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onship. And my mother has always shared stories of her glory days in
Fairfield Hall in the early ’80s. The opportunities she had and friends
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for my very existence.)
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At the start of my own college search, I resisted my state school. I
toured universities based on their journalism programs. Each time, it
seemed, I'd cross the school off my list for not having the feel I was look-
ing for. And then I went to a UConn open house. The feeling of being
on a quintessential New England college campus grabbed me instantly,
and after a day of taking tours and hearing from students, I was all in.

Over the last 20 years, UConn has become a part of my identity, too,
giving me multiple degrees, lifelong friends, and my career. On my
graduation day, I proudly posed in Gampel for pictures with my mom,
Mary (McCarthy) Stagis ’85 (CLAS), and her eldest and youngest
sisters, Peggy McCarthy Berman 72 (CLAS) and Patrice (McCarthy)
Attolino ’87 (CLAS). Now, I bring my son, Jack, to visit the cows on
Horsebarn Hill, taste Dairy Bar ice cream, and cheer on the Huskies. I
hope that in 13 years he will become a third-generation Husky himself.

When our former University Communications colleague Leonard
36 Blanks Jr.’86 (SFA) told us his uncle graduated in 1959 and his great-
niece was about to earn her second UConn degree, our ears perked up.
Turn to page 44 to read about his four-generation UConn family, which
also includes his daughter, Courtney. We know that Leonard’s and mine
are just two among many multigenerational Husky families, and we’d
like to hear about yours. Email me at

julie.bartucca@uconn.edu and we ‘ am
may feature you in a future issue. M/Ltb

Associate Editor
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Cover Peter Morenus
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Lizzie’s Curbside food truck has been quenching the
Snap! Peter Morenus

Page 2 Robert Sturman, Simon Asher,
Contributed Photo, Peter Morenus

Tom's Trivia Sydney Herdle

hunger of Huskies for 35 years with sandwiches like
our cover pinup Cuban and The Shroom (below). Turn
to page 12 for recipes and more on Lizzie’s.
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The University of Connecticut complies with all applicable federal
and state laws regarding non-discrimination, equal opportunity and
affirmative action and does not discriminate on the basis of race,
color, national origin, disability, sex, age or other legally protected
characteristics in all programs and activities and supports all state

(860) 486-2943; equity@uconn.edu (non-discrimination policies);
ADA Case Manager, Department of Human Resources; 9 Walters
Ave., Unit 5075; Storrs, CT 06269; Phone: (860) 486-3034; hr@
uconn.edu (accommodation requests).
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FEEDBACK

We want to hear from you! Please share thoughts, insights, discrepancies, recollections,
photos — and how’s your Tom’s Trivia win-loss percentage coming? Post to our website at
magazine.uconn.edu, email the editor at lisa.stiepock@uconn.edu, or send by regular mail
to UConn Magazine Letters, 34 N. Eagleville Rd., Storrs, CT 06269-3144.

Here’s a sampling of web, social media, mailed, and emailed comments on our last issue,
edited for clarity and length. Find more and join the conversation at magazine.uconn.edu.

Do What Matters Most

»» [ recently finished reading the
UConn Magazine Spring 2026 edition.
I always enjoy the magazine, but I was
particularly captivated by the article
titled “Do What Matters Most.”

I graduated from the University of
Connecticut in 1967 (yes, I'm 80 years
old). After graduation, I had no clear
direction or purpose. Over the years,

I explored various career paths, but

I finally found something I enjoyed
and excelled at. I've dedicated the

past 30 years to computer consulting
and teaching. I wish I had taken a Life
Purpose Lab workshop during my
college years, as it could have provided
me with a clearer sense of direction for
my future.

As a senior citizen reflecting on my
journey, I believe that a Life Purpose
workshop should be a mandatory
course for freshmen.

Bruce Taylor ’67 (CLAS)
Palm Beach Gardens, Florida

»» ] was thrilled when I read “Do What
Matters Most.” Finding purpose and
meaningful work throughout our lives
gives deeper significance to one’s life
experiences. I was touched by the
story of Professor Wright’s crisis of

faith when he lost hope that his work
would be taken up by others, because
I’'ve been there, too. More times than I
want to admit.

The words resonated with me
because I found my purpose when
Iwas 13 years old, and I'm still
finding my purpose. It is truly self-
transformative. Graduating from the
University of Connecticut helped me
get there. I graduated in 1977 with a
Bachelor of Fine Arts degree, and I
will be forever grateful for the wise
and dedicated professors who gave
their time and wisdom to help me on
my path. I wanted to paint and I did,
and I'm still painting,.

And I'm writing down the things I've
learned along the way from then till
now, in hopes that my words will help
and guide someone, but who knows?
Helen S. (Welcher) Ashmead 77 (SFA)
Jacksonville, Florida

Pictured: A sample of Ashmead’s found
purpose titled “Magnolia Grandiflora.”

Yes,And...

»» Hines points out the value of a
liberal arts and sciences degree: “For
Hines, sustainability doesn’t mean
locking down the future — it means
building systems that can bend with
it.”

It’s about preparing for many
possible futures — even one we didn’t
expect!

Joel Nebres
UConn Academic Advisor

»» What a great piece. All of us UCMB
eccentrics are proud of you!

Pamela (Bauers) Mingo

Cheshire, Connecticut
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»» T love this so much. The pix are
incredible. The story is sweet. I
look forward to the next 20 years
of this story.

Dave Will

Marshfield, Massachusetts

Mag Love

»» My wife is a’75 UConn social work
alum, and I have spent years ignoring
the magazine when it comes in the
mail. Just as I have ignored my own,
from Yale. But for some reason, your
spring issue grabbed me and wouldn’t
let me go.

The stories were genuinely
engaging, not the more typical alumni
mag fare. UConn was right there, of
course, but usually a layer down, not in
my face. And the design has a special
vibe that pulls me into the text. So
Iwill be on the lookout for the next
issue.

Keep up the good work.

David Kellogg
Purchase, New York

In the Wild

»» You never know where you’ll meet a
fellow Husky. On a late-February flight
from Washington, D.C,, to San Juan,
Puerto Rico, I read the new spring
issue in print. The woman seated

to my left noticed the magazine’s
cover and asked if I'd graduated from
UConn. When I replied affirmatively,
she pointed to herself and responded:
“Class of ’09.”

Her name was Alexandra (Victor)
May ’09 (CLAS), traveling to Puerto
Rico on a work trip for her job in
government relations at a global bank.
This wasn’t even a flight departing
from Bradley Airport in Connecticut,

where such an alumni connection

might more reasonably be expected.
This story also demonstrates the

benefits of print editions, even in

our modern digital age. After all,

she almost certainly wouldn’t have

realized what I was reading if it was on

my tablet or phone!

Jesse Rifkin 14 (CLAS)

Arlington, Virginia

C.Michael White Is on a Mission

»» My son began using kratom as early
as 2015, before the manipulated 7-OH
products were available on the market.
He used the natural-leaf kratom,
which he obtained by mail from
Canada. He also lived in Thailand for
several years. In 2019 my son died by
suicide, and kratom was found in his
toxicology report. While I can’t prove
that it was natural-leaf kratom that led
to his suicide, I can say with certainty
that it aided in his psychosis. Professor
C. Michael White and Matthew Lowe
admit that natural-leaf kratom is not
“risk-free.” I would caution both men
and anyone reading this article about
concluding that natural-leaf kratom

is an “accessible option” for “people
with opioid use disorder and chronic
pain” and to seriously think about
natural-leaf kratom’s availability

and the ramifications of use by those
who experience neither opioid use
disorder nor chronic pain. My son
didn’t experience either yet relied on
its recreational use and took his life at
the age of 25.

Carin Buckman

Bloomfield, Connecticut

»» Response from C. Michael White:
Carin’s story is a tragedy. While I can’t
confirm the cause of her son’s death,
the available data suggests that while
many vulnerable people function
better with a reduced risk of harm
from illicit substances while using
natural-leaf kratom, some percentage
of people are significantly harmed.

In one large assessment, 63% of
people felt that natural-leaf kratom
was lifesaving, but 3% found it not
only addictive but a burden on their
lives. Another study found that 80% of
people using natural-leaf kratom were
able to meet their family and work

obligations because of the leaf, but up
to 5% of people felt it made it harder
for them to function. Favorable odds
don’t dampen the tragedy if the harm
is borne by you or aloved one. I also
want to be clear that if a patient has
access to an FDA-approved option for
opioid use disorder or for pain, they
should try that first.

However, there are so many people
who don’t have access to those options
for financial reasons, for whom those
options didn’t work, or the adverse
effects were intolerable, and they are
turning to illicit opioids instead. Illicit
opioids are killing tens of thousands
of people annually in the United
States, causing many times more brain
injuries after overdose, spreading
many infectious diseases, and leading
people to being incarcerated or having
their children taken away. Natural-
leaf kratom is an accessible option
as a substitute for illicit products

8 B " o

DAY IN THE LIFE O

A UCONN ALUMNUS §

that looks to have a much better risk
profile. That is why the FDA, WHO,
and HHS are not recommending a
natural-leaf ban, because while it is not
risk-free, it is functioning as a Band-
Aid on a broken healthcare system.

This is a complex area, and I don’t
have all the answers, but the more
perspectives I have, the better job I
can do advocating for proactive ways
to better public health in this area. I
really appreciate Carin’s perspective,
and I believe it is valid.

Suggestion Box
» You should do a feature on George
Springer, UConn’s and Connecticut’s
greatest MLB player.
Iwould add #2 is not even close.
Cheers,
Bob Bowen '70 MBA
Mill Valley, California

We’re working on it! —Ed.

The Principal
Formerly Known
as DLew

»» He is an amazing person
and educator. Thank you
for doing this video, it
beautifully captures the
love he has for his school/
students.

@klew_72

» The absolute goat
shoutout dr. Lewis

@dorioluciana

»» Beautiful!
(@radenkamaric_official

Watch the video at
s.uconn.edu/dlew

SUMMER 2026



6

UCONN MAGAZINE

MAGAZINE.UCONN.EDU

| CHILLED WATER SUPFLY

.y

RETWURAM

CTHFILLED WATER

——

Motaref atop a shake table students use to
test a structure’s ability to handle forces
like earthquakes. Seismic engineering is
one of her ongoing research interests.

CE 2110: APPLIED MECHANICS |

The Instructor

Even when walking her dog, Sarira
Motaref, professor-in-residence in the
School of Civil and Environmental En-
gineering (SOCEE), is attuned to struc-
tures and forces — and to her classes.
Looking at how her dog’s tail moves
and how the leash is being pulled might
give her an idea for a real-world exam-
ple that can help her students grasp a
complex concept. “My teaching,” she
says, “is always at the back of my mind.”

Motaref’s own engineering educa-
tion began in her home country of Iran,
where she obtained a bachelor’s degree
in civil engineering and a master’s in
earthquake engineering. She moved
to the U.S. with her husband in 2006,
obtained her Ph.D. in civil engineering
at the University of Nevada, Reno,
and joined the UConn faculty in 2011.
Since then, she has received numerous
teaching awards and accolades from
both students and colleagues, served
as assistant director of faculty devel-
opment for the College of Engineering,
and currently directs SOCEE’s Program
for Innovation and Student Success.

For the past several years, Motaref’s
research has focused primarily on engi-
neering education, specifically neuro-
diversity in engineering education and
the use of AI-powered personalized
learning. She is part of the core team of
Include, a project within SOCEE, fund-
ed by the National Science Foundation.
Through the project, 16 I Courses (“I”
for “inclusive”) were redesigned to
better support neurodiverse students.
Course content is offered in multi-
ple formats, a variety of assessment
modalities are used, and students have
diverse options for showing their work.
In one I Course, students were asked to
choose a mechanics concept and apply
it to their own interests.

“We had students who used engi-
neering concepts to analyze backpacks,
toys, sports equipment, even an orchid
plant,” says Motaref. For another

(©) Peter Morenus

I Course, she and a colleague provided
some students with 3D models to see if
they performed better on exams than
students who had access to only 2D
models. (They did.)

“Probably our most important reali-
zation,” Motaref says, “is that the meth-
ods we are developing benefit everyone,
not only students typically classified
as ‘neurodiverse.’ After all, when you
think about it, everyone is neurodiverse
in some way.”

The Class

On a Thursday morning, more than 100
students file into a lecture hall in the
Science 1building, open their laptops,
and turn to the front of the room, where
Motaref is filling a whiteboard with
equations. Today’s lesson is on beam
analysis — used to understand how a
beam carries loads by identifying the
forces and bending effects within it as it
supports weight from natural sources
like snow or human-made loads like
cars.

Usually, Thursday sessions include
time for collaborative problem-solving,
but an exam on Tuesday means that
this one is lecture only. Still, Motaref
pauses frequently, scanning the room
for raised hands or puzzled faces and
answering questions as they arise.

The material is technical, but she
sprinkles in nontechnical examples.
“You realize that your shoulders are
abeam holding up your head, right?”
she asks. When class is over, a bunch
of students surround Motaref. She an-
swers questions, provides reassurance,
and encourages them to come to office
hours for help working on problems.

While incorporating examples you
might expect to see in an engineering
course, such as bridges and buildings,
Motaref constantly reminds her stu-
dents that engineering is not removed
from the rest of the world.

“The mechanics concepts are univer-
sal,” she says. “I want them to be able

UCONN NOW
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“When you think about it,
everyone is neurodiverse

in some way.”

to apply these concepts to anything
around them.”

A core requirement for multiple
engineering disciplines, and recom-
mended for most others, CE 2110
involves extensive problem-solving,
critical thinking, and the application of
mathematics within engineering con-
texts. It’s offered in several high schools
around the state through UConn’s Early
College Experience program.

Teaching Style

“I believe from the bottom of my heart
that teaching involves a mutual rela-
tionship between human beings,” says
Motaref. “I want my students to know
they are my highest priority.” Students
are clearly getting the message.

“She adjusts to what the students
need and makes sure that no one’s ques-
tion goes unanswered,” says Fernando
Osorio-Morales 27 (ENG). Adds
Saif eddine Moutawakeel 27 (ENG),
“I truly respect Professor Motaref’s
hard work ... She is always enthusias-
tic and full of energy.” Nina Fishman
’29 (ENG) says she appreciates the
ways Motaref accommodates different
learning styles. “She always makes the
effort to get to know her students, and
that has had such a positive impact on
my learning.”

To reinforce concepts, Motaref
provides numerous examples, including
references to the natural world. “When
trees lose their leaves,” she points out,
“they are facilitating survival by re-
ducing the load on their branches that
comes with snow.”

She brings models to class, offers
online accessto  (continued on page 9)

SUMMER 2026




—

UCONN NOW

THORNLESS

If you spy junior Rose Moyo studying for her next molecular biology
exam, she could well be wearing something she crocheted and snacking
on a lemon curd pavlova she recently pulled from the oven.

Today, Rosemary Moyo ’27 (CLAS)
more or less has her future mapped
out. The molecular and cellular biology
major, with a double minor in bioin-
formatics and math, plans to explore
biotech venture capital. But depending
on what happens tomorrow, that could
all change.

“I want to contribute to drug discov-
ery, pharmacokinetics, and get that ex-
perience because it’s going to be useful
back home,” Moyo says.

Back home is Zimbabwe, where
Moyo grew up and lived a dozen lives,
saved one, and hopes to positively affect
even more.

“Funny enough, when I was younger,
I wanted to be a doctor of trauma,” says
Moyo. After a car accident at age 5 left
her with a dislocated leg, the doctor
said she wouldn’t walk again, but she
defied the odds.

Around age 10, Moyo developed a
boil. Having won a science book as a
science fair prize, she read up on the

painful bump. “I didn’t know which
type of microbes caused the boil, but I
was so fascinated by it, and that’s when
Iwanted to be a microbiologist.”

When she was 12, Moyo enrolled in a
computer science certificate program.
In high school, she excelled in biology,
accounting, and communications. A
teacher said she should not waste her
English skills: “Become a lawyer.” (She
never seriously considered it.)

She got hooked on a Korean TV show
about doctors in a cardiothoracic sur-
gery unit and was fascinated by school
anatomy lessons on the heart, thorax,
and lungs. “So I was, like, I want to be a
cardiothoracic surgeon.”

Hearts ...

In the six months between high school
graduation and arriving at UConn,
Moyo worked as a nurse at a local clinic
in Zimbabwe. And for the first time,

an experience made her not want to
pursue a field.

UCONN MAGAZINE | MAGAZINE.UCONN.EDU

Moyo at her favorite spot on campus, the
Beanery at the Benton.

One day a girl arrived seeking
medication for menstrual pain. “At
least that’s what she said initially, but
you could see she was extremely pale,
extremely weak. And she had soiled her
dress, but she wanted pain meds and
to go back to class. And I was just, like,
‘No, I don’t think you're in a position to
go back to class.”

Moyo looked at the girl’s records and
saw that she had been diagnosed with
an ectopic pregnancy three days earlier
and the doctor had recommended
surgery. Acting quickly, Moyo informed
the head nurse of the situation, and the
girl was driven to the hospital.

“When her mom got there, she called
the head nurse and thanked the head
nurse so much for us referring her to
the hospital very soon, because the
doctor said she was very, very close to
dying,” says Moyo. “That was a lot to
take for little me.” (Moyo turned 19 on
the job.)

The clinic revealed the level of emo-
tional need patients have on a daily ba-
sis, she says. “Do not get into medicine
just because you like the title of being
called amedical doctor or a surgeon for
a specific specialty. You should get in
there with a heart for people.”

..and Roses

Now 22, with three years of college
behind her, Moyo considers herself a
gardener of sorts.

As senior analyst and relations lead
for the student-run Hillside Ventures
STEM Fund, Moyo has seen firsthand
how scientists can commercialize their
scientific ideas, particularly for health-
care. She considers Hillside Ventures
and the Nexus Health experiential
learning program, where she is vice
president, as “my own flower gardens.”

We are an hour into this interview,
and Moyo pauses.

“When it comes to stuff that I'd love
to do just for the love of myself after
UConn, I definitely want to pivot to my

(@ Peter Morenus

nonprofit, change it into an incubator,
and set up a venture capital chapter
with my country for girls to learn
more about investing in VC, at least for
Africa,” she says.

Did you catch that? On top of
everything else, she also runs her own
nonprofit, Kudzidza Kuneutano, which
is working to increase the number of
students participating in, and exposed
to, science fairs in Zimbabwe.

True to her nature, Moyo isn’t lim-
iting herself. She also sees a future in
bioinformatics, which involves collect-
ing and analyzing complex biological
data like genetic codes. And she has
ideas for more nonprofits to start.

“It sounds like I don’t unwind. I do
unwind!” she pleads. Last spring she
took up crocheting and has made cardi-
gans and plushies for friends.

She also listens to audiobooks to re-
lax, sings, and bakes. “Any chance I get,
Ijust bake,” she says with a grin. “Meat
pies, tarts, chocolate butterscotch
twists. I love making pavlovas, especial-
ly the ones with lemon curd and some
blueberries. Oh, and banana bread,
cakes, chocolate muffins, cookies. I'm
very much a baker.”

Her mother, an electrical engineer
in Zimbabwe, makes homemade ice
cream, and the UConn Dairy Bar’s mint
chocolate chip reminds Moyo of home.
“I think of my mom when I eat that
ice cream.” —CRA/G BURDICK ’96 (CLAS),
‘01 (ENG)

Moyo’s lemon curd paviovas adorned
with blueberries and lemon zest.

©) Contributed; Peter Morenus

(continued from page 7) lecture vid-
eos, and assigns weekly collaborative
problem-solving (CPS) assignments.
Moutawakeel and Fishman note that
working with classmates on CPS
assignments, which simulate exam
questions, can be particularly helpful
for those who may feel overwhelmed.

Students also appreciate
Motaref’s accessibility, whether it is
her prompt response to emails or her
extensive office hours, during which
students can practice solving prob-
lems with her guidance. “I encourage
them to come with their friends,” she
says, “so they won’t feel so anxious,
even if that means having 10 people
sitting squooshed together on my
floor.”

Motaref reads student feedback
carefully and grades exams herself.
“The exams give me information
about what students are missing and
where I need to do a better job of
teaching,” she says.

When she thinks that a change
is needed — for instance, when she
recently adjusted a group activity in
response to student concerns about
fairness of the evaluation process —

she will make that change and again ask
students for feedback. “The feedback
loop is essential. They are my stake-
holders.”

Why We Want to Take It Ourselves
“This is not a class for the general
public,” Motaref says. “You do need a
specific kind of math background.”

But if you have that math back-
ground, Motaref’s students would urge
you to give this course serious consid-
eration.

Described by students as “engaged”
and “passionate” about both engineer-
ing and teaching, Motaref offers consis-
tent feedback and encouragement and
uses whatever methods she thinks will
help students grasp the material.

That might be a session of voluntary
arm wrestling to help students under-
stand the concept of “moment,” a mea-
sure of the tendency of a force to cause
an object to rotate about a specific point
or axis. Or asking students to figure out
how best to keep a mailbox stable.

As Gan Prottas "27 (ENG) says, “I am
learning how to think critically and ra-
tionally. This is not just an engineering
skill but a life skill.” —RHEA HIRSHMAN
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Class of 2026

Age of the
Youngest Graduate

£19 ¢

BY THE NUMBERS

N \ / Age of the
Oldest Graduate

£70¢

First-Generation
Graduates

1,948

471

Honors
Program
Members

17

University
Scholars

Students Who
Took Their
Education
Abroad

TOTAL NUMBER

OF GRADUATES

U.S. Military

4 7 Veteran Graduates
Sets of Multiples 9 7

©

Farthest distance a student traveled from
home internationally to study in Storrs

9,300

INDONESIA

Scholarship Awards

\\ ’/ Fulbright Award
GAANN Fellowship

Gilman Scholarship
2 o Goldwater Scholarship

NASA FINESST Fellowship

McNair NIH Kirschstein National Research Service Award
Scholars NSF Graduate Research Fellowship

Phi Beta Kappa Key Into Public Service Award
/ l \ AN USDA National Needs Fellowship

Ql7

< 8,202
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ON CAMPUS

@ Sean Flynn

Spring sky through Charles O. Perry’s
1990 “U’s and C’s” in front of the
School of Fine Arts along Storrs Road.
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IN LOVE WITH LIZZIE’S

The Cuban, The Shroom, The Mighty Mouth, The Artichoke Thing,
The Rec, The UConnic — everyone’s got a Curbside go-to.

Elizabeth “Lizzie” Searing greets
Teangeley Centeno ’28 (CLAS) and
Juve Perez ’28 (ENG) as they walk up
to the window of her stainless-steel
food truck not by asking for their food
order but by asking how their spring
break in Puerto Rico went.

“It was great! But we missed your
food,” Teangeley says.

The couple has been going to Lizzie’s
Curbside every morning since their
first visit their first year at UConn when
they ordered The Mighty Mouth — a
breakfast sandwich that layers bacon,
ham, and sausage with egg and cheese.

“We discovered it freshman year,
and we just started binge eating it, and
then we just couldn’t stop,” Centeno
says.

She and Perez have gotten to know
proprietors Lizzie and her husband,
Joie, well. Someday they hope to have
Lizzie cater their wedding.

On this frosty day in mid-March
following two massive snowstorms, the
Searings have just returned to campus
after their annual winter break in Hal-
landale Beach, Florida. Lizzie leans out
the front window of her truck, taking
orders in a black button-up chef’s shirt
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 Lizzie with the third iteration
~ “of herhotdogcart, circa1996.

embroidered with “Lizzie.” Her hair

in a messy ponytail, she moves around
the truck quickly, talking to customers
as she works. Her 6-year-old golden
retriever, Melo, sits across the road on
a grassy hill, luring customers for head
scratches.

After some three decades parked on
Whitney Road, construction forced
temporary relocation last year to
Fairfield Way. From her new spot near
Hawley Armory, Lizzie greets custom-
ers, many by name.

“UConn is my home. It’s my family,”
she says. “I know a lot of people, and I

@ Peter Morenus
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“We’re best friends,” says Lizzie of happily working with husband Joie. “But I always win.”

don’t know what I would do if I wasn’t
here.”

This February marked 35 years of
serving Husky Nation. Just 27 years
old and a newlywed when she and
Joie moved to the area, Lizzie began
contemplating a suggestion from a
former boss: Open a hot dog cart on
the UConn campus — it will get a lot of
business. That’s how she found herself
in Storrs on February 1, 1991, shivering
and serving hot dogs on the sidewalk
by Mirror Lake. “I had my hot dog
wagon, which had a steam table and a
coffee urn, and that was it. I stood on
the ground out in the elements, out in
the cold,” she recalls.

From that $100 day, her business
grew. “People found out about me by
word of mouth. The menu was a lot
more limited. I served coffee, soups,
premade sandwiches, and had a cooler.
... People would slowly come out of
Monteith and Arjona and stop by, and
they liked it,” Lizzie says.

Over time, Lizzie expanded her
menu and eventually bought a full-
size food truck that Joie refurbished.
That gave her a griddle to make her
now-beloved burgers and breakfast
sandwiches. Today’s truck is her
fourth and largest.

After the COVID-19 pandemic, Joie
started working with her full-time at

the truck. “We spend all of our time
together. We’re best friends. Do we get
on each other’s nerves? Of course!”
she says, laughing. “But I always win.”

Some of Lizzie’s most iconic and
popular menu items include The
Shroom breakfast sandwich, with egg,
Swiss cheese, mushrooms, and her
famous Dill Scallion Sauce, and The
Husky Burger topped with bacon,
smoked mozzarella, lettuce, tomato,
and pesto mayo.

Yearned-for daily specials include
The Artichoke Thing, which got its
name when a customer asked, “When
are you going to make that artichoke
thing again?”

The Alaina, a veggie burger with
Swiss cheese, mushrooms, lettuce,
tomato, and Dill Scallion Sauce, is
named for food truck regular and
Human Development and Family Sci-
ences professor Alaina Brenick.

Lizzie’s customer connections now
include the children of UConn alums
who frequented Lizzie’s decades ago.
She never thought she’d still be here.

“People say I'm like an institution
on campus because, you know, 35
years is along time. ... I've seen people
come. I've seen people go. I've seen
their kids grow up. I've been doing
it half of my life,” she says. —G/IANN/
SALISBURY 26 (CLAS)
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Recipes

The Artichoke Thing
Serves 2

Inspired by the classic
spinach and artichoke dip
often served in a bread bowl,
this is a popular item on
Lizzie’s specials menu.

Ingredients

1 14-ounce can or jar artichoke
hearts, drained (about 114
cups)

1/5 cup onion, diced

1 tablespoon Hellmann’s
mayonnaise (more if needed
for texture)

1 cup Parmesan cheese, grated
1/4 cup Progresso Italian
breadcrumbs (more if needed
for thickness)

2 pitas, warmed

1/5 cup shredded lettuce

2 slices tomato, quartered

To assemble:

Place artichokes, onion, and
mayonnaise in a food proces-
sor and blend until smooth.
If the mixture is still chunky,
add alittle more mayo to
smooth it out. Add the cheese
and breadcrumbs and pulse
until the mixture reaches a
thick, hummus-like texture.
If the mixture is too thin, add
more breadcrumbs. Spoon
into a bowl and refrigerate for
2 hours so the mixture sets
and the breadcrumbs expand.
Wrap in the warm pitas with
lettuce and tomato.

(@) Gianni Salisbury 26 (CLAS)

The Bacon, Egg, and Cheese and The Shroom

Serves1

The basic breakfast sandwich (shown above) and its Shroom riff (shown
on page 2) may be the most perpetually popular of Lizzie’s menu items.

Ingredients

4 ounces Hellmann’s mayonnaise

1 teaspoon fresh dill, finely chopped

1 tablespoon scallion, finely chopped

1extra-large egg

(1 mushroom, sliced)

1-2 slices Swiss cheese

1 Kaiser roll or hamburger bun, split and toasted until golden

For the Dill Scallion Sauce:
Mix together the mayonnaise, dill, and scallions until fully combined.

For the basic filling (and The Shroom variation):

Crack the egg into a nonstick pan and cook over medium heat until it be-
gins to set. (Cover with sliced mushrooms and continue cooking.) Once
the egg (and mushrooms) is mostly cooked, place cheese on top and let it
melt slightly.

To assemble:
Spread Dill Scallion Sauce on each half of the toasted roll or bun. Place
the egg mixture on one half, and cover with the other half.

The Cuban

Serves1

Inspired by the classic Cuban so
popular in Miami, where Lizzie is
from. “Mine is better!” she says.

Ingredients

4 pounds boneless pork shoulder
or “butt” cut

1 24-ounce bottle Mojo Criollo (see
note)

2 thin slices deli ham

2 thin slices Swiss cheese

2 slices Cuban bread (see note) or
a sandwich roll, toasted

1-2 teaspoons Dill Scallion

Sauce (see recipe at left)

1-2 teaspoons yellow mustard
3-4 dill pickle slices

1 teaspoon butter

Note: Cuban bread, or pan Cubano,
is sold in many grocery stores and
Latin-style bakeries. Mojo Criollo
marinade by Goya and others is
sold in most grocery stores.

For the Mojo Criollo pork:

Coat the pork with the Mojo
Criollo marinade. Cover and let
marinate in the refrigerator for
about 2 hours. Cook in a slow cook-
er for 1 hour on high and about 8
hours more on low (until a meat
thermometer registers an internal
temperature of 195-200 degrees).
Cool slightly and slice into thin
pieces. Keep refrigerated.

To assemble:

Layer two thin slices each of pork,
ham, and Swiss cheese on a plate or
piece of aluminum foil and warm
in an oven or toaster oven.

Spread Dill Scallion Sauce on each
half of the toasted bread or roll.
Place the meat and cheese layers,
mustard, and pickles on the toast-
ed bread or roll. Melt the butter in
afrying pan and fry the sandwich
over medium heat for about 5 min-
utes per side until golden brown.

@ Peter Morenus
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s Tuesdays go, this one might
A be unusual, says Nicole Hell-

thaler ’14 (CLAS). She offers
that gentle disclaimer, though, not
because we’re walking into the county
jailin Little Rock, Arkansas, and not
because she’s about to lead a clutch of
incarcerated men to an unbound plane

of stillness and calm.

It’s because today’s yoga
session — offered by the
global nonprofit she leads,
Prison Yoga Project —
marks areturn to the jail
after a few weeks’ yuletide
hiatus. Six days into the
new year, Hellthaler is
thinking about emotional
bruises that might linger
from the holidays. She’s
wondering how the men
are adjusting to the return
to routine. Some will be
joining her class today for
the first time, as much of
a question mark to her
as she — and maybe yoga

“A practice like this is
meant for a place like this,”
says alum Nicole Hellthaler,

director of the global

itself — is to them.

At araised security
station that still wears a
wreath, we surrender IDs,
lock up everything that’s

Prison Yoga Project.

By
Danny Freedman

Photos by
Robert Sturman

not ayoga mat — except
my pens, notebook, and
voice recorder — and pass
through metal detection.
After going up in an elevator and
down along series of hallways, we’re let
into the outer entrance of a compact
two-story housing unit. Hellthaler
chirps a good morning to one of the
guards in the security roost, and he
sends us through a gate into the unit,
where the walls stand in a wide V-shape
with a staircase down the middle.
Instantly, a few dozen heads turn,
and their eyes seem to lock on to us.
Hellthaler, 33, looks at ease under the
scrutiny, a sunbeam in loose black
workout clothes and color-splashed,
guitar-pick-shaped earrings. Trail-
ing behind, I probably look like the
shadow of her composure, a bit over-
whelmed and sporting a nervous smile.
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In the week since nailing down
the clearance to be here, reality has
curdled some of my gusto. I haven’t
actually been in a corrections facili-
ty before. Should I have considered
issues beyond a pulled muscle or a
dry pen? Earlier, Hellthaler said that
as many as 80 incarcerated men took
this class. We agreed that perhaps
I ought to find a spot near the back,
to be discreet about my note-taking,
though I wondered how it would feel
to be that embedded. (It turns out that
the 80 men are now split into two less
daunting classes.)

This is the state’s largest county
jail, with 1,200 detainees on any given
day, according to the sheriff’s website.
It’s a final stop for some, a way station
for others awaiting trial, sentencing,
or transport to another place to serve
out their sentence, including state or
federal prison. One housing unit here
is the subject of the Netflix reality
series “Unlocked: A Jail Experiment,”
which I started to watch, briefly, before
thinking it might be better to starve
my anxiety than treat it to a buffet.

Prison Yoga Project operates in a dif-
ferent unit, though. It’s in the reentry
program, mostly for people here on
drug-related charges, and it’s stocked
with classes and privileges that one
might be loath to risk losing. And even
as I nervously fret over my well-being,
I worry about theirs, too: What emo-
tional harm might be caused by one
more outsider looking in, or worse,
disrupting a meaningful hour of calm?

As we enter the unit, the stairs
drain everyone to pool around us, and
the space suddenly feels like Times
Square. Hellthaler introduces me.
But instead of resentment or annoyed
indifference, it brings a stunning rush
of welcomes and handshakes, and my
guardedness thaws into guilt.

One of the men, Rylan Perryman,
reaches over a wall of shoulders to offer
me a folded sheet of notebook paper. In
neat print, he had written that Prison
Yoga Project and its instructors had
changed his life — helped save it, even.

At Hellthaler’s suggestion, the

A longtime participant at Pulaski County Regional Detention Facility, where Hellthaler
teaches, shares one of his favorite poses. He “was always smiling and brought immense
joy to the class,” she says.
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Prison Yoga Project members at the Pulaski County facility. To check energy levels and
break the ice before each session, says Hellthaler (second from left), “we share our names

and respond to the question, ‘If you were driving a car right now, how fast would you be

going?” Right: A participant at San Diego Central Jail practices conscious breathing.

group agrees to head outside, where,
at 8 a.m., it’s a chilly and overcast 60
degrees or so. Around three dozen
men grab yoga mats, and one of the
last, Frank Ortega — tall, 44, and sol-
id-seeming in his gray sweatsuit, with
Ray-Ban glasses and dark, slicked-back
hair — generously coaxes me to take
one, too: “You gotta do yoga with us!”

On the other side of a metal door,
the men quickly settle into rows in
arectangular yard. Its gray concrete
walls are topped with a matching
sky, seen through a lid of chain-link
fencing.

“I missed you,” Hellthaler says after
everyone’s acclimated.

“Not as much as we missed you,”
someone replies.

ellthaler, Prison Yoga Project’s
executive director, has been
ministering yoga at the Pulaski

County Regional Detention Facility
since 2019, at first with juveniles, and
then with men and women as part of
the jail’s reentry program. From the
start, she felt that “this just makes so
much sense; that a practice like this is
meant for a place like this.”

It’s an idea Prison Yoga Project has
been spreading since its founding in
2010 by yoga instructor James Fox,
an outgrowth of the classes he has led
since 2002 at California’s San Quentin
Rehabilitation Center (formerly San
Quentin State Prison). Last year, the
nonprofit was active in more than 135
correctional facilities in 21 U.S. states
and in 10 other countries from Mexico
to Australia.

The yoga that it practices and teach-
es is adapted to maneuver around the
gauntlet of trauma that an incarcer-
ated crowd might collectively bring
to the mats, including the trauma of
incarceration itself. There’s a focus
on yogic techniques as a balm, rather

UCONN MAGAZINE | MAGAZINE.UCONN.EDU

than as purely physical exercise or the
adherence to any one guru or style.
Hellthaler’s class wouldn’t be unfa-
miliar to many studio-goers, in terms
of its general arc and the placidity of
the instructor. On the other hand, it’s a
party compared to the studio environ-
ment, with good-natured chatter and
games, like the surprisingly popular,
“Simon Says”-inspired “Yogi Says,”
which is a way to exercise impulse
control. There’s a sense of together-
ness, rather than a sense of standing
together seeking solitude.

Largely, though, the differences are
the subtleties.

For instance, agency is sacred. Even
in a mandatory class like the one in
Little Rock, whether and how a person
participates is optional. One man did
so from a chair, and at least one ap-
peared not to at all; shoes on, leaning
against the back wall.

Hellthaler doesn’t haunt the aisles
to scrutinize form, and she avoids

poses that might feel too vulnerable,
such as child’s pose, where one is
on their knees and folded forward,
head to the ground. She also educates
seamlessly as she goes. She’ll ask par-
ticipants to flex large muscle groups
— with, say, aleg-and-core-squeezing
chair pose — to make a point of the
release that follows. And she frequent-
ly cycles the group between movement
and stillness.

“It’s about training their nervous
systems how to go from a height-
ened state to a state of rest,” she says.
“When you’ve experienced trauma....
the body gets stuck in fight-or-flight

or, in this context, protective mode.

So we’re trying to teach them how to
come out of that in a safe way, and yoga
is a safe way. We’re just moving our
body.”

Her men’s classes generally become
invested quickly. Hellthaler sometimes
has to chide newcomers that they’re
missing the point by trying to telegraph
masculinity or hold a plank longer than
she does. “That doesn’t impress me,”
she’ll tell them. “What impresses me
is you taking a break and admitting
when you're tired.” With her women’s
classes, it may take more time and ten-
derness to build trust and buy-in.

Previously he'd

felt yoga wasn’t
masculine; something
that ‘housewives did

in their spare time. ...
But after the first time,
| was hooked. Man, it’s
like this is what | was
missing out of my life

— yoga. The breathing,

the meditation of it,

the peacefulness.’

That rapport, in part, comes from
simple consistency. “There are people
who come into jails and prisons and
do service,” she says. “But what means
the most to them is that this person
wants to come back. They’re choosing
to come here every single week.” And
Hellthaler comes every Tuesday for
the men’s class and every Wednesday
for the women’s, even after climbing
into the executive director role in 2024
from her post as assistant director.

Prison Yoga Project has a full-time
staff of just seven, plus a phalanx of
part-timers, contractors, and vol-
unteers. So Hellthaler has the email
inbox volume of an executive director
while she also handles budgeting,
human resources, the hunt for grants
and other funding, and saying yes to
interview requests, in addition to her
yoga sessions.

“We feel scrappy,” she says, and she
doesn’t seem to mind the full hat rack
that comes with that. “I’'m in it.” Even
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The focus on healing,
she says, doesn’t come
at the expense of ac-
countability and justice.
They’re in tandem with
‘seeing the human ...
and understanding the
trauma that often leads
people to the circum-

stances that they’re in.’

when she’s not at her desk or at the jail,
she is still cheerfully in it.

After the yoga class, we go to a coffee
shop that sometimes hires people
released from the reentry program.
Before we reach the counter, Hellthaler
spots a woman she knows from the jail.
Later, another runs up to our table and
wraps her in a hug before clocking in
for work.

Hellthaler also occasionally sees for-
mer participants at an evening Vinyasa
class she teaches at a yoga studio a few
miles away. “When they get out, it is
hell,” she says. “You have to find a job,
you have to find a car, you have to find
ahome. I don’t expect yoga to be their
focus. So it’s always really meaningful

to me when someone comes and it’s
resonated with them in that way.”

ellthaler essentially arrived in
Arkansas via South Africa.

It was on a three-month
study abroad trip to Cape Town, during
her sophomore year at UConn, that
the speech-language pathology major
realized that social justice and service
work needn’t be a hobby. On the trip,
students augmented classes with
internships and service projects under
the wing of a now-retired women’s
studies professor, the “radical, amaz-
ing, and exceptional human” Marita
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McComiskey ’01 Ph.D. Hellthaler’s
work with underprivileged kids in the
city’s once-segregated townships — en-
gaging them in activities and field trips,
getting to know their communities, and
being invited into homes in struggling
places that others would glimpse from
tour buses — changed her.

That experience, along with UConn
Community Outreach service trips to
Boston and New Orleans, emboldened
her to shake up her plans to find a job
in her major. Instead, she applied to
Teach for America and was placed in El
Dorado, Arkansas.

At UConn, she had taken up yoga as
aform of exercise. It was during her
three years at a high school in

El Dorado, near the Louisiana border,
that a teacher training introduced her
to the use of mindful, yoga-like princi-
ples to diffuse stress for herself and her
students. Recognizing that “students
were being punished for essentially
acting out because their basic needs
weren’t being met,” she demonstrated
alternative techniques. “If a student
yelled or acted angry, I might say, ‘T'm
feeling a little stressed; I'm going to
take a deep breath.” Eventually, the
tenor of the room would shift.

Hellthaler moved to Little Rock, 120
miles north, for a master’s degree from
the Clinton School of Public Service
and pressed deeper into social justice
and the idea of healing-centered ap-
proaches to misbehavior, which is how
she encountered Prison Yoga Project.
She worked with the organization for
her degree-culminating project in 2018
and was hired the next year as national
program manager.

The focus on healing, she says,
doesn’t come at the expense of ac-
countability and justice. They’re in
tandem with “seeing the human ... and
understanding the trauma that often

leads people to the circumstances that
they’rein.”

It’s an approach that seems to reso-
nate at the Little Rock jail.

“Some classes, people are kinda like,
‘Eh. I don’t really want to do this,” or
‘It’s not really my thing,” Holly Hand-
ley, the jail’s prevention and reentry
director, tells me. “But in my five years
of being here, there has not been one
person say, ‘I don’t really want to do
yoga today, or anything negative about
Nicole’s class.”

Kendric Herd, who works front-of-
house at a gastropub in North Little
Rock, completed a second pass through
the program in September 2025. Hell-
thaler’s capacity to remember names
and recall past conversations mattered
in an environment where a person
“could easily be made to feel like you're
just anumber — because typically
you're just a number,” says Herd, 40.
“When an individual ... listens to you
and is able to call you by name in a
good, healthy way, it really does allow
you to [feel] seen.”

His experience there gave him an
awareness and a language that allowed

Left: Hellthaler leads a class

at Pulaski. Right: Women at Las
Colinas Detention and Reentry
Facility in San Diego County,
California, warm up with vari-
ations of a side-body stretch.
“Offering choices is essential,”
says Hellthaler.

him to relate more deeply to those
around him, and to isolate the drivers
behind his own feelings — an ongoing
practice that’s helped bridge the transi-
tion to life outside the jail, too.

Chris Lerma, who graduated from
the program in December 2024, says
the yoga sessions remain a “beacon
in one of the darkest parts of my life.”
Hellthaler “comes in, no judgment;
she’s just full of energy and life and
positivity, and she just made that
hour the best hour of my week, every
week.” So much so that Lerma, 40,
who now works on his fiancée’s family
farm in Fairview, Kansas, plans to
complete Prison Yoga Project’s yoga
teacher training to give back in the
same way.

here’s barely a yoga-mat’s
width to spare in the yard as
everyone settles in. Ortega
calls me over to an opening as he moves
his mat closer to the front wall on our
right, and we inch over a little farther
for Anthony Casey, 43, who squeezes
in on my left, nearer than he probably
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prefers to the metal door that will cah-
chunk open and shut throughout the
hourlong session.

Most of the men are in white socks
and burgundy pants, with either a
burgundy top or a white T-shirt over a
thermal layer. Some are bundled under
all three shirts and multiple socks.

After introductions and an ice-
breaker, someone comments on a
graphic novel the nonprofit published
afew months before, to Hellthaler’s
delight. It sparks a conversation about
the story’s takeaways and whether
there will be a second book.

It’s part of a spontaneous rhapsody
that differentiates this — at least as
much as the lack of spandex and the
concrete container do — from the usual
studio session: the ofthand commen-
tary or a rumble of laughs; the yawn-
ing door and warble of a loudspeaker
calling men to collect medicine; a
collective exhale; the exchange with
Hellthaler as she guides them through
poses, like a sequence of mountain to
plank to cobra.

“How was that?” she asks. They
answer with applause.

Later, the group sits and Hellthaler
asks us to reach one arm across the op-
posite hip and to plant the other hand
directly behind, so the whole torso
is twisted to one direction. We turn
slightly to look over the back shoulder,
then crane our necks the other way,
over the front shoulder, and some of
the men bellow, “Vogue!”

“That’s our little ditty,” Hellthaler
explains to the new guys.

We twist our torsos in the opposite
direction now, and then our necks.
“Vogue!”

“They surprised me with the little
‘vogue’ thing,” Tommie Glaspie, 44,
tells me after the session. “Normally,
I'd be like: ‘Hey, bruh; hey.’ But then
it’s like, it felt right. They made it feel
right, like it was okay. Vogue!”

Glaspie has been in the reentry

She ‘comes in, no
judgment ... full of
energy and life and
positivity, and she
just made that hour
the best hour of my
week, every week.’

second yoga session. Previously he’d
felt yoga wasn’t masculine; something
that “housewives did in their spare
time. ... But after the first time, I was
hooked. Man, it’s like this is what I
was missing out of my life — yoga. The
breathing, the meditation of it, the
peacefulness.”

Glaspie and others say yoga has
changed the way they relate to one
another, and how they handle stressors
inside the jail and concerns that exist
beyond it.

Casey, still sitting near the door after
class, says that across eight months
of yoga he’s become more humble,
quicker to apologize, quicker to show
gratitude. “The officers will tell you, I
was one of the hotheads in here. But
with yoga, it helped me become — I'm
happy. It’s crazy to say. How can you be
happy in jail? I'm more happy in here
than I was in the streets. ... It brings
peace to my life.”

Fifteen minutes earlier, with the
yoga session drawing to a close, there
is one moment in which Hellthaler
requests silence. Many lie on their
backs, eyes closed, as she guides them
through a relaxation exercise, a flex-
then-release of muscles that cascades

next two minutes, she says, their only
jobistorest.

The metal door opens and shuts
periodically. There’s the drone and
metronomic beeping of something like
construction equipment on the move.
The sound of a bird pokes through.
Then, briefly, the vehicle stops and the
door stills while the bird sings on. For a
fleeting moment, eyes closed, we could
be anywhere.

Hellthaler rouses the group. She
offers a meditation and invites them to
repeat it, and many do, in a chorus of
baritones:

May I be happy,

May I be healthy,

May I live in peace,

May my life be blessed with ease.

It continues, extending the same to
others and then to the world. Then she
says, and they repeat, “The light in me
sees and honors the light in each and
everyone of you.” &

Danny Freedman’s
writing has appeared
in The New York Times,
The Washingfon Post,
Smithsonian magazine,
and elsewhere. He
lives in Memphis,

Doing Warrior | at Pulaski: “On the inhale, they reach their arms overhead; on the exhale,
they bend their elbows. While we typically recommend practicing in a circle, this group is
large and well-established, allowing for mats to be arranged in rows,” says Hellthaler.

unit for less than a month. This is his from the toes to the face. Now, for the Tennessee.
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GAMEDAY CONOR

It is March 31, 2018,
and Huskies baseball

is taking on the

Hartford Hawks at Dunkin’ Park,
home of the Hartford Yard Goats. “Do
you have a game host we can borrow?”
the team asks Goats director of event
services Conor Geary.

“I thought about it and said, ‘Sure.’
I host the game. I kill it.” After the
Huskies win 1-0, the UConn Athletics
contingent has another question for
Geary: “You were really good. Are you
at all interested in talking to us about
doing some stuff with UConn?”

And that’s how the institution
that is GameDay Conor came to be a
Husky.

He’s the arena/field/stadium host,
whose job it is to get the fans into
the game. He’s the guy you don’t see
on television because on television,
between quarters or halves or innings
or during time-outs, they cut to a
commercial. At a live event, when the
game stops, somebody has to enter-
tain the fans before they get out their
phones and stop paying attention
altogether.

The Hero Among Us spot, the Lucky
Shot and Spot Shot challenges, the
Half-Court Shot, the Junior Husky
Starting Lineup, the Honorary Kid
Captain award, the T-shirt Cannon,
and the Sock Toss all need a master of
ceremonies. And who else is going to

'
lllustration by
Tom Richmond

launch the wave and lead the fan sing-
along of “Sweet Caroline”?

UConn wanted him to start with a
football game, says Geary, but he had
too many fall schedule conflicts —
which is how he got thrown straight
into the deep end: “My first men’s
game was Dan Hurley’s first game.

My first women’s game was probably
Geno’s 900th game.” It was 2018.

“There had been a tremendous
amount of success, and the fan ex-
pectations were high,” he says. “The
women hadn’t won a national cham-
pionship since 2016, but they always
had March aspirations. The men had
last won in 2011, but Coach Hurley
was able to have the team really shine
and perform. The venues regularly
sold out, in Hartford and in Storrs, for
both men and women. That provides
an electricity. You hear other coaching
staff talk about it. Coming to UConn
is different from other institutions.
Having a full house of rabid fans, with
5,000 students in the student section
at Gampel Pavilion, makes my job
easier and more fun.”

And having Geary at the helm of
those game experiences, on the micro-
phone, leading that fan experience, has
upped the energy and the expectations
for what those games are going to feel
like.

It’s been said that a basketball team’s
“sixth man” is the crowd. In that sense,
GameDay Conor coaches the sixth man.
And UConn has recognized the value of
his contribution.“T have three champi-
onship rings,” he says. “The 2023 men’s,
the 2024 men’s, and the 2025 women’s.”

(continued on page 28)
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Geary was flying back from working the West Regional while the UConn men were
clawing back against Duke in the East Regional. While he was deplaning in

Chicago, “The Shot” went in — and he had to let out a silent celebratory scream.
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GameDay'’s calendar is a head spin,
even “off"” season. Last summer, he
had 64 events in 95 days: 32 Goats
games, 15 Suns games, six NCAA la-
crosse games, three Patriots training
events, a USA vs. Turkey men'’s soccer
match, and seven private corporate
events. Plus he and wife Tori have two
daughters, Harper Rose and Emersyn,
and a son on the way. “These days it
feels like it's always crazy,” he says.
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Clockwise from top left: UConn
basketball, with student; Con-
necticut Sun basketball, with
Marina Mabrey; New England
Patriots football; NCAA basket-
ball; Yard Goats baseball, with
Naughty by Nature’s Treach;
Eversource Hartford Marathon,
with Renee DiNino; Dad mode.

(continued from page 25)
Jennifer Griffin ’99 (CLAS), ’10
MBA, an associate director of
admissions, began hiring Geary to
emcee admitted-student events in
2022. “Conor’s role doesn’t begin
and end with basketball. He rolls
with anything you throw at him and
honestly is just genuinely pumped
to be there,” says Griffin. “Watch
him teach the UConn chant to
thousands of admitted students at
the UConn Bound Day welcome
ceremony and try to find a face that

isn’t excited for the next four years.”

After each basketball season,
Geary is back to, among other
things, baseball — UConn and
Yard Goats. Tonight’s a slow one
at Dunkin’, where the Goats are
playing the Richmond Flying
Squirrels. The Squirrels are riding
a10-game winning streak and the
Goats aren’t, the night is cool, and it
rained earlier — you can count the
number of people in the right-field
bleachers on two hands and a foot.
“Hey, ump,” someone yells. “If
you had one more eye, you'd be a
cyclops!”

“It’s a Wednesday in April,” says
Geary. “In midsummer on a week-
end, this place will be full.” Tonight,
he has his work cut out for him.
He’ll pull out the Wallet Shuffie, the
Baby Goat Race, the Blindfolded
Buddy Beacon, the Goat Rodeo,
and, of course, “Sweet Caroline.”

It helps that Geary has been
honing the art of field hosting since
he was a student at Siena College
in Albany, New York. “My senior
year, I was student body president,
so I got a call from our adminis-

No matter the place or team, this
big-bearded bear of a man with a bright

smile and an even brighter spirit makes

people happy, gets them cheering, vnited.

trators saying they needed me to be the
mascot, Bernie the St. Bernard, for a
game because the regular mascot was
sick. I politely declined, and they politely
insisted, and I politely declined, and they
vehemently insisted. Turned out, Thad a
great time. I loved it. It was the anonym-
ity, the access, being on the court. It was
really, really fun. I enjoyed the game, but
Ireallyloved the theater of it all.”

Geary grew up acting in community
theater, children’s theater, and musical
theater from the time he was 8 years old.
He was born in Hartford and grew up
in Manchester until sixth grade, when
his family moved to East Hartford. His
mother worked for the State of Con-
necticut as a disability rights and child
advocate. His father was executive direc-
tor of a nonprofit that managed group
homes for people with intellectual and
developmental disabilities. “I was always
kind of an outgoing kid,” says Geary.

He stayed in theater during college
but realized his future led elsewhere. “I
was in ‘The Tempest.’ I did ‘Proof.’ I did
‘Doubt.’ But I wasn’t a good enough sing-
er, and I wasn’t a talented enough actor.
So I got abusiness degree, and I minored
in philosophy. I thought I'd end up being
some entry-level investment banker at
Merrill Lynch after graduation.”

Ironically, giving up show business led
him back to show business.

Geary had a friend who worked in
restaurants. “He’d work until one in
the morning and hang with friends
until three. That looked awesome.”
Geary bounced around and ended up at
Hartford brewery City Steam, which had
a comedy club in the basement called
Brew HaHa. He was the marketing di-
rector there — and the comics manager.

“We’d have three or four shows a

weekend,” says Geary, “and I would in-
troduce the shows. I'd do a few minutes
of material on stage. Working the room,
chatting, getting the bachelorette party
settled down before the actual pros came
out — Dennis Leary, Joe List, Martin
Montana ... 'm in my 20s, living the life,
and everything was great.”

Then he went to a Yard Goats game
in 2016 when they played on the road,
waiting for the stadium to be built, and
he was hooked. “I sent a message to Tim
Restall, the GM at the time [now pres-
ident], and said, ‘Hey, listen, whenever
you have a job that fits what I know, I
would love to work for you.’ I was hired
in 2017 as the director of event services.
In February of 2018, the girl who had
done the on-field hosting job was moving
to Philly. The creative services director
comes to my office and says, ‘You used to
manage a comedy club — do you know
any comics who might be interested?’ I
said, “Well, none of the ones I know are
looking to work in minor league baseball,
but I'm interested.

“I auditioned along with 19 other
people, and they said I was the best, but
were worried that doing both my job
and the on-field hosting would be too
much. I said, ‘If you think I'm right for
the role, do not shortchange the fans. If I
getburned out, I'll tell you.” He’s still not
burned out, and the jobs keep coming in
much the same way.

He was working a UConn women’s
game in Hartford in 2023 when a man
tapped him on the shoulder and said,
“Jen Rizzotti says I'm not allowed to
leave this building until I get your phone
number.” Rizzotti 96 (CLAS), starting
point guard for UConn’s first national
championship team and Connecticut
Sun president, hired him. While hosting

the NCAA lacrosse championships at
Gillette Stadium last year, he drew the
attention of the New England Patri-

ots, who asked him to host their home
games, which he now does. He’s worked
the FCS college football championships,
the men’s regional NCAA basketball
tournament semifinals and finals, the
Naismith Basketball Hall of Fame show-
cases, Hartford Marathon races, golf
tourneys, weddings, auctions, galas, and
so on. No matter the place or team, this
big-bearded bear of a man with a bright
smile and an even brighter spirit makes
people happy, gets them cheering,
united.

“I have to have a high degree of confi-
dence that no matter what happens, it’s
gonna be a good show. It doesn’t matter
what room I’m in, what venue I'm in,
what audience I have, what game it is.

I have to believe to my core that I'm
going to ensure that the production is
good. I think I've only screwed up twice.
Once I referred to the Minnesota Lynx,
a WNBA team, as the Minnesota Wild,
an NHL team, and another time, I just
froze introducing a Sun game.”

Tonight, it turns out, is not the Yard
Goats’ night. They take a two-run lead
after eight but give up four runs in the
top of the ninth and lose the game,
13-11. “Oh well,” he says. “Lotta hits,
man. Lotta runs. Good game.”

Geary makes his way slowly down the
concourse toward the showers, past the
pretzel vendor and the hot dog stand,
one more in the books. He’s done his
job, and everyone had fun. Little kids
recognize him and point. Fans fist-bump
him and ask for autographs. He can’t
linger too long. He has to get ready for
tomorrow, because tomorrow is....

Game day. ©
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What follows is at heart a UConn
love story, one still going strong as
it nears the half-century mark.

It is excerpted from the recently
published “Dual Identities: Living
in Meier’s Shadow” by Arthur
M. Horwitz 76 (CLAS). In the
memoir, Horwitz bookends his
UConn story between tales of a
childhood that includes delivering
papers and mucking stalls in a
tight-knit Jewish neighborhood
of New Haven, Connecticut, and a
newspaper career that — begun on
said paper route — cycles through
copyboy, reporter, bureau chief,
and publisher stages to culminate
in the establishment of the Arthur
M. Horwitz Collection at the Uni-
versity of Michigan and the
author’s enshrinement in the
Michigan Journalism Hall of
Fame.

Layered throughout is the

THE LAST
THE BOX

“Meier” of the title, the younger
brother of Horwitz’s mother who,
unlike her, did not survive the Ho-
locaust. His absent presence has
permeated Horwitz’s life and was
one factor in his career choice.

It also helped Horwitz recog-
nize “even as a paperboy” that
every individual has a story to
tell, and it is one of the things that
made him “fall in love even then
with a profession” focused on
finding and telling those stories,
on “giving voice to people whose
voices are unheard or underrepre-
sented. ... As a child of a survivor,”
he considers, “that is six million
individuals, each with a life, a path,
areflection.”

Horwitz’s mother, Sally, died in
2014 at age 86, but, he says, “I can
hear my mother’s voice, ‘You little
pisher! You have a collection at the
University of Michigan!™”
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HORWITZ, CENTER, WITH ANDY KARPIE ’79 (CLAS), LEFT, AND GEOFF
MARION 77 (CLAS) ON A COLLEGE-BREAK CAMPING TRIP IN 1974

Kingston House, part of the University of Connecticut’s Towers dormitory
complex, was an unimpressive four-story brick structure built to withstand the
vim and vigor of 66 testosterone-crazed men. Depending on one’s perspective,
it was either the closest place on campus to Interstate 86 (now Interstate 84)
and a fast escape to Boston and Hartford or the farthest from almost every-
where else except the Dairy Bar and its acclaimed ice cream.

Perhaps half the on-campus students headed elsewhere each weekend. I
wasn’t going anywhere. A visit home assured overhearing discussions about
business problems or the risk of at least one “you’re dishonoring Meier” mo-
ment. Since early adolescence, my Holocaust survivor mother, Sally Horwitz,
burdened me with the responsibility of living two lives — mine and the one
denied to her murdered little brother, Meier, whose Hebrew name I carried.
Parental communications consisted of a Sunday evening phone call and
twice-weekly receipts of envelopes stuffed with newspaper clippings curated by
my father. In response, I sent occasional letters summarizing — and sanitizing
— my activities.

Even if I wanted to leave campus, I suspected my upcoming job would require
covering the UConn football team every Saturday afternoon throughout the fall
season.

With work-study paperwork in hand, I entered the Department of Public
Information’s Office of Sports Information. Director Joe Soltys met me at
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the door.

“Aahtha Hooorwitz,” the frail-looking and bespectacled Soltys said in
exaggerated tones while extending his hand. He quickly put me to work,
interviewing varsity athletes for their hometown papers and writing stories to
supplement wire service coverage of football games. During basketball season,
Isat courtside with beat reporters from the state’s major dailies. Flirtatious
female students noticed my front-and-center presence. I liked that. At halftime,
some came by to chitchat while others invited me to their rooms after games ...
to listen to music. I didn’t screen them by religious affiliation. At UConn, I was
free to socialize with any girl of my choosing. Unlike at home, every day wasn’t
Holocaust Remembrance Day.

My work for Soltys and occasional bylined stories in the New Haven Journal-
Courier and Register captured the attention of the editors at the Connecticut
Daily Campus. Was I willing to handle some feature assignments? Sure, even
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though my work-study writing load remained undiminished. By the end of the
academic year, I had agreed to become the newspaper’s co-sports editor. A third
summer of reporting padded my portfolio, with stories appearing multiple
times a week in the New Haven dailies.

A few months into my sophomore year, I was contacted by former Daily
Campus editor-in-chief Lincoln Millstein 77 (CLAS). He said he was im-
pressed by my writing, work-study output, and daily newspaper experience and
invited me for a beer. I accepted. He had an agenda. Would I consider applying
for his former position? I demurred, not feeling remotely capable of leading
the newspaper while still maintaining a full course load. After the third beer, I
agreed to proceed.

In support of my candidacy, I secured letters of recommendation from New
Haven Journal-Courier editors Danny Wallace, Bill Guthrie, and Bob Granger,
as well as Soltys. The Daily Campus editorial advisory board individually inter-
viewed three candidates.

Then we waited beyond a closed conference room door for a decision.

Outgoing editor-in-chief Alan Reisner *75 (CLAS) and managing editor John
Pallatto ’75 (CLAS) emerged several moments later.

“Congratulations!”

The board had selected me.

I hurried back to my dorm room, harnessing butterflies of fear as I passed the
university administration building, Wilbur Cross Library, the Hillel building,
and St. Thomas Aquinas Center before ascending the pathway to Towers and
huffing and puffing my way to Kingston House. My mind was spinning.

T'm only 19! Editor-in-chief is a full-time job! I won’t graduate with my class!
I entered the bathroom just beyond my dorm room. There, I vomited on the
floor.
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“See, I told you writing can take you places!” my mother proclaimed when
Ilater shared the news with my father and her over the telephone.
Yes, but where?

It was my junior year, and with Passover approaching, I felt the pull of home
and family — and the dread of accompanying baggage.

Several weeks before the first Seder meal, my mother transitioned into
cooking, baking, and brooding mode. On most nights, her single oven and four-
burner electric stove pumped out a small but steady array of less than excep-
tional kugels, sweet-and-sour meatballs, matzo balls, chicken broth, tzimmes,
pre-sliced brisket, marble cakes, and brownies. After cooling, each item was
tightly wrapped in Saran or Reynolds wrap and squeezed into every square inch
of the refrigerator’s undersized freezer.

There was no smile on her face or Richard Tucker renditions of the Hagga-
dah’s greatest hits playing in the background. Tears occasionally dripped from
her swollen eyes, but the onions weren’t to blame. The ancient Israelites es-
caped slavery from Egypt, but my mother was incapable of freeing herself from
images of mass starvation. This night of our Seder was always different from all
other nights. Because on this night, Sally Finkelstein Horwitz was feeding her
family — living and murdered.

I took more than leftovers back to my dorm room.

For the remainder of the Passover holiday week, I opted for kosher meals at
UConn’s Hillel House. Looking past discolored gefilte fish patties and platters
of sweaty dark-meat chicken, I noticed volunteer waitresses who were more
appealing to the eye. From a blur of jeans, wrinkled and soiled sweatshirts,
curly hair, and olive skin, one stood out. Her fair complexion, blue eyes, and
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from-birth perfect nose were complemented by a stunning pantsuit accented
with a silky floral-patterned scarf. She was more than a waitress. She looked like
a fashion model.

“Wow, she’s nice!” New Haven friend Jeff Macarz whispered. We continued
my not-so-discreet staring throughout the meal’s main course.

Time for dessert.

There was no sweet table covered with fluffy 13-egg sponge cakes, flourless
chocolate tortes, delectable almond cookies, or bowls of freshly cut fruit. In
fact, there was no table at all. Instead, one box of a Manischewitz not-so-fancy
cookie assortment was being distributed by the golden goddess.
Strong hands and outstretched arms grabbed — at the box — as
she weaved among the tables.

She’s coming our way!

Bypassing several others, she abruptly stopped at my side
and lowered the box so I could make a selection. However,
there was only one cookie remaining. It had red sugar crystals
on top. She had saved it for me. As I reached for it, our eyes

locked. Hers twinkled. My heart fluttered.

After rushing back to my room, I breathlessly shared the
waitress encounter with my roommate, Geoff Marion *77
(CLAS).

“She was radiant, beautiful ... she gave me the last Man-
ischewitz cookie!”

He cut me off.

“Don’t waste your time on that one,” he insisted. There
was a Jewish — his emphasis — girl in his friend Marie Mul-
hall’s Crawford D South Campus dorm. They wanted me to
meet her. Were they secretly in cahoots with my mother,

who, scarred by Holocaust trauma, insisted that I only date

PHOTO, S
1946 Jewish girls?

Sure. Why not?

About a week later, Crawford D hosted a pizza and beer
party with our dorm. Hmm. Would I be introduced to their mystery maiden? As
a debate swirled at our table about whether UConn men or cadets at the nearby
U.S. Coast Guard Academy treated women better, Marie suddenly waved.

“There she is!”

I pivoted in my chair in time to see an arm-in-arm couple pausing briefly
before heading out the door. It was her — the provider of the last Manischewitz
cookie. There she goes, so I thought.

“That’s Gina, my roommate.”

I was sitting with Jill Johanessen ’78 (Home Ec.), whom I had met inside a
postcard-perfect white church in rural Voluntown the previous July. It was not
a happy occasion. Her sister Cindy and Kingston House friend Tim Scaia, were
among the 24 victims of a devastating fire at Gulliver’s, a pulsating nightclub
attached to abowling alley straddling the Connecticut-New York state line.
Cindy and I had been occasional partying companions. Jill had been randomly
matched with another freshman, Gina Wesler 78 (Home Ec.)

At asimilar pizza and beer gathering the following week, Gina sat directly
across from me. This time, she was unescorted. We had a chance to talk, which
didn’t keep me from being entranced by her blue eyes, smile ... and the tomato
skin stuck between her front teeth. She intended to major in fashion mer-
chandising and was from West Hartford. Gina’s Ken-doll dress-up companion
had been “just a friend” from Trinity College. I quickly realized that Gina was
approachable, self-effacing, and that I wanted to be with her. At my request, she
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provided a phone number.

A few days later, I dialed. She answered on the first ring.

“I thought it might be you,” she offered.

After exchanging pleasantries, I swallowed hard and asked if she could join
me for abite.

“Yes.”

There was no hesitation.

I circled May 8,1975, on my calendar.

After disconnecting, I panicked. Where would I take her? Husky’s? Rapp’s?
Pizza House? Kathy John’s? Such poor choices! Then I remembered a billboard
along Interstate 86 near Vernon Center. “Rein’s NY Style Deli — this exit.” It
was about 25 minutes from campus. I had a car. Let’s go.

Rein’s was a monument to Jewish comfort food. Chicken soup. Corned beef.
Pastrami. Pickles. Halvah. And not just any hot dog, but Hebrew Nationals. Gina
was in mixing-milk-and-meat mode, a kosher no-no. She ordered a cheeseburg-
er followed by a generous slice of New York-style cheesecake. I ate something,
but I don’t remember what. I was fixated on the quantity of calories she was
shoving into her mouth.

On the ride back, I didn’t risk hand-holding or an attempt at a good-night
kiss. My desire was to continue seeing her. She declined my first two follow-up
invitations. Crushed, I decided there wouldn’t be a third ... until I received a
quirky, humorous May 25 birthday card. She signed it, “Always, Gina.”

Was this a bashert (meant to be) moment? Perhaps an angelic intervention
from little Meier? Here, like me, was the daughter of a Holocaust survivor
mother and American-born father who shared and understood the crosscur-
rents inherent in our identities. Three years later, we were married.

Indeed, it would be always Gina. ®

ARTHUR AND GINA IN 1975. THEY MARRIED IN 1978 AND REMAIN HAPPILY SO
TODAY. UNTIL THE COMPANY DISCONTINUED THE ASSORTMENT, GINA BROUGHT
ARTHUR THE LAST RED-SPRINKLED COOKIE IN THE BOX EVERY PASSOVER.
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Horsebarn Hill “felt like the perfect back-
drop for such a meaningful moment,”
says Stein of her vows with Andrews.

Some Picnic!

» George Andrews 19 (ENG) and Haley Stein ’20 (SFA) held an intimate Jewish ceremony at Horsebarn Hill’s picnic area to
celebrate their marriage on a beautiful day last August. Having met each other at UConn through Greek life and mutual friends, the
two remained friendly for years until they started dating their senior year — and you know what they say about the rest. The two now
live in the Charleston area of South Carolina, where George, a biomedical engineer, serves as director of operations for Phiex Technol-
ogies and Haley freelances as a graphic designer, primarily working with Color Wow. Maple, their goldendoodle pup who stood up as
flower girl for their big day, keeps them happily occupied.
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CLASS NOTES

1950s

UNIVERSITY > CONNECTICUT
FORT AL WARCE

At 101, Norma (Spector)
Wedner ’55 Ph.D. reflects
on her days of teaching psy-
chology at the Fort Trumbull
branch of UConn to veterans
returning from World War IT
on the GI Bill. UConn opened
the Fort Trumbull campus in
1945 in New London to accom-
modate a student enrollment
that had quadrupled from pre-
war levels. There, returning
servicemen received two years’
instruction before transferring
to Storrs. “Those were remark-
able years to teach, full of pur-
pose and possibility,” Wedner
writes.

She remembers the thou-
sand or so all-male students
as “by and large more mature
than prewar freshmen, but
of course virtually all of them
were older than the typical
18-year-olds. They were eager
to complete their degrees as
quickly as possible to proceed

to their careers. Some were
already married. ... I'm sure
they never wanted to see their
uniforms again.”

After the campus closed in
1950, Wedner became — to her
knowledge — UConn’s first
female psychology doctoral
candidate. She taught at the
University of Maryland, raised
afamily, then worked at a pri-
vate research organization in
Baltimore until her retirement
in 1997. She adds that she is
“still very much engaged with
the world.”

1960s

» Ronald R. Smith 61
(CLAS) and Janice (Green)
Smith ’61 (CLAS) will cel-
ebrate their 65th wedding
anniversary this year. The two

were married at St. Thomas
Aquinas church on the Storrs

campus on November 18, 1961.

» Jason Traiger '67 MA
reports that he has retired
from a dual career in college
teaching and high-tech docu-
mentation writing and is now
living in Sarasota, Florida.
For the past six years, he has
participated in the Venice
Camera Club and played in
the woodwind section of the
Manatee Community Con-
cert Band, which performs at
the Neel Performing Arts
Center of the State College of
Florida. Traiger also volun-
teers at Sarasota Orchestra
concerts. » Arno B. Zim-
mer 68 (CLAS) recently
released his eighth mystery
novel. “The Chained Library
Conspiracy” follows the
search for a thief who stole a
manuscript from a medieval
chained library (where books
are chained to the shelves).
There’s no shortage of mobs,
distinguished English family
lineages, and globe-spanning
clues. Zimmer’s literary
predilections go back to his
UConn days, when he gradu-
ated cum laude as an English
major. » Multiple Neag
alum Perry Zirkel °68 MA,
’72 Ph.D., ’76 JD received
the inaugural Excellence in
Special Education Research
Award from the Council of
Administrators of Special
Education. A nationally rec-
ognized authority on special

education law, Zirkel served
as dean of Lehigh University’s
College of Education and as
Iacocca Chair in Education,
and co-directed the Special
Education Law Symposium
there. He was recognized

by the council for making
legal concepts accessible for
educators, policymakers, at-
torneys, and officers through
his 1,700-plus publications,
open-access repository of
resources, and trainings —
leading to improved outcomes
for students with disabilities.
»» While many see their 70s as
a time to slow down, Natalie
Segal ’69 (ED) has done the
opposite — she published her
first novel at the age of 77. De-
scribed by the author as part
fantasy, part thriller, and fully
female forward, “Heroes of
the Middle Ages” follows three
middle-aged cousins whose
hot flashes awaken incredible
powers that the women must
harness to face a mysterious
killer who has begun terror-
izing their family. “Women in
midlife are often overlooked
or reduced to a punchline,”
says Segal. “I wanted to flip the
script and write a story where
older women are the ones
saving the day.” Segal, a West
Hartford resident, started pur-
suing fiction writing seriously
after retiring from a career

in education and technical
writing. Besides doting on her

@ TMT Weddings

» In his near century of life, Harold Katz ’°50
(PHARM) has been a soldier in World War II for
two years (pictured far left), a pharmacist with
Eli Lilly and Company for 32 years, and a devoted
family man for 74 years and counting. After grad-
uating from Connecticut College of Pharmacy
(now UConn’s School of Pharmacy and Pharma-
ceutical Sciences), Katz, who turns 100 on Aug.
15, started his career at Rexall drugstores, then
took the Eli Lilly job as a medical representative
after getting married to Doris Pomerance and
starting a family. They raised three children in
New Britain, then West Hartford, and, after the
nest emptied, spent summers on Cape Cod and
winters in Boca Raton, Florida, where Katz stays
abreast of pharmaceutical news and is head of re-
cycling at his senior living center (pictured there
in February). Doris Katz died in 2019.

SUMMER 2026

37



—

UCONN NATION | ALUMNI

four grandchildren, she birds,
dances, crochets, and is hard
at work on her second novel.

1970s

» Bruce J. Berger ’72
(CLAS) recently published
the fourth novel in his Covo
Family Saga: “Forgiven: A
Novel,” from Black Rose Pub-
lishing. Following a 40-year
career as an attorney, he pivot-
ed and is now teaching college
writing and creative writing at
American University in Wash-
ington, D.C.

» Elizabeth
“Liz” Scotta
’72 (CLAS)
earned an
associate of
science degree
in fashion de-
sign from City College of San
Francisco. This bachelor’s and
master’s degree holder retired
from her career as a bilingual

5th grade teacher with the
San Francisco Unified School
District before embarking on
her fashion design education
journey. Scotta never took her
eyes off the prize throughout
the seven years she worked
toward this degree. Brava!

» Infall 2025, Joe Wocos-
ki ’73 (CLAS) published
two books, merging the ma-
cabre with Japanese poetic
form in “Halloween Horror
Haiku” and crafting lan-
guage as compact and to the
point as a Wakizashi sword
in “Wakizashi Haiku.” He
writes that through the lit-
erary adventures he pursues
under the name, JB Wocoski,
“there’s life and fun after
retirement.”

Wakizashi
Haiku

cint

JB Wocoski

»» Alumni from the Omicron Eta chapter of Omega Psi
Phi Fraternity Inc. gathered in Storrs last November to
celebrate the 50th anniversary of their chapter. They
raised over $6,000 for the H. Fred Simons African Ameri-
can Cultural Center.
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» David
Fetterman
’76 (CLAS,
ED) recently
received

the Inter-
national
Association of Top Profes-
sionals Visionary Award for
“his many contributions to
artificial intelligence, eval-
uation, and social justice,”
including his book “Empow-
erment Evaluation and Social
Justice: Confronting the
Culture” and a chapter

on artificial intelligence,
healthcare, and evalua-

tion — co-written with son
David Fetterman II — in
“Handbook of Health Ser-
vices Evaluation.” » Mercer
University Press recently
published “American Proteus:
Narrative Self-Making in the
Novels of Charles Brockden
Brown” by John Wenke °76
MA, ’81 Ph.D. » Cheers to
a prolific alum! Cynthia C.
Chernecky °77 (NUR) just
published her 30th nursing
book with Cognella called
“Clinical Care Expert in Nurs-
ing.” It’s an online learning
tool that provides students
with clinical, on-the-job train-
ing from experts.

» Humor
writer Bob
Lorentson
’77 MS has
released his
third book,
“The Carousel
of Beliefs,” from Stillwater
River Publications. A “satire
for our times,” the novel fol-
lows a protagonist searching
for something to believe in.
Lorentson is a retired envi-
ronmental scientist. »» Vicki
(Wollkind) Tesoro 77
(CLAS) was reelected to her
fifth term as first selectman
of Trumbull, Connecti-

cut. Tesoro is tied for the
second-longest tenure as first
selectman since 1900 and is
the longest-serving woman in
that position. » After along
career in healthcare informa-
tion technology sales, Peter
W. Comeau °79 (BUS) is
enjoying his retirement with
his wife of nearly 38 years in

Kennebunk, Maine. A life-
time history buff, he is now

a part-time tour guide, lead-
ing both walking and motor
coach tours that educate vis-
itors on the rich shipbuilding
and maritime trade heritage
of southern Maine.

I » A, C.
ity “Dean”
ﬂﬂﬁf Macris ’79
¥ e MS has re-
fivg, ™ leased his
second book in
the Moral Re-

venge Trilogy. “The Means to
Revenge: A Prequel to Moral
Revenge” focuses on the sub-
marining community.

1980s

» |sabel (Munat) Cole

’82 (CLAS) was recently
reappointed by Gov. Bob
Ferguson to the Board of In-
dustrial Insurance Appeals for
the State of Washington. The
board hears workplace-related
appeals, from workers’ com-
pensation cases to safety
violations. Cole has been a
board member since 2019 and
will continue serving through
2031. » In March, Jeff
Denman 82 MA released
his third book, “Philadelphia
Quakers and the American
Revolution,” about the plight
of the Quakers during the an-
ti-Redcoat resistance and how
the Quakers’ neutrality caused
problems for Loyalists and
Patriots alike.

. ik
» From left, Kathy
(Natusch) Martin ’83
(CLAS); Lisa (Rylander)
Barbiero ’83 (CLAS), °01
6th Year, ’17 Cert.; and
Sheila (Rowe) Gerber ’83
(CAHNR) reconnected with
one another — and Jonathan
— on avisit to Storrs last year.

» Diane Gutierrez-
Scaccetti ’81 (BUS) has
joined the infrastructure de-
sign firm HNTB in Nashville,
Tennessee, as national prac-
tice consultant and senior vice
president, bringing more than
40 years of transportation
leadership experience. She
previously served as commis-
sioner of the New Jersey De-
partment of Transportation.
» Nancy
Kerns So-
banik ’84
(NUR) retired
this year from
acareer span-
ning intensive
care, emergency department,
and high school nursing. The
Pushcart- and Best of the
Net-nominated poet, whose
work can be found in many
journals and anthologies, is
living in Maine, where she is a
manuscript screener for Alice
James Books. She is active in
the Maine Poets Society and
the Maine Writers & Pub-
lishers Alliance. Her poetry
book, “The Unfolding,” was
published by Finishing Line
Press this May. » James Be-
nini ’°86 MA used his special
education degree to lead off a
37-year career in technology
education. After retiring, he
became the site manager for
the Connecticut Renaissance
Faire in 2018. He bids hearty
well wishes and cheer to all his
sprightly classmates of yore!
»» David
Schless ’87
(CLAS) re-
ceived the Alz-
heimer’s Asso-
ciation Lifetime Achievement
Award in Washington, D.C., in
March. Longtime president
and CEO of the American
Seniors Housing Association
(ASHA), Schless writes, “One
of the great privileges of my
professional life has been the
opportunity to work side by
side with ASHA members to
raise awareness and funds

to support the outstanding,
multifaceted efforts of the
Alzheimer’s Association.” He
launched ASHA at age 25 un-
der the National Multifamily
Housing Council and has since

helped shape national policy,
research, and investment
perspectives on senior living.
His background spans geron-
tology, public policy, and long-
term care research. Since the
early 1990s, he and his wife,
Susan Martino-Schless
’88 (CLAS), have lived in
Rockville, Maryland, where
they raised two children

and numerous cats. » Bio-
pharmaceutical company
DBV Technologies recently
appointed Kevin Trapp 88
(BUS) as chief commercial
officer.

1990s

» Jim Stoppani ’90 (ED),
’00 Ph.D. turned his UConn
training in exercise physiology
and biochemistry into a career
training stars like Dr. Dre,

LL Cool J, and Dwayne “The
Rock” Johnson; building a
fitness community of 127,000-
plus members; and founding
aline of supplements called
JYM Supplement Science.

[

» For many years, alum pals
from Chi Phi fraternity have
gathered in Washington, D.C,,
to cheer the UConn men’s bas-
ketball teams to victory over
the Georgetown Hoyas. From
left: Ken Keefe 91 (CLAS);
Raj Ghosh 90 (ENG);
Scott Miller 88 (ENG),
’98 MBA; Marty Burns 90
(BUS); Chris Markelon ’89
(BUS); Joel Greene ’89
(CLAS), ’91 (CLAS); and
Bill Hunniford °89 (CLAS).
»» Charles
M. “Charlie”
Pickett *91
(CLAS) was
inducted into

- the Connecticut
Veterans Hall of Fame by Gov.
Ned Lamont last January. A
veteran of combat tours in
Iraq and Afghanistan, Pickett

teaches English at New Hav-
en’s Sound School and is the
Connecticut state commander
of the Veterans of Foreign
‘Wars. » In November 2025,
UConn School of Business
Hall of Fame member Mary
Laschinger ’°92 MBA joined
the board of directors of
Stanley Black & Decker, the
world’s largest tool company.
Laschinger has decades of

global manufacturing,
distribution, and supply chain
leadership — most notably
as chair and CEO of Veritiv
Corporation.

» Chenyang
Li 92 Ph.D.
retired recently
from Nanyang
Technological
University in Singapore,
where he founded the phi-

VIOLET Lpang

»» When Violet Lumani 10 MBA
answers the phone, she admits she’s
“mombossing,” since her two kids
are home from school on a snow day.
“They’re hooked up to X-Men, their
electronic babysitter,” she jokes.
Juggling multiple things is noth-
ing new to Lumani, who navigates a

high-powered marketing career by
day and moonlights as a novelist. Her latest romantic
comedy, “Not Good Neighbors,” was just published by
Entangled Publishing, which released global romantasy
phenomenon “Fourth Wing” and helped send romance
sales surging nationally. Lumani’s enemies-to-lovers
rom-com features plenty of witticisms, simmering
tension, and inadvertent eavesdropping through the
“tragically thin” New York City apartment wall shared
by two neighbors, resulting in a disastrous DIY renova-
tion saga, begrudging cohabitation, prank wars ... and a
chance at love. One of the memorable side characters
is inspired by her own Albanian American community,
a group she jokes “cornered the market” on New York-

area apartment supers.

Ideas for her novels strike in the in-between
moments: She dictates snippets of dialogue to her
phone while driving to school pickups or when decom-
pressing after a long day leading events for the tech
giant Salesforce. “I probably owe UConn my dream day
job,” Lumani says. Earning a UConn Stamford MBA
enabled her to pivot from law to marketing, thanks
to retired professor Kevin McEvoy, whose marketing
course sparked a passion in all things customer strat-
egy. Lumani speaks in punchy taglines: Of the creative
process, she says, “An imperfect something is better

than a perfect nothing.”

Her first novel, “Foretold,” was deeply cathartic,
she says, heavy and personal, and when it was pub-
lished, it demanded that this polished corporate leader
accept the messy vulnerability inherent in sharing the
contents of her innermost self with the public. When
the pandemic hit, the world felt especially heavy, and
she yearned for escapism — hence her shift to rom-com
writing. “It was a spark of joy and silliness in the midst
of a dark time,” she says. “It’s important to make small,
joyful things to maintain our humanity, especially
when the world seems heavy. Storytelling isn’t frivo-
lous. Joy still matters.”—S/OBHAN MURRAY
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losophy department. A lead-
ing scholar in Chinese and
comparative philosophy, Li
has authored several books,
including “Reshaping Confu-
cianism,” as well as 100-plus
journal articles and book
chapters.

He has held prestigious
fellowships, including at
Stanford University, and lead-
ership roles in international
philosophical societies. He
co-founded the Association
of Chinese Philosophers in
North America and served
as its first president. The
Stanford/Elsevier “Top 2%
Scientists” list has recognized
him as among the world’s
most impactful philosophy
and theology researchers. Li
and his wife, Hong Xiao ’89
MA, 98 Ph.D., now live in
Dallas, Texas.

» Kelly A.
O’Connor-
Salomon

’92 (CLAS)
and David A.
Salomon ’99
Ph.D. have
co-written “Angels, Demons,
and Demigods: An Encyclo-
pedia of Supernatural Beings
in Story and on Screen,” pub-
lished by Bloomsbury Press.
» Tom Rizzi ’92 (BUS)
was recently named CEO of
Magneto & Diesel, aleading
distributor and remanufactur-
er of diesel engine parts and
components.

» Monadnock Community
Hospital in Peterborough,
New Hampshire, recently se-
lected Richard Scheinblum
’92 (BUS) asits newest

president and CEO. Schein-
blum, who holds an MBA from
Plymouth State, brings more
than 31 years of healthcare
experience, including over

25 years at the full-service
nonprofit hospital, including
as chief financial officer. He is
pictured with the outgoing
CEO, Cyndee McGuire.

» Tara
(Curtis)
Mead 94
(CLAS)

was recently
promoted to vice president
of marketing and communi-
cations at the Pennsylvania
Association of Community
Bankers. She oversees and di-
rects all internal and external
communications and pro-
motion for the organization,
which is composed of more
than 100 community banks
across Pennsylvania. Mead
lives in Harrisburg, Pennsyl-
vania, with her husband and
children.

» Big con-
grats to Marc
Weston ’96
(RHSA),
who has been
elected vice
president of
the Golf Course Superinten-
dents Association of America.
Weston has put his UConn
horticulture education and
UMass turfgrass studies to
work as a golf course leader;
he currently serves as su-
perintendent and director

of agronomy at Indian Hill
Country Club in Newington,
Connecticut.

» Lynn
Patarini 97
(BGS) recent-
ly released
“Maximum
Panic,” under
the pseudonym
L.M. Pampuro. It is her ninth
book and the final install-
ment in her “Maximum”
series. A previous version of
“Maximum Panic” served as
her thesis project to earn a
master of fine arts in

creative and professional
writing from Western
Connecticut State University.
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» A group of UConn alumni and friends pose at Claustro
de labasilica de San Isidoro de Leon, part of their adven-
ture along Spain’s legendary Camino de Santiago with
Fresco Tours — an alumni-owned company founded by
Alex Chang *94 (BUS), which was featured in the
Spring 2023 UConn Magazine (“All Roads Lead Home”). A
number hope to travel with Fresco to Menorca in fall 2027.
Back row, from left: Robert Clifford, Gerald Dupont ’76
(BUS), William Solis °67 (CLAS), Diane Guendel,
Debra Crary, Chang, and Gary Vermette 80 (BUS);
front row, from left: Debora Emmert, Rosemarie Dupont,
Bonnie Zahner, LeeAnne Wambolt, Julie Ciucias ’78

(CAHNR), and Pamela Rehak.

» Julie
Rancourt ’98
(CLAS) has
begun a new
role at Central
Connecticut
State University (CCSU) as

a grant writer for the CCSU
Foundation. In this position,
she says she will draw on

the skills she developed at
UConn through her journal-
ism studies and graduate-lev-
el grant writing work to help
campus organizations secure
vital funding. »» Congrats

to Adawna M. Bell ’99
(CLAS), a marriage and fam-
ily therapist licensed in Flor-
ida, Alabama, and Connecti-
cut, who won a September
2025 International Impact
Book Award in the Female
Empowerment — Spiritual
and Emotional Growth cate-
gory for her book, “Heal
Sister Heal: A Sister’s Guide
to Wholeness.” »» Jared
Vichengrad ’99 (BUS)
was appointed senior vice
president and general
manager of (continued on p. 42)

KING OF JAB

Aidan Jubb says boxingis a
strategy game — but opponents
remember his punches

Three-time National Boxing Champ
Aidan Jubb ’26 (BUS) has a series of
rituals before he steps into the ring.

He always wears the same well-
worn pair of Adidas socks, a favorite
from his first fight. He reads the same
prayers, listens to instrumental music
followed by 50 Cent, and eats a handful
of Mike and Ike candy.

All the rituals paid off in April in
Charlotte, North Carolina, when Jubb
won his third National Collegiate Box-
ing Association championship. That
trophy came in the 195-pound weight
class, the previous two wins were in
the 185-pound class.

“When I walk into the ring, I'm
saying to myself, ‘I'm going to win! I'm
going to win! I'm going to win!”” he
says.

“It’s a crazy feeling. It seems like
the rounds take forever, but then the
final bell rings and you think, ‘Is it

(© Nathan Oldham

already over?’”

The Southwick, Massachusetts, na-
tive says one of the biggest misconcep-
tions about boxing is that it is strictly
a sport of might. Instead, he describes
it as similar to a chess match in terms
of strategy.

“You can go in there swinging and
throwing as hard as you can, but that
alone won’t allow you to win. There are
alot of intricacies in boxing,” he says.
“You focus on breathing and footwork.
You’re always thinking and strategiz-
ing. Youre weighing your opponent’s
physical attributes, height, are they
left- or right-handed. You’re thinking
about how to make an opening, about
how to fake. It’s not just: ‘Go in there
and get angry.”

Does he ever feel badly when he
lands a hard punch?

“Yes, if I'm sparring with my friends.
Then I feel terrible,” he says. “But
otherwise, the reality is, it’s a sport.
You shut off that energy when you’re
competing. Winning is great, and that’s
when the hard work pays off.”

The commercial real estate major

Three-time national champion
Aidan Jubb never thought about
being a boxer until he learned
about the UConn Boxing Club.

became interested in boxing as a first-
year, when a floormate mentioned

he was trying out for the team. The
friend ultimately backed out, but Jubb
went to the kickoff event. “At the try-
outs, two members of the team were
All-Americans who won at nationals.
They got these huge plaques. I was
like, ‘I want to get that!’ I had watched
some fights, but I never thought about
being a boxer before.”

The idea got mixed reactions at
home. “My dad was excited about it,
but my mom said, ‘You couldn’t have
found anything else to join at the activ-
ity fair?!”” he recalls, laughing,.

Luckily for Mom, Jubb has never
suffered a serious injury in the ring.
Once he joined the Boxing Club, train-
ing meant four days of practice and
two days of 5-plus-mile runs, sprints,
and lifting weights. The only day off
for him was Sunday — when he’d eat as
much as he wanted.

Josh Cronkhite ’22 (BUS), a part-
time assistant coach, was a senior
when Jubb was a first-year. “Once we
saw Aidan, we knew he had potential.
He went from not knowing how to
throw a punch to becoming an elite
athlete, a gifted boxer,” he says, credit-
ing Jubb for elevating the program.

“My junior year, there were just two
of us at nationals, and now there are
10 or more,” Cronkhite says. “We can
already see the athletes who want to
follow in his footsteps.”

Cronkhite remembers the first time
Jubb punched him hard while they
were sparring. The move took Cronk-
hite by surprise.

“I think I still feel that punch to this
day,” he says.

In June, Jubb will likely box for
the final time, representing the U.S.
in an international tournament in
Greece. After that, he plans to attend
law school and pursue a career in real
estate law. —CLAIRE HALL
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» Joe LaPuma ’05 (CLAS), everyone’s favorite sneaker
guruy, detoured from his Complex show “Sneaker Shopping”
to voice Sneaky — the shoe-store-owning, shoe-sniffing
vulture in the animated movie “GOAT,” produced by NBA
star and 2023 “Sneaker Shopping” guest Stephen Curry.

Axonius Federal Systems, the
government-focused subsidi-
ary of cybersecurity company
Axonius.

2000s

» Toni
Boucher 02
MBA, 26 H
published her
memoir, “Stone
Doll,” in March.
‘Wrote Mentus
founder and CEO Guy Ian-
nuzzi, “Boucher’s journey
from a dirt-floor farmhouse to
‘Wall Street boardrooms and
political power stopped me
cold — this is what real Ameri-
can grit looks
like.”

» Shanika
Lavi Wil-
son ’03
(CLAS)

is pleased to announce the
publication of her new text-
book, “Reel Assessments:
From Screens to Clinical
Practice,” from Kendall
Hunt. After studying psy-
chology as an undergraduate
at UConn, Wilson earned a
master of science in social
work from the University

of Wisconsin-Madison, a
doctor of social work from
the University of Tennessee
at Knoxville, and a master of
science in education degree
specializing in global higher
education management from
the University of Pennsyl-
vania. She now serves as
associate chair and associate
professor at North Carolina
Central University, where
her work uses visual media
and culturally responsive
frameworks to train gradu-
ate students in social work,
counseling, and psychology
to conduct bias-aware clin-
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ical assessments. » Con-
gratulations to Heather N.
Harris 08 (BUS, CLAS),
who was elevated to partner
at Day Pitney in January.
Harris works out of the law
firm’s Boston office, advising
individuals and families on
all aspects of estate and tax
planning.

2010s

»» United Metal Fabricators
Medical, a global manufac-
turer of exam room medical
equipment, recently an-
nounced the appointment of
Dan Cheever ’11 (BUS) as
president and CEO. » Ro-
berto Henry 11 (CLAS),
14 MPH completed his doc-
toral degree in public health at
the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg
School of Public Health. His
research focused on the op-
eration of U.S. public schools
during the COVID-19 pan-
demic and preparedness con-
siderations for future public
health emergencies. » Major
kudos to Katherine “Katie”
Lane ’11 (BUS), who earned
the 2025 American Banker
Most Powerful Women in
Banking NEXT Award, which
honors rising stars under

the age of 40 in banking and
finance. Lane is a senior man-
aging director, transformation
lead, and finance frontline
controls officer at the Con-
necticut-based Webster Bank.

» Justin Raymond °11
(CLAS) and Michelle Ray-
mond ’12 (CLAS) welcomed
their third son, Quinn Kenne-

dy Raymond, on Oct. 7, 2025.
He is quickly acclimating to
the life of a Husky superfan.

» . !

» Congrats to Mac Cerullo
’12 (BUS), who ran the Bos-
ton Marathon on April 20 in
support of Boston Children’s
Hospital and, as of press time
this year, had raised more
than $18,000 for the hospital.
Cerullo ran for his 4-year-old
son, Anthony, who has over-
come numerous health battles
throughout his life thanks

in large part to the lifesaving
care he’s received from Boston
Children’s. Cerullo, who works
as Red Sox beat writer for the
Boston Herald, ran the 2010
Boston Marathon as a sopho-
more at UConn.

»» After seeing the news
about septuagenarian sky-
diver Craig Stevens 69
(BUS) in the springissue,
Jana Duffy ’83 (CLAS)
wrote to tell us about more
high-flying, record-breaking
alumni in our midst. Her son,
Jesse Jaber 13 (CAHNR);
his former UConn room-
mate, Cameron Haley ’12
(CLAS); and 174 other sky-
divers broke the world record
for the most people jumping
in upside-down formation
together in August 2025 over
Chicago. “It’s remarkable the
amount of coordination, prac-
tice, and skill involved,” says
the proud mom. “Nine air-

planes dropping off about 180
skydivers!” Haley originally
turned Jaber on to skydiving
during their Connecticut
days, before he continued on
to air traffic control school,
while Jaber teaches skydiving
and has placed in multiple
domestic and international
skydiving championships.

» David Thibodeau 12
(ED), 13 (CLAS, MA) is
proud to have earned a doc-
torate in educational practice
and innovation with a concen-
tration in STEM education
from the University of South
Carolina in January.

» Krystyna
Gancoss
14 (CLAS)
hasbeen
appointed to
the Associate
Board of Filling in the Blanks,
a Connecticut nonprofit
organization dedicated to
fighting childhood hunger by
providing weekend meals to
children in need. Krystyna is
an attorney at Silver Golub &
Teitell, where she represents
plaintiffs in class actions in-
volving consumer protection,
environmental contamina-
tion, data privacy, and other
matters. > Pavan Kunchala
15 MS has been contributing
leadership to our society’s ar-
tificial intelligence (AI) trans-
formation through his day job,
advisory work, and academic
authorship. He is an associate

director at Tiger Analytics,
helping Fortune 500 compa-
nies decide where and how AT
can most effectively improve
customer insights, marketing
spending, and growth strat-
egy. Recent projects include
an Al-based system that helps
guide how a national retailer
allocates over $500 million
in marketing resources and
an Al platform for a major
rewards app that studies

the shopping behaviors of
millions. Kunchala is also an
advisor to state government
in India on responsible AI
standards across healthcare,
agriculture, and public ser-
vices, and serves as a National
Science Foundation industry
mentor at the University of
California, Berkeley for AI
startups. “A recurring theme
in my work is the tension
between automated optimi-
zation and human judgment,”
Kunchala says. “There’s enor-
mous pressure right now to
adopt Al everywhere, and the
risk is that organizations hand
over consequential decisions
to systems that are optimizing
for narrow objectives without
understanding the broader
implications. What society
needs is a class of AI practi-
tioners who can bridge the
technical and the strategic

— people who understand the
math behind the models but
also understand the business
context, the ethical stakes,

and the human consequenc-
es.”

» Best wishes to Kristina
Barakov 17 (PHARM),

’19 Pharm.D. and Curtland
Brown ’17 (PHARM), ’19
Pharm.D., who tied the

knot in September 2025 in
Massachusetts, surrounded
by friends and family — many
of them fellow Huskies. The
couple met in 2015 during
their first year at UConn.
They continue to remember
their UConn roots and proud-
ly cheer on UConn basketball
from their home in Massachu-
setts. Go Huskies!

» Rachel (Forte) Smith
’17 (CLAS, ED), 18 MA
and Joseph Smith ’17
(CLAS, ED), 18 MA were
married in June 2025. They
met and became friends while
taking classes in the Neag
School of Education’s sec-

» Introducing our new-
est (and possibly cutest)
UConn basketball fan —
Amelia! This mini Husky
was born to Matilda
(Story) DeNardo

’15 (CAHNR) and
Nicholas DeNardo
’15 (CLAS) on Jan. 12,
2026. The parents met
during their first year at
UConn; Nicholas lived
in the Buckley Hall quad
below Matilda.

ondary history/social studies
program, which took them
both to study abroad in Not-
tingham, England. They start-
ed dating after graduation and
both teach in Connecticut.

»» The hotel company Dove-
tail + Co has named Shawn
Cioto ’17 (BUS) their vice
president of operations. Cioto
has worked for over 15 years
in hotel and restaurant man-
agement. (continued on p. 48)

» UConn is everything to Haley (Roberts) Smith 17 (NUR) and her family. Even
after moving 1,000 miles away to Florida after her graduation, the family didn’t miss

a single women’s basketball game on television. When they found out in 2025 that the
team would play in the Final Four in Tampa, Florida, Smith knew that attending would
be a special opportunity to pass her family’s Husky love on to her nephew, Talen. They
spent the entire day at Final Four events — a tough sell for a nap-needing 3-year-old,
but you wouldn’t have known it from the top-of-his-lungs shouts for “Geno,” “Paige,”
and “KK!” “Then something unforgettable happened,” writes Smith. KK Arnold 27
(CLAS) “came over to us, gently scooped Talen out of my arms, and kindly took a pho-
to with him. She was warm, genuine, and so gracious with her time.” Arnold continued
to share her time with little Talen, reconnecting with him and the family on subse-
quent games in Florida and Connecticut. Smith predicts that “those simple moments
of kindness and connection instilled a lifelong love for UConn basketball in Talen. He
still talks about the experiences and cheers on the Huskies. UConn has always meant
family, tradition, and pride to me. Watching that same passion come alive in the next
generation reminded me why this community is so special.”
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“BLUE-AND-WHITE BLOOD”

On Mother’s Day 2025, Solé Blanks
’25 (CLAS), ’26 MA, draped in blue
regalia, stepped across the floor of
Gampel Pavilion when her name was
called, continuing a family legacy as
the fourth generation to graduate from
UConn.

Only yards away and 65 years, 10
months, and 27 days prior, Blanks’
great-granduncle Otis “Sonny” Wade
’59 (CLAS) donned a black cap and
gown for his commencement at the old
Memorial Stadium on June 14, 1959.
That year, the University held a single
ceremony — compared with 19 today.
Albert Nels Jorgensen, known now for
his namesake on-campus theater, was
the University president and con-
ferred the degrees.

Wade was among just dozens of
Black students enrolled at the Univer-
sity at the time. He’d transferred to
UConn after starting his college career
at Morgan State, a historically Black
college. He was homesick, according
to family lore, and his older sister trav-
eled to Maryland to bring him back.

Now 92, Wade struggles with his
memory, but lights up when asked
about his UConn days. He joined the
Beta Sigma Gamma fraternity, one of
only two on campus at the time that
accepted non-white students. Wade
lived in on-campus fraternity hous-
ing and played stand-up bass in a trio
hired for dances and social gatherings
on campus and around Connecticut
and Massachusetts.

“Those were some days,” he says,
quick to shake his head when asked if
they got up to any mischief. All good
clean fun, it seems.

In 1970, Wade’s nephew Leon-
ard Blanks Jr. ’86 (SFA) started
his own UConn journey. Financial
constraints meant he went into the
workforce with 90 credits under
his belt, but he came back in 1984,
graduated in 1986, and, shortly
after, began a 33-year career in the
University Communications office.
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Commencement days, clockwise from
top: Otis Wade with his parents in 1959;
Leonard Blanks with Courtney Blanks in
2005; Solé Blanks in 2025.

His daughter, Courtney Blanks 05
(CLAS), who had been a toddler on
Leonard’s graduation day, followed
in his footsteps and was grateful to
be close to home when serious health
issues hit during her first year.

“Because I had my father on campus,
I was able to work through that with
the support I had there,” says Court-
ney, who also credits support from the
Center for Students With Disabilities
and Chantel Thomas, a staff member
who served as a mentor. “It allowed
me to have that space to grow and still
get my education within four years.

I wouldn’t have been able to do that
anywhere else.”

In different ways, UConn allowed
each family member to balance their
circumstances with their commitment
to education. “It’s really inspiring, and
it’s something to look up to,” says Solé
Blanks, who this May earned a second
UConn degree: a master’s in human
rights. “Despite everything that
happens in life, there are these pillars
in your family that you can look to for
strength and advice.”

For Solé, who aims to be alawyer
and pursue prison reform, UConn
allowed her to stay home to help take
care of her younger siblings after her
father died just months before her
high school graduation. She worked
two jobs throughout her college career,
commuting home to West Hartford to
work every weekend.

“Everybody kind of had a different
way they expected things to go. Uncle
Leonard, Courtney, and Uncle Sonny
all had different [challenges] they were
facing,” she says. “UConn was a theme
for all of us, and despite everything, we

The Blankses at Leonard’s home in December: Courtney, Leonard, Solé, and Otis (seated).

were able to finish at UConn.”

In ways big and small, they shaped
UConn — and UConn shaped them.

“As they say, I got the blue-and-
white blood in me,” says Leonard, who
— through his work first as a graphic
designer and eventually as a creative
director — left physical marks on all
UConn campuses as well. He remem-
bers climbing up the water towers
near Towers residence halls to inspect
the Husky logo and UConn wordmark
graphic that had to be reinstalled after
avendor error.

“You come into campus and as soon
as you arrive, you see those water
towers. They’re iconic now,” he says. “I
made my mark on things that are still

We know there are many proud Husky families in our midst.
Email julie.bartucca@uconn.edu about your multigenerational
UConn legacy — we may feature you in a future issue.

@ Peter Morenus

standing and will stand.”

Leonard has long been involved in
the African American Alumni Council,
raising money to create an endowed
scholarship that “is going to go on
forever and a day.” He’s recruited
Courtney to the organization as it
pushes to attract more young alumni
and strengthen its student success,
fundraising, mentorship, and home-
coming initiatives.

Solé fondly remembers Leonard tak-
ing her on a personal tour of campus a
few weeks before her first year, and he
brought her to school on her first day
of classes.

“I was so proud of her when she
chose UConn, carrying on the family
legacy of what it means to be a Husky,”
says Leonard. “Now, Solé makes us so
proud when she talks about getting her
master’s degree. The way she commu-
nicates about her future, her plans,
her goals — it makes me melt.”
—JULIE (STAGIS) BARTUCCA 10
(BUS, CLAS), '19 MBA
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The Blueprint
Since 1881

What began as an experimental farm on a hill has grown into a living
laboratory at the forefront of global innovation. From out of the blue,
the ideas that emerge at UConn become actions that change the world.
We have nurtured the curious and the driven for generations, their
creativity and grit shaping the course of our impact.

From out of the blue we build the future, limitless in its potential.

DISCOVER MORE: blue.uconn.edu

(@_mszam ! Was he doing all the right

UCONN NATION | ALUMNI

$3 million from venture capital firms
Dragonfly and Starting Line in

m 2025. Duro, who wrote the front-

ANDI DURO’S TWO CENTS

It wasn’t long after graduating from
UConn that Andi Duro ’21 (ENG)
started to feel overwhelmed by
financial anxiety. The New York
City-based computer science
whiz had left a steady position at
a consultancy to take a leap of faith as
afreelancer. His days of dependable
checks were gone; now he had big pay-
outs followed by months of scraping by.
Though budgeting apps were already
widely used to link to users’ bank
accounts and provide net worth, they
didn’t answer the questions Duro was
wrestling with: How did he compare
to his peers? How much money should
he be saving and investing?

things for a 20-something?
Was it a dumb idea to quit his job and
bet on himself? He wondered if existing
technology could be used to create a
social network where people could
have conversations that usually feel off-
limits, compare financial pictures, and
see the stories behind the numbers.

In December, Duro launched
twocents, a first-of-its-kind social
media app that replaces your user-
name with your verified net worth.

In this pseudonymous environment
structured similarly to X, Yik Yak,

or Reddit, you might come across "/_C?):'
auser with seven figures in their —_—
username whose bio reads “startup
founder” or a user with a modest net
worth who describes themselves as
“into lentils lately.”

The app skews toward young men
and, as with any corner of the inter-
net that promises anonymity, has no
small amount of trolling, banter, and
disparaging outbursts among a stream
of cryptocurrency, memes, artificial
intelligence, politics, travel, and “what
I'm eating” posts. The young platform
is grappling with inevitable growing
pains in the challenging and evolving
area of policing free speech on social
media and defining hateful, targeted
rhetoric. The twocents team is pursuing

|l\-=- J

artificial intelligence-powered modera-
tion efforts and is actively working to
expand their user base by develop-

e ing budgeting features and verified,
@ o)

identity-specific rooms where,

say, female business owners can
discuss finances or UConn alumni can
discuss student debt.

The app, now available on the Apple
App Store and Google Play, also offers
a powerful polling tool that highlights
how opinions shift across wealth levels:
Users can ask for budgeting tips (or ask
who wears socks to bed) and see which
opinions are backed by the highest
concentration of financially successful
users.

“I think it’s cool how every post

and back-end code himself, has
since grown his team to nine.

Duro doesn’t consider himself to
have an innate talent for finances but
came at the subject, like most people
do, out of necessity: having to generate
enough income without a stable salary
to afford Manhattan rent and grocery
costs while navigating the unique tax
maze that is being an independent
contractor in the Big Apple. He coped
with his financial anxiety by )
learning as much as he could (® m B
about the subject to give him
a feeling of agency, a process that led
to twocents.

The child of Albanian parents who
fled the 1997 Albanian civil unrest
and the Kosovo War, Duro arrived in
Hartford at 6 months old and spent
his early years in a rat-plagued,

is flavored by the user’s net worth - lead-contaminated attic apart-

because that gives you a window into
how people think relative to their own
wealth,” said one user in response to

a call for user experiences posted on
the app. “It makes you check your own
biases, especially with the poll results
— like, are you surprised rich people
answered one way? Why are you sur-
prised? ... Super interesting.”

“In real life, if you say you're quitting

your job to pursue your dreams as

a musician, all your friends would

cheer you on,” says Duro. “On

twocents, if you say that you're
doing that, you'd get a lot of wealthy
people saying, ‘No, this is risky, you
don’t have a backup plan.’ It’s a cool
insight — these people you think are
crazy risk-takers are really spreadsheet
nerds doing a lot of math and taking
very calculated risks.”

Twocents verifies users’ finances
through Plaid, the service behind
Venmo and Robinhood. The company
states that it collects no personal data
and is fully read-only. By mid-May,
13,551 users had already securely linked
$1 billion from bank accounts, broker-
age portfolios, crypto wallets, and even
assets and debts. The company raised

(® amwasn)

ment. His first memories in the
country were of his parents’ financial
struggles, followed by their slow climb
toward the American dream:
successful careers,amoveto
the suburbs, and their first {@m
car. A magnet school opened
the door for Duro to college
at UConn.

“My first experiences in this coun-
try were watching my parents struggle
and then succeed. It was like being a
spectator to the American dream.”

COVID-19 took place during Duro’s
college years, upending what had once
felt like a clear path from school to
career. The pandemic, combined with
the financial anxiety Duro observed in
his peers, demonstrated the need for
tools like twocents to help them navi-
gate what he calls “a bold new reality.”

“It’s such an innovative concept and
lends itself to really honest conversa-
tions,” said a user on the app. “It’s also
such a good move toward
financial transparency.” P—

Then the feed moved on. ?._@ 2)
Users were talking about
retirement savings and McNuggets.
—SIOBHAN MURRAY
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SHARE YOUR
NEWS!

» To submit a Class Note,
send an email:
alumni-news@uconn
alumni.com

or write:

Alumni News & Notes
UConn Foundation
2384 Alumni Drive
Unit 3053

Storrs, CT 06269

Submissions may be edited
for clarity and/or length.

(continued from p. 43)

» Meg Ennis 18 (CLAS)
and Joe Stickles 19
(CLAS) got married last
September. The couple met
in the UConn Marching Band
Drumline and celebrated
surrounded by many March-
ing Band friends and UConn
alumni from both families

— including Meg’s mother,
Noreen Ennis ’85 (ED),
’94 MA,; Joe’s mother, Mar-
garet Stickles 86 (BUS);
and Joe’s father, Jeffrey
Stickles ’86 (BUS).

» Robert Glassman ’19
(CLAS) and Kelly-Anne
Moffa ’21 (CLAS) married
last May in West Hartford,
surrounded by generations
of Huskies — including Jona-
than XIV himself, who made
a special appearance for Mof-
fa, his former student han-
dler. Glassman and Moffa met
about eight years ago doing
the alternative spring break
program Honors Across State
Borders. They remain avid
UConn basketball fans.

» Congratulations are in
order for Anna Simos ’19
(BUS) and Matthew Tonn
’19 (BUS), who married last
October. The School of Busi-
ness alumni met during their
freshman year more than 10
years ago. » Another UConn

UCONN MAGAZINE | MAGAZINE.UCONN.EDU

love story made official! Sa-
mantha (Mason) Angel
’20 (CLAS) and Jordan
Angel ’18 (BUS) recently
tied the knot at the Palmer
House Hotel in downtown
Chicago last October.

» Three generations of
Greiners don their blue-and-
white gear for a Husky family
photo! From left: grandfather
Allen Greiner, who taught
electrical engineering classes

at UConn in the ’60s; grand-
son Zachary Greiner ’22
(BUS), ’23 MS; grandmother
Anne Greiner °’70 (Home
Ec.), who designed and cre-
ated the UConn hats featured
in the photo; and son Neil
Greiner ’93 MS. »» In April,
Dorka Juhasz, 22 MA,
’23 (BGS) became, at age 26,
the youngest player ever to be
named EuroLeague MVP. The
former UConn star is a cur-
rent member of EuroLeague’s
Galatasaray Cagdas Faktoring
and the WNBA’s Minnesota
Lynx. The EuroLeague’s 2026
Defensive Player of the Year
(for the third time) is fellow
former Husky Gabby Wil-
liams 18 (CLAS), now with
EuroLeague’s Fenerbahce
Opet and the WNBA’s Golden
State Valkyries (having
recently been traded from the
Seattle Storm).

» Backin 2007, Richard Shok *08 (NUR) and Al-
lison Shok 10 (NUR) founded a business in their
UConn dorm rooms. This year, Code One opened its 100th
location — in Apex, North Carolina. Code One makes

the CPR and life support certification required for most
healthcare workers easier to schedule around their 12-
hour shifts and on-call rotations. It pairs adaptive online
learning with by-appointment CPR skills testing on man-
nequins high-tech enough to give real-time performance
feedback so that more people get certified — more reliably
— and closer to where they live and work. Nearly 20 years
from that dorm room inspiration, Code One trains more
than 20,000 medical professionals, emergency respond-
ers, and community members every year. Above, the
Shoks return to where it all started with their two sons.

i

< Gein

JOBENVY

THE RIGHT FORMULA

When McLaren Racing won the most coveted victory in automotive sports — 2025’s Formula 1 team championship — Abhi
Sukumaran ’24 (ENG) from New Milford, Connecticut, played a part.

“The pinch-me moment was my first time as simulator engineer for Lando [Norris],” 2025’ first-place driver, Sukumaran
says. “I was responsible for running the session, preparing his cars, briefing him. My first time saying the words ‘Radio check,
Lando’ to the best driver in the world, I thought: I'm 23 years old, right out of college!”

After graduation, Sukumaran moved to the U.K. for a master’s degree in motorsport engineering from Oxford Brookes Univer-
sity. McLaren then hired him as a performance analysis engineer, primarily to work on the simulator team for superstars Norris
and Oscar Piastri, who finished in first and third place, respectively, for the 2025 season.

Based at the McLaren Technology Centre, in the town of Woking about 20 minutes outside London, Sukumaran hopes to get
promoted in the coming years to McLaren’s actual “race day” staff, yet he admits growing up rooting for a different team and
driver: early-2010s four-time champion Sebastian Vettel of Red Bull Racing.

Millions discovered Formula 1 thanks to last year’s Academy Award Best Picture nominee “F1,” but Sukumaran has a criticism
regarding the film’s accuracy: “Brad Pitt saws at the steering wheel 900 times: turning left, right, left, right, which looks better
on camera,” says Sukumaran. “But these drivers are trained from age 12, when they’re racing go-karts, to drive as smooth as
possible.”

As for his own driving skills, how does Sukumaran fare at the popular F1 Arcade game? “I've gone a couple times with my
friends. Fortunately, I beat them!” he laughs. “They would definitely make fun of me if I didn’t.” —JESSE RIFKIN ’14 (CLAS)

ident of UConn Formula SAE. The mechanical engineering major ran

I At UConn, Sukumaran, shown at McLaren outside London, was pres-
the student organization that designs, builds, and races Fl-style cars.
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CHALLENGE YOURSELF TO TOM'S TRIVIA!

Go to s.uconn.edu/summer26 or page 48 to see if you know as
much as King of UConn Trivia Tom Breen 00 (CLAS).

From 2003 through 2008, UConn held
commencement ceremonies in December for
students who graduated that month and the
previous August. What was the main reason
for bringing this experiment to an end?

A: Unpredictable winter weather

B: The cost of having commencement twice a year
C: An inability to get prominent speakers for
midyear ceremonies

D: The difficulty of scheduling events in Gampel
Pavilion during basketball season

In November 1996, the University opened a
revamped Quick Copy Center to help students
and faculty with printing and photocopying
needs. What was the most prominent new
feature of the center?

A: The ability to make color photocopies

B: The ability to pay for copies by card instead
of cash

C: Internet connectivity
D: A coffee bar

“Bullseye,” the first UConn corpse flower to bloom it a decade:

Ini2018, thelIConn School of Social Worlc The UConn Botanical Conservatory saw 2,000 people visit the

became the first in Connecticut to do what?

A: Offer bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral
degree programs

B: Have a location in downtown Hartford

C: Boast its own flavor of Dairy Bar ice cream
D: Establish a TikTok account

corpse flower “Bullseye” that bloomed in April. What made a
previous UConn corpse flower bloom — in 2004 — so extraordinary?

A: It had no discernible odor
B: It had bloomed just two years earlier
C: It was the first corpse flower to bloom in the Northeast in 70 years

D: Its odor was extreme, even by corpse flower standards



