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D ear Dr. Scantling: Therapists
often suggest that couples
share their feelings, but every
time I try to talk to my

husband, he just clams up or gives me
one-word answers. He’s never the one to
initiate conversations, unless it’s about
why we don’t have sex more often. I feel like
we’re in a classic man-woman power
struggle. How do I get some intimate
communication going in our relationship
and get him to open up to me? I’ve tried
everything from persuasion to threats.
Thanks.

— Bernadette, New Hartford

Dear Bernadette: I’m curious about what
you’d like your husband to open up about?
If you are in a “classic” struggle, how do
you contribute? Do you admonish him for
being quiet or accuse him of never wanting
to talk unless it has to do with sex? How do
you think threats will warm him up to
conversation?

It never ceases to amaze me that so many
women haven’t learned a simple fact.
Blaming statements are useless in
stimulating positive behavioral change.
When we act like nagging critical mothers,
why are we surprised when all we get in
return is anger, resentment or the
cold-shoulder?

There are many partners (men and
women) who just aren’t big talkers and
won’t talk regardless of your approach. I
suspect you knew that (or should have
know it) when you were dating. You
probably fell in love with him because he
was a great listener and an adoring
audience.

But if you’re serious about improving
communication, pick a time when there
won’t be any interruptions and say
something like . . . “You know honey, I was
just wondering . . . how do you think I could
become a better wife or a more satisfying
lover?” and then really listen to what he
says. Don’t defend yourself or interrupt
mid-sentence (this is the hard part). And
don’t top his reply — this isn’t a
competition. Once you have his feedback,
give it some serious thought.
Communication is a two way street. We
need to be ready to hear both sides.

Dear Dr. Scantling: I’m in my 40s and I’ve
just gotten married for the second time to a
woman I had an affair with. Her first
husband was mentally and physically cruel
to her, so I understood why she cheated on
him. My wife was a good mother to our
kids, but we lost the spark after 12 years.

My problem is that I just don’t trust my
new wife. She’s a beautiful woman and I’ve
started having problems with my erection
because I’m so nervous that I’m not
pleasing her in bed. I’m afraid if I don’t
satisfy her sexually she may find someone
else. I haven’t told her any of this, because I
don’t want to give her any ideas. I’d
appreciate your help.

— Nate, Hartford

Dear Nate: Your logic escapes me. How
does mental or physical abuse justify
cheating? I can see how your new wife
would want to get away from her ex, but
that’s why we have protective orders and
divorce. And you cheated why? Because
you lost the spark? Obviously neither of
you has been trustworthy. No wonder trust
is a problem.

If you’re going to salvage this marriage,
you both have your work cut out for you.
Absolute honesty is essential. It’s high time
you share your fears about your erectile
difficulties, along with any other
misapprehensions you might have. Unless
she’s clueless, she must have suspicions.

Find a good therapist who has
experience with infidelity and remarriage.
Withholding your feelings because you
don’t want to “give her ideas” is frankly a
bad idea.

>>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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A tall, good-looking
sailor surprised Dixie
Burns when he
approached her

during a break in a naval
training class in San Diego.

“Are you going to the dance on
base tonight?” he asked.

“Why?” Dixie asked,
cautiously.

“Because he wants to know,”
the sailor said, turning and
pointing to 20-year-old John
Mastrandrea.

“I thought he was the cutest
guy in the class,” Dixie, then 18,
says of John. “He had big blue
eyes and he was gorgeous.”

She went to the dance with her
girlfriends.

“He came over and I was very
nervous,” she says. “I was very
stiff.”

“I love to dance. She loved to
dance,” John says. “We started
dating” that night in October
1953.

“He sort of scared me because
he was much more experienced
than me,” but, “You bet your
boots nothing happened,” Dixie
says.

John had just come back from
seven months on the USS
McKenzie in the Korean War, and
was enrolled, with Dixie, in a
monthlong training class. A new
enlistee out of high school, Dixie
was a secretary on the base. After
they dated for two months, John
went home to Hartford on a leave.
His parents, who were
first-generation Italian, were
upset that he wasn’t dating an
Italian girl, and that her name
was Dixie.

In January, he was in
California wooing Dixie again,
and three days before he shipped
out for Korea, he said: “I love you.
I’m leaving. Let’s get married.”

“We jumped on a bus to Yuma,
Ariz. We get to Yuma at 10 of 4. At
10 after 4, we’re back in the bus —
married,” John says.

“They had all these chapels all
over the place,” Dixie recalls. A
justice of the peace, with his wife

as witness, married them on Feb.
28, 1954. “And somebody came
out of the kitchen, took off his
apron,” as the other witness.

For the next eight months, they
wrote to each other while John’s
ship was engaged off the Korean
coast. Dixie was the top student
in the naval training class and
could have gone anywhere she
wanted, but stayed in San Diego
and converted to John’s Roman
Catholic faith while he was at
sea.

When he returned in October
1954, they had a church wedding.
Dixie opted out of the Navy, and
John brought her to Hartford to
live with his parents before his
ship left port again.

“I’m 18 years old in a totally
strange environment,” living
with his parents and expecting
her first child, Dixie says. “It was
a sad time.”

In March 1955, John asked to
be transferred and was assigned
to Brooklyn, N.Y.

“It was great for me because I
was a Brooklyn Dodgers fan, and
as long as I wore my uniform, I
got into the games free,” John
says. He hitchhiked home to
Hartford on the weekends and,
when he was discharged in
August, he joined Dixie at his
parents’ home.

John worked at Burroughs
Corp. in the day, the post office in

the evening, sold silver place
settings on the side and attended
Hillyer College, which became
the University of Hartford, for
four years at night.

“We moved to a cold-water flat
across from his parents,” Dixie
says, and soon bought a home for
$10,001, with $500 down.

They had three daughters in a
row, but it was only when they
had a son that John’s parents
said: “Now he’s got a family.”

Dixie and John moved six
times while raising their
expanding family of five children
in West Hartford. “We never had
a formal wedding,” or wedding
gifts, says Dixie, who grew up in a
foster home. “Everything that’s
been done, I give him the credit,”
including sending their children
to college.

John became a motivational
speaker with bookings all over
the country and still sells
insurance. He is quick to note,
however, that Dixie went back to
work for 20 years in a dental
practice when their youngest
started school, and that he is lost
without her. When she was away
in Florida with women bridge
players for a few days last month,
John said: “I can’t wait until she
gets back. I don’t cook. I’ve never
put stuff in the dishwasher in my
life. I miss her.”

“I missed him,” Dixie says. She

has been John’s partner,
rehearsing lines with him, for the
many shows in which he has
performed at the Cabaret Theater
in Berlin. Dixie is also a master
bridge player; she has been in
numerous national tournaments
and teaches group classes weekly
at the Hartford Bridge Club.

“It hasn’t all been rosy,” says
Dixie, who has bounced back
after facing the challenges of
breast cancer and a stroke. But
“we have a good life. We like a lot
of the same things, and we like a
lot of different things. The most
fun is when the two of us go
somewhere together.”

“I play a lot of golf; she plays a
lot of bridge,” John says. They
both enjoy traveling, occasional
trips to the casino and dancing to
Frank Sinatra.

“We’ve had a great time
together,” John said on their 55th
anniversary last week. “We are
still on our honeymoon.”

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

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

JOHN AND DIXIE
MASTRANDREA met at a
naval base dance and were
married on Feb. 28, 1954, three
days before he shipped out for
South Korea.

Quick Marriage, Long Partnership
LOVE STORY

Vern Davis’ life was shaped by the
education he received, and he
spent his adult life trying to pass
on that gift to others.

He was born in Savannah, Ga., but his
father died when he was 4 and his mother
was unable to raise him. An oft-told story
describes how he took the train north to live
with his grandmother, Martha Samuels, and
his aunt, Belle Davis, in Hartford. It was
Thanksgiving Day, 1939; he was 6 years old
and he made the trip alone.

Living with his grandmother changed his
life. Although his grandmother, called
Mother Samuels by church members, could
not read or write, she understood her Bible
and he grew up attending church twice a
week. Just as significantly, she impressed
upon him the importance of getting a proper
education.

His grandmother and his aunt lived in the
Bellevue Square housing project, which bore
little resemblance to the hardscrabble,
drug-ridden neighborhood it later became.

“It was a community,” one that took pride
in its young people, said Davis’ wife, Alice.

Vern Davis attended Arsenal Elementary
School, where he met Alice Alexander. He
was a member of the only black Boy Scout
troop in Hartford, sponsored by the police
department. He was asked by the two police
officers in charge of the team to be their
assistant. Starting at age 9, he worked in the
broadleaf tobacco fields. A cousin rented a
house on East Windsor Hill, where the
family lived during the tobacco harvest — a
place he used to refer to jokingly as his
summer house. One of his early jobs was
spearing the individual leaves so they could
be hung up and dried.

By the time he got to Weaver High School
in Hartford, he was a multitalented athlete:
quarterback of an undefeated football team,
track runner, , ice skater, javelin thrower and
tennis player. He was president of the boys’
letter club and a class marshal. He missed
only one day of school — to attend a funeral.

When he graduated, he received an
academic Fox scholarship to Springfield
College. Lewis Fox (a relative of the donor)
took an interest in the scholarship

recipients and drove Davis to Springfield
College, where he was elected president of
the freshman class and played quarterback
on the school’s football team. He graduated
in 1957 with honors and was named in Who’s
Who of American College Students.

He and Alice were close to getting married
when Davis received a scholarship to
Northwestern University. That would have
meant moving to Chicago — and a long
separation. He decided instead to return to
Hartford and become a teacher. They were
married in 1957 and he never looked back.
They had two children and raised three
grandchildren.

He taught school and spent evenings and
summers working for the city’s parks and
recreation programs. He became a Boy
Scout leader and earned a master’s degree at
the University of Hartford.

Davis enjoyed his students and treated
them with respect. He would look a student
in the eye and say, “Let me ask you a
question. Let me ask you another question.’
Soon you had your own answer,” said his
wife.

By the time he was 30, he was a vice
principal, and when he was promoted to
principal of Hartford’s J.C. Clark

Elementary School in 1971, he was only the
second or third black person to achieve that
position.

He stayed at Clark until he retired in 1992.
His teachers appreciated his low-key
manner and his management style.

“Things other principals would demand,
he would ask,” recalled Betsy White, who
went to Clark as a speech therapist when
Davis was assigned there. “He treated
everyone with respect. He wasn’t there to be
a policeman. Others are into power, and [he]
was not.”

Many of the students came from broken
homes and had little money, and Davis could
relate to them.

“Vern grew up in that kind of
neighborhood, raised by his grandmother,”
White said. “He was a wonderful role model:
‘Education can do it for you.’ ”

Davis was a mentor to many students, but
also to a first cousin, Rodney Johnson.

“Vernal was the only male figure I had to
look to,” Johnson recalled. “I had a
rebellious nature” — which landed him in
reform school and later in prison. Davis
never gave up on him. He counseled his
young cousin, and after Johnson was
released from prison, Davis helped him get a
job as a school custodian.

“I look at it as he saved my life,” said
Johnson, who, at Davis’ encouragement,
attended Hartford Seminary and earned a
bachelor’s degree in theology and was
ordained. “Some people gave up on me. He
never did.”

Davis never lost his love of sports, and
played golf frequently around Hartford or on
trips to Florida and North Carolina. After
joining the Masonic order as a young man,
he rose to become the state grand master.

There were few places in Hartford Davis
could go without running into a former
student, many of whom kept in touch.
Though he was reserved, he enjoyed being
with people, and filled his retirement years
with community activities.

Davis died unexpectedly from cardiac
arrest.

“I don’t want to paint him as a
perfectionist,” said his wife. “He was just a
good Christian man who loved God, his wife
and family and mankind, and he helped
those that crossed his path.”

BY ANNE M. HAMILTON
Special to The Courant

Mentor, Educator Gave What He Received: Respect
EXTRAORDINARY LIFE

VERNAL P. DAVIS, 74, of Windsor, who died
Jan. 24, was principal of J.C. Clark Elementary
School in Hartford until he retired in 1992.


