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INTIMACY, SEX
& RELATIONSHIP

The Courage
Of Patients
To Face Their
Hopes, Fears

DR. SANDRA SCANTLING
ears ago, when I was a novice
therapist, Karen, a 36-year-old
married obstetrician/
gynecologist and her 40-year-old
pediatrician husband, Vance, came to see me
to discuss their long-standing sexual
problem.
Before the session, I fretted about what I
could possibly offer two physicians — one of
them an expert in female anatomy and
physiology. But one look at their anxious
faces as they sat in my waiting room revealed
they were just like any other couple in
distress.
Karen grew up in Jamaica and never knew
her father. At the age of 7, she came to the
States with her mother and two younger
sisters. Her mom worked two jobs to support
the family. Karen was determined to study
hard to “become somebody” and make her
family proud.
So she did. She did little else. No dating, no
proms. She graduated summa cum laude and
was valedictorian of her high school class.
But when it came to her sexual
development, Karen was unprepared and
ignorant of the facts. All she knew was her
mom got pregnant at 15 and she was not
going to make the same mistake. Naturally
curvaceous, Karen wore baggy clothing to
camouflage her breasts and hips. She
discouraged sexual attention in all forms.
But fate had other plans. One evening, at
the age of 16 while she was baby-sitting, an
older male cousin came over and forced her
to submit to digital vaginal penetration. She
bled for some time, but told no one. She still
struggles with vivid nightmares that wake
her in a sweat — flooding her in shades of red
and brown.
Karen met her husband during their
residency. She was comforted by his
soft-spoken manner. They married the
following summer. Vance was equally
inexperienced sexually, but both of them
believed things would “work out” when the
time was right.
That was eight years ago. Each time they
try to have intercourse, Karen still has
unbearable pain.
They have tried everything they know:
lubrication, varying positions, muscular
relaxation, dilators and ruling out
anatomical problems or infection, all to no
avail.
Today is a big day as they prepare to reveal
their most intimate problems to a sex
therapist.
After the preliminary pleasantries each
takes a seat across from me. Vance looks to
Karen who begins tentatively . . .
“This isn’t easy for me — for us,” she
stammers, “It’s harder sitting on this side of
the desk,” she laughs a nervous little laugh.
“We’re taught that sex should be natural . . .
but for us it hasn’t been.” I nod.
Karen describes her history of feeling
disconnected from her body. She discloses
the abuse with an abundance of tears. Vance
moves close to her and lovingly takes her
hand. “Honey, I’m so sorry. . . . I didn’t know.”
“I wanted to try to put it behind me,” she
says softly.
Over the next month the office discussions
continue. They discover that the sexual pain
is not an arbitrary symptom or sign of a lack
of love — as they feared — but an
unconscious protective response to a
traumatic memory. As they develop this new
perspective, they move from pathology to
pleasure and a more satisfying sexual
connection.
As I reflect on this courageous couple and
so many other couples since that time, I
remember the wisdom offered by my
sex-therapy supervisor.
“Regardless of your patient’s background
or education,” he said, “each couple will
enter your office with hopes and fears. They
honor you by sharing deeply personal parts
of themselves. Tread lightly and approach
your work with gratitude.”
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>> Dr. Sandra Scantling is a licensed clinical
psychologist and certified sex therapist in
Farmington. You can e-mail her at
AskDrScantling@aol.com; her website is
www.drsandy.com. This column is not
intended as a substitute for professional
advice. Case material used here is not
intended to represent any actual individuals.

LOVE STORY

Teachers Learned They Were Right Fit
By M.A.C. LYNCH

JERRY AND
MARSHA
TOMLINSON
met when he was
35, after her first
husband had died
from cancer. Last
week the couple,
both teachers in
Bristol, celebrated
their 24th wedding
anniversary.

Special to The Courant

told my mother since I was a
teenager that I was never
getting married,” Jerry
Tomlinson says.
“You’re going to meet somebody someday,
and she’s going to change your mind,” his
mother told him. But by the time Jerry was
35, his mother was still waiting for her son to
find a wife.
At the start of the new school year in 1984,
Marsha DiMartino, mother of children ages
12 and 14, was getting supplies for her
classroom at Bristol Central High School
when Jerry came into the office.
Marsha’s husband had died of cancer
eight months earlier. After 141⁄2 years of a
happy marriage, his death “shot me out of the
cannon of middle-class suburban concerns,”
Marsha says. At age 37, she was suddenly the
sole bread-winner and filling the roles of
mother and father.
Jerry, a biology teacher who had just been
transferred from another school, offered to
help Marsha carry her supplies.
“He was a nice guy to help me out. He was
easy to talk to,” says Marsha, who taught
English.
“She had a real nice smile,” Jerry says. “I
wouldn’t say love at first sight, but it
certainly was interest at first sight”
Jerry invited Marsha and her best friend
to his house a few weeks later for a
back-to-school party for colleagues from his
previous school and the new school.
“There were so many people there, I left
early,” Marsha says. When Jerry invited her
to join him hiking, it was the same scenario.
There were too many people for them to talk
together, which frustrated Marsha. Things
“didn’t look too good,” she says.
“I didn’t realize she had had any
dissatisfaction. I thought things were going
swimmingly,” Jerry says.
In October, another teacher had a party.
“We ended up sitting on the same sofa and
talked the whole night,” Marsha says. Jerry
invited her to the Wadsworth Atheneum soon
after, and from then on, he invited only
Marsha on dates.
But Marsha’s family and friends did not
like their dating.
“I was getting a lot of flak from my friends
and family. Everyone’s got their time line”
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about when you can begin dating again after
a death, Marsha discovered. “People from my
family were very unhappy about it. They
thought it was too soon.”
Friends warned her not to get too serious
about Jerry.
“I was sure of myself. I knew this was a
good person,” Marsha says. “My kids were
wonderful. They were very accepting of
Jerry. My kids were into sports, and Jerry’s a
sports nut” who played on the tennis team at
Southern Connecticut State University when
he was a student.
Marsha and Jerry dated exclusively, and
the following summer Jerry gave Marsha a
handcrafted opal ring and proposed to her.
But Marsha’s friends and family continued to
object.
“When I told them we were going to get
married, they told me, ‘You shouldn’t be
doing this.’ Only one couple was happy for
me,” Marsha says.
Because Hurricane Gloria had stormed
through the state the previous day, there was
no power the morning of Sept. 28, 1985, to run
hair dryers at her home in Bristol or to
prepare food at the restaurant for Marsha
and Jerry’s wedding. But “it worked out,”
Marsha says. Their families came to the
wedding, after which Jerry moved in with
Marsha and her children.
“We decided to live here. I didn’t want to
move the girls. By that time we were all going
to the same school together,” Marsha says.
“It was difficult with me and three women.
I lived alone and on my own until the age of
35. It took a couple of years,” Jerry says. “I
could still be adjusting” after 24 years, he

says with a laugh.
“It was very hard. I felt bad for Jerry. In the
morning, we all had to be at the school at the
same time,” Marsha says. Despite the
adjustment for everyone, including the girls,
Noelle and Cara Gibilisco, “Jerry turned out
to be their best friend.”
Jerry and Marsha were also among the
most loyal Bristol High School sports fans
when Noelle and Cara were playing softball
and soccer.
Jerry, who has taught 37 years, continues
to teach at Bristol High School, while Marsha
teaches adult education part time. They
enjoy theater, movies, traveling, the Yankees
and walking together after work.
“Marsha kind of changed my mind” about
marriage, Jerry says. “I just knew that she
was an honest, sincere and loyal person. I
knew she would always be there for me. I told
her she’s my soul mate.”
Jerry is also honest and loyal, Marsha
says, but he won her heart because “I knew
he would let me be myself, and I really needed
that.”
“How does it feel to be a family again?” a
friend asked Marsha after she and Jerry had
been married a few months.
“That really said it all,” Marsha says. “It
felt really good to be a family.”

>> We’d love to hear your love story, or one
about someone you know. Please your name,
e-mail address or phone number to Carl
Dobler at dobler@courant.com, or by mail to
The Hartford Courant, Features Dept., 285
Broad St., Hartford, CT 06115.

EXTRAORDINARY LIFE

The Epitome Of Optimism And Grace
Art Lover And Matriarch Spent Her Life ‘Appreciating The Beautiful And The Best’
By ANNE M. HAMILTON
Special to The Courant

itty Smith was a lady from the
old school, a gracious woman
with a privileged life who could
have stepped out of a Henry
James novel. Her second husband thought
her the most optimistic person he knew.
“In a very determined way, she always
made the best of every day,” said Tyler
Smith, her stepson. “It wasn’t Pollyanna-ish.
It was a steel determination.” Smith grew up
in Lake Forest, Ill., where her father, Alfred
Carton, was a lawyer. Her mother, Mildred,
was from Baltimore, but her family had deep
roots in Connecticut, where one ancestor,
Thomas Wells, was a colonial governor. She
had two younger brothers.
Smith graduated from the Masters School,
a boarding school in Dobbs Ferry, N.Y., then
spent a year in Paris at Miss Schoff’s School.
It was the fall of 1929, but the Depression did
not touch the young women, who were
heavily chaperoned and made to march
two-by-two to visit Paris museums and
landmarks. The school had an academic
program that emphasized art, music and
French, but set aside one day a month for the
girls to shop.
“It was a period piece from the 19th
century,” said Smith’s brother, Robert
Carton.
She entered Smith College after she
returned, but left after two years after falling
in love with Paul P. Swett Jr., the son of an
orthopedic doctor from Bloomfield. At her
parents’ request, she spent a year at home
before marrying. In 1933, she married Swett,
who by that time was working for
Connecticut General Insurance Co.
During World War II, the family moved
from West Hartford to Washington while
Swett worked for the Navy and Smith
volunteered as a nurse’s aide. In 1946, the
family moved to Baltimore, where Swett —
who became president of an insurance
company — and Smith lived over the next
four decades. They raised three sons. Their
middle son died in 2005.
Smith began a lifelong custom of taking a
French class and a painting lesson every
week, and she served on the women’s
committee of the Baltimore Art Museum and
the Union Memorial Hospital. She took
courses at Goucher College and Johns
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CATHARINE SWETT SMITH, 97, of
Farmington and Bloomfield, died Sept. 18.
Hopkins.
Her husband died in 1980, and three years
later Smith reconnected with Olcott Smith, a
Farmington resident whom she had known
as a young woman. Smith, the chairman of
the board of the Aetna Insurance Co., was a
widower with four grown children. They
married in 1983, when both were in their 70s.
Together, they had 20 grandchildren and
eventually 25 great-grandchildren. Olcott
Smith died in 2000.
Every Thanksgiving until a few years ago,
Kitty Smith gathered her extended family to
her large house in Farmington for dinner
and touch football. Since she was 14, she
spent summers at a family home in
Jamestown, R.I., where she was a capable
and enthusiastic sailor. She liked to ski and
rode horseback and played tennis with a
hard-to-reach cross-court shot into her ’80s.
Smith retained her interest in art, painted
watercolors, and collected 19th- and early
20th-century American landscapes and
seascapes, which she bought at auctions in
New York and Newport. Among her family
and friends, Smith was known for her
equanimity in the face of conflict and her
genuine interest in others.
“Her entire life was appreciating the

beautiful and the best,” said Steven Swett.
“Most of all, she appreciated other people
and giving them a sense of self-worth.”
Although the world had changed
dramatically since Smith’s sheltered
childhood, she spent little time bemoaning
the changes. She expected good behavior —
and she got it.
“You did all you could,” said her oldest
granddaughter, Sarah Swett.
When Swett dropped out of college to go
live in Idaho, Smith might have been
privately disappointed, “but she behaved as
if it were wonderful,” Swett said.
Years later, when Smith was in her 70s, she
went to visit Sarah Swett and flew to the
remote ranch on a small plane with her arm
in a cast, slept in a rustic cabin with no flush
toilet and ate elk meat. There were no
complaints or criticisms.
“She was utterly gracious and handled it
all with perfect aplomb,” Swett said.
That shouldn’t have surprised anyone.
“She was accepting. Mother invariably
looked for the best in everyone, and anything
else didn’t exist,” said Steve Swett.
“Whatever you had done that was
controversial just wasn’t part of her life.”
Smith kept active and would ask her driver
to take her on an impromptu trip to Boston or
Vermont to lunch with a relative or visit to a
museum. She enjoyed entertaining, though
she personally never had to cook, but she
kept the modern world at bay — there was no
texting at lunch with Gram, no cellphones or
e-mail.
“Unhurried graciousness,” as her son Tom
called it. She died of congestive heart failure.
“She had very classic social skills and
social graces,” he said. “She’d try to make
any situation pleasing. . . . You always felt
talking to mother that you were the only one
she was interested in at the time,” said Tom
Swett.
“When she walked into a room, everyone
gravitated to her,” said Douglas Hyland,
director of the New Britain Museum of
American Art, one of Smith’s favorite
haunts. “She was so thoughtful, intelligent,
well-informed and gracious. . . . There was a
quality of the grande dame about her.”

>> A memorial service for Catharine Swett
Smith will be Wednesday at noon at Old St.
Andrews Episcopal Church in Bloomfield.

