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C andace is dreading this
Christmas. Her father took his
own life eight months ago. He
had just turned 50. This will be

their first holiday without him. Their family
is small, just Mom, herself and her
20-year-old sister Mary-Jeanne. They all
knew that Dad had been depressed for many
years and drank way too much, but he was an
expert at covering his pain. They never
expected he would do the unthinkable.
Candace found him in his car with the
garage door down and the engine running.

She’s played the horrible scene in her
mind dozens of times, but the ending is
always the same. What if she’d gotten home
earlier? What if she’d insisted he see a
psychiatrist? Did she miss some obvious
cues?

But there’s no turning back.
Lost in thought, Candace forgets where

she is. She doesn’t even hear the check-out
clerk in the grocery line repeat with a broad
smile, “Hi, how are you today, miss?”

“Fine,” Candace mumbles unconvincingly.
“Parsley or Dill?” the clerk asks, holding

up a bag of unidentifiable greens.
“Parsley,” Candace replies. She’s been

doing the weekly shopping for her mom,
who’s become house-bound since Dad’s
death. Candace is the self-appointed family
caretaker. Too bad she’s not very good at
taking care of herself.

Candace absent-mindedly pushes her
loaded shopping cart past the Christmas
wreaths and garlands. This used to be her
favorite time of the year, she remembers. Her
car is at the far end of the parking lot. The
chilly wind pierces her parka like a knife.
But her heart aches more.

Now that he’s gone, Candace thinks about
her dad every day. They were actually very
close; in their own quiet, special way. She
understands he was sick, but she still can’t
forgive him. How could he leave the family
this way? How could he leave her? There was
so much she wanted to tell him — to explain,
to apologize. If she could only say “I love you”
one more time.

Psychologists and other therapists know
that the holidays can be exceptionally
stressful, especially for those who have
suffered a loss.

With the continual focus on our troubled
economy, it’s essential that we not forget
those who are alone, recently separated,
divorced or bereaved. The presence of a
comforting ear, outstretched arms and an
open heart can work wonders. For those
needing more, contact a professional for
guidance.

This will be a hard Christmas for many
families.

When I was about 8 years old, I pleaded
with my parents for a bicycle just like my
friend Rachel’s. It was a shiny fire-engine red
with really cool chrome wheels and wide
white-wall tires. My parents just couldn’t
afford it. Instead they got me a pair of roller
skates. When I opened the small package, my
dad couldn’t help but notice my badly
disguised disappointment.

“I’m sorry, honey,’’ he said. “Just
remember, it’s only a thing. Things don’t
matter. People matter.”

I recently heard from Rachel. We’ve kept in
touch all of these years. She’s happily
married and is a successful publisher in
Manhattan. Tragically, her only son, Matt,
passed away after a short but hard fight with
leukemia. He was only 22.

“Things don’t matter; people matter” —
this is an important reality check. We’re
reminded that people and relationships are
the only investments we can really count on.

So this season, consider giving the gifts
that won’t cost a dime. Build connections
with friends and family from whom you may
have become disenfranchised. Let go of petty
feuds or old grudges. (If not now, when?) And
forgive one another while there is still time.

“Teach us to count our days aright, that we
may gain wisdom of the heart” — Psalm
90:12

>>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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Important;
People Are
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C huck Beckman was desperate to
meet Ice Follies skater Marlene
Birrell. “I went up to Bob LeDuc,
a comedian skater, and said,

‘Bob, you’ve got to introduce me to this girl.’”
They were in Boston, and the year was 1957.

“I’ll introduce you, but it’s going to cost
you,” LeDuc said. “You’ve got to loan me your
car for the night.” “I had a brand new ’57
Chevy, four-door,” Chuck said. “It’s worth it,”
Chuck told himself when he turned over the
keys. One night turned into two nights of
loaning his car. After the third night, Chuck
finally met Marlene, and, with the car back in
his possession, he took her out.

“I knew I was in love, because I let her
drive my car on the way home,” Chuck said.

“We got back about 3 a.m. I had to get back
to the ship,” said Chuck, who was stationed
with the Navy in Boston. “We went out every
night after that.” After three dates, though,
Marlene returned to the road with the Follies.

Chuck had tried to meet Marlene the
previous year. “The week before Christmas
the Ice Follies were always in New Haven,”
Chuck said, and he was on hand for the 1956
spectacle. A North Haven native, Chuck grew
up a “rink rat,” working at the New Haven
arena, smoothing the ice with hot water and
a giant squeegee. He knew several of the
performers, but the skaters were protective
and wouldn’t introduce him to Marlene.

Marlene had been skating since she was
little. At age 15 she had moved with her
family to Los Angeles. She was taking private
lessons with former Olympians. “I tried out
for the Ice Follies when I was barely 17. We
traveled all over the country.” She had been
with the show six months when they pulled
into Boston. Chuck and two Navy pals found
seats in the second row on opening night of
the Ice Follies’ five-night engagement at the
Boston Garden.

“At one point in the show, I was just
standing on the side watching. I saw this very
handsome sailor, Chuck. He had two other
sailors with him, but I didn’t notice them at
all,” Marlene said. It was unusual for
Marlene to spot Chuck, because, “We didn’t
go out anywhere unless you were formally
introduced.

“When I met Chuck, it was almost like they
say, love at first sight,” Marlene said. “I forgot
any boyfriends from the past.” She and
Chuck began corresponding. Checking the
mail was “the first thing I did when I went to

the hotel,” Marlene said.
Several months later, Chuck met Marlene

in Hershey, Pa., and invited her to spend
Christmas with his family after the Ice
Follies show in New Haven. In February 1958,
before Chuck was discharged, he proposed to
Marlene in a letter. She chose Chuck over the
ice and returned to California to plan their
wedding.

They had an ice skaters’ wedding, with
LeDuc as best man and legendary skaters of
the time in the wedding party.

In California, Marlene finished high
school, and Chuck earned his bachelor’s
degree in naval architecture while working
at Long Beach Naval Shipyard. In 1965,
Electric Boat recruited Chuck to
Connecticut, and the couple moved with
their two daughters to Madison, where they
had a son, and where they still reside today.
Marlene couldn’t find a rink that would hire
her to teach skating. She stayed home raising
their children until they were in high school,
when she took up office work. The family
camped throughout the Northeast while

their children were young. Later, after taking
dance lessons to prepare for three weddings,
Marlene and Chuck became competitive
ballroom dancers. “We still like to dance on
Saturday nights,” Marlene says.

When Chuck retired in 1995, he joined
Marlene and their son in running an
industrial maintenance and janitorial supply
business for seven years.

“Even in the past, things were sometimes
very lean for us,” Marlene says, but Chuck
always put his family first. “He is a very
compassionate, loving person who considers
others. He’s a very unselfish man.”

As former teachers of Pre-Cana
preparation for engaged couples, Marlene
advised: “If you have an argument, it’s not
time for divorce. Try to work through it. Try
to reflect on what you loved about each other
when you started out.”

On Sept. 13, Marlene and Chuck celebrated
their 50th wedding anniversary, and when
the cold weather freezes ponds, they will lace
up their ice skates and continue spinning
their own Love Follies.

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

MARLENE
AND CHUCK
BECKMAN on
their wedding
day, Sept. 13,
1958. He was a
sailor, and a
longtime skater,
when he saw her
in the Ice Follies.
He knew it was
love when he let
her drive his new
’57 Chevy home
on their first date.

Skating In Sync For Fifty Years
LOVE STORY

Phyllis Hansen was a stickler for writing
thank-you notes and for good grammar, a
memorable English teacher and a person of
enviable style and elegance.

She grew up in Wakefield, R.I., with her
father, Oliver Stedman, an electrical
contractor, her mother, Marjorie Stedman,
and a brother and sister. After graduating
from the University of Rhode Island, Hansen
taught in Wakefield for several years. There
she also married and had a son, Clifton
Whaley.

After a divorce, she spent summers on
Block Island, playing jazz piano at bars and
hotels and enjoying the island with her
young son during the day. Even then, she had
an independent spirit. She embarked on a
late summer picnic with a friend and their
young children and was nonchalant when
police arrived and hauled them off to the
police station on a charge of trespassing.
Later, she admitted that she had known the
park was closed because of a danger of forest
fire “but didn’t think it would matter,” said
her longtime friend Jan Barrows.

Hansen moved to Connecticut, was briefly
married again and taught at Portland Junior
High School for 23 years. She developed a
reputation for being tough on grammar and
on students who didn’t try, but she was
revered by most of the children who spent
both seventh and eighth grades in her
classroom.

“She loved dissecting sentences,” said Sue
Long, who was a student in the late 1950s.
“You just wanted to listen to her. She would
have your complete attention.” Nightly,
students would diagram about 30 sentences,
not knowing which one they would be asked
to demonstrate on the chalk board the next
day. Decades later, they attribute their ability
to write clearly to Hansen.

Hansen was a colorful presence in the
school. She dressed with a dramatic flair and
demanded maximum effort and total respect.

“The class was fun,” recalled Karen Asetta,
“but she did expect you to do your best. She
really made you work hard. You really
wanted to do it for her.”

Besides teaching grammar, Hansen
introduced her students to great reads —

including “Gone With the Wind.”
“She stretched you all the way out,” said

Asetta, whose dog-eared copy of the Margaret
Mitchell best-seller is still in her book case
and still re-read.

“Beauty, poise, intelligence, persona,” said
Carole Masselli, another former student. “We
all wanted to emulate her.”

In the early 1970s, Hansen was single. She
was at a restaurant in Cromwell with a
girlfriend when she met Fred Hansen of
Middle Haddam, and after spending the
entire night in conversation, they began to
date and were married five years later. She
inherited two teenage stepdaughters, and
they became very close.

Hansen embraced her new community.
She retired from teaching when she married.
She became involved with the Middle
Haddam library, including president of its
board, and was active in the garden club. She

also volunteered at the Westbrook
information center with her husband, taught
Sunday school and was active in town
Republican politics and the local chapter of
the AARP.

Hansen was a voracious reader, adored
parties and loved entertaining. She wore hats
and dressed in a flamboyant style, adorned
by bangles, broaches and flowers. “A classy
stepmother,” recalled Meg Cooley, the
younger of Fred Hansen’s two daughters

Hansen preferred antiques and soon
transformed her husband’s house in Middle
Haddam with a copy of a turquoise hippo
from the Metropolitan Museum in New York,
and a black and white cowhide rug.

“She lived in a historic district, but she
wasn’t the Colonial decorating type,” said
Anne Rapo, a neighbor. “She was a unique
person and very uninhibited. She made
everyone laugh [and] was not afraid to say
what she thought, and it was always funny.”

She oversaw her husband’s wardrobe with
a strict eye and made sure he never wore blue
and brown together. She also taught her
stepdaughters etiquette, especially the art
and importance of thank-you notes —
insisting that they be written, detailed and
sent promptly.

“Her notes were in the mail within the
hour,” said Lois Neumann, the older of her
stepdaughters. “Everything had to be in good
taste and we had to make sure we did
everything correctly,” Neumann said.
Hansen herself wrote in a bold, old-fashioned
script. She was renowned for writing a note
to every Middle Haddam student selected for
the honor roll — although she knew few of
them. Hansen died of cancer.

She also passed on a life-lesson to the
young women. After having been a single
mother for years, Hansen understood the
importance of financial security and
independence. She told her stepdaughters
they needed to have a profession so they
could support themselves, and she rejoiced
when Neumann gave up the business world
to become a teacher.

“She felt it was a profession where you can
make a positive impression on a person’s
life,” said Neumann, who teaches at
Bloomfield High School. “Education was
very important to her.”

By ANNE M. HAMILTON
Special to The Courant

She Exemplified Grace, Elegance, Good Grammar
EXTRAORDINARY LIFE

PHYLLIS S. HANSEN, 83, of Middle
Haddam, died Oct. 9.


