has taken over the administrative
demands of the business, which they
streamlined from a retail shop to Litchfield
Drapery and Blinds in 1991. Willa manages
the bookkeeping, and John is on the road
taking care of window treatments for
customers. John has also ventured into real
estate and now owns a three-family house in
Torrington and in Norfolk. He and Willa sold
their Hyde Park home in 2005 and moved into
a house built by his cousin on six acres in
Torrington.

“The thing that kept us together is we
loved each other from the beginning. We still
love each other. That’s how we’ve been able to
get through all the turmoils,” John says. “She
allowed me to have the freedom to do what I
wanted to do. Even though her childhood
wasn’t happy, she still has a huge heart and a
lot of love.”

“I liked him right from day one,” Willa
says. “John’s there for me, and he’s always
been there for me. I know he loves me, and
he’s always loved me, and I appreciate that.”

>>We’d love to hear your love story, or one
about someone you know. Please send your
name, e-mail address or phone number to
Carl Dobler at dobler@courant.com, or by
mail to TheHartford Courant, Features Dept.,
285 Broad St., Hartford, CT06115.

By M.A.C. LYNCH
Special to The Courant

JOHN ANDWILLA ROBERTS will celebrate their 50th anniversary on Aug. 30. They started
dating in high school, when both worked part-time at a Woolworth’s store in Torrington.

Love At The Five And Dime
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Tom McGarrity dressed women
elegantly, and his style and flair
made him memorable to fans of
Japanalia Eiko, a women’s

specialty store in West Hartford.
“His object was to make ladies feel

beautiful,” said Shirley Griffin, a Japanalia
customer. “He made me feel good.”

McGarrity was one of two sons born to
Dorothy and Bill McGarrity, who worked at
American Brass Co. in Torrington. As a
child, Tom loved drawing, putting on plays
and dressing up, and at 16, he got a job as an
usher at the Warner Theater in Torrington,
where he developed his love for the stage.

After graduating from high school,
McGarrity got an entry-level job at the Torin
Corp., a manufacturing company, and rose
through the ranks of its personnel
department. He became the liaison between
management and union workers and was
popular with both.

Several years after he left the company,
workers watching a United Way video burst
into applause when they caught a glimpse of
him.

“To have people in the union love someone
from management has got to be pretty
special,” said Mary Swanson, a childhood
friend who worked at Torin. “He was not on
anybody’s side. He negotiated with reason.”

Although McGarrity had no formal
training in art, he also helped the company
acquire a collection of paintings.

McGarrity left Torin in the late 1970s to
become a partner in Eugene Flynn and
Associates, a headhunting company in West
Hartford that placed management personnel,
and he was its top producer, said Mary Flynn,
widow of the company owner.

McGarrity also developed a distinctive
style of dress — wearing designer clothes that
paired a pink shirt with pink suspenders, for
example.

“He was very dapper and had the
high-fashion look du jour,” said Dan Blow,
one of the owners of Japanalia. “He was
always a head-turner.”

A class McGarrity took in Japanese
cooking from Eiko Sakai changed the
direction of his life. He became friends with
Sakai and Blow, her former husband, and
modeled in their fashion shows.

When the couple opened Japanalia in
Hartford in 1986, they asked McGarrity to
manage the store. It combined bright colors,
beautiful fabrics and sophisticated design
into comfortable yet stylish clothes, many of
them unisex garments that McGarrity began
to wear himself.

“He was the first one we thought of,” Sakai
said. “His style is so amazing and
sophisticated. He was a great stylist.”

When Japanalia Eiko opened in West
Hartford Center in 1990, McGarrity became
its manager — and the darling of its
customers.

“He had a very special talent,” said Karen
Petersen, who has shopped at Japanalia for
25 years. “You felt you could really trust him.
He really became a friend.”

McGarrity took charge of his customers
and influenced their choices. He had strong
opinions and was not shy about expressing

them.
“Tom would say, ‘Take that off. It doesn’t

look good,’ ” said Irma Handel, a longtime
Japanalia fan. “You tell me how often
someone says that to you.”

He was interested in how a woman looked,
from her hair to her feet, and advised his
clients on everything. He could remember
clothing they had previously purchased and
suggest new things to go with the old.

When a new item arrived that he thought a
customer would like, McGarrity would drop
her a brief note: “You might like it. It’s your
color.”

He gave the store its signature spare,
elegant look, dressing the manikins and
designing the windows. He was also good for
business.

“He was a high priest for us,” said Blow.
“He’d get them the jewelry, the shoes. ... His
taste was very signature. People who loved
his style could hardly think of going
anywhere else. He had a very dedicated
following, and he made an impression on a
lot of people.”

McGarrity’s sense of style and his eclectic
taste were expressed in the house he shared
with his longtime partner, Paul Snipes. A
black-leather sofa flanked by a red and a pink
chair. Few knickknacks. Dining room chairs
covered in peach, green and chocolate.
Contemporary art on the walls.

He also worked to raise awareness about
AIDS-HIV and was passionate about social
issues. He raised money for AIDS Project
Hartford and served on the boards of Tabor
House, a Hartford organization that provides
services for people with AIDS, and the
Artists Collective in Hartford.

McGarrity was droll, thought of himself as
shy and had a poker face but was gregarious
with friends.

“He could look very stern and responsible,
but in a flash, he gets a twinkle in his eye and
turns into a pixie kind of guy,” Blow said.

He was also a generous person who quietly
helped others and loved giving elegant
dinner parties. He died of esophageal cancer.

“He had a great dignity and presence, a lot
of enthusiasm,” Griffin said. “He was a great
discoverer of new things and excited by life.”

By ANNE M. HAMILTON
Special to The Courant

He Had A Passion For Fashion, And For Life
EXTRAORDINARY LIFE

THOMAS J. MCGARRITY, 68, of West
Hartford, died April 13.


