Chapter 1: Too Young, Too Soon — My Mom and Dad

When I think about my parents, I remember both the loving times and the tough ones.
Telling their story helps me keep their memory alive, and I hope it reminds our family of the
strong bloodline we have inherited.

My parents, Ted and Gail, began their marriage with humble beginnings ~~

My father's family emigrated from Poland, which was under Russian rule at the time, in
1911. They made their home in West Virginia, a place known for coal mining. My grandfather,
Dziadek (jud-kah), already knew this work from Poland. The Starosciak family worked hard as
new Americans, faced many challenges, and eventually bought their house at 4604 Eoff St. in
Wheeling, West Virginia. Dad was born in 1916, five years after his family arrived at Ellis Island

on the ship, the SS Finland.

The SS Finland changed its name and

became the USA Finland in 1918.

Tomasz and Mary Starosciak Arrived in the
New York City on the SS Finland in 1911

Dad grew up in West Virginia and, like his father, faced the tough life of a coal miner. By

fourteen years of age, he already worked in the mines while living with his family in Wheeling.
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Eleanor Gail Lavy was born in 1919, just after World War I, amidst the ravages of the
Spanish flu pandemic. As a child, she survived rheumatic fever that left her with heart problems
that lasted her whole life.

Years later, as a teenager, my Mother, Gail, worked for the Starosciak Family, helping
Dad's mother, Babcia (bush-ah), with household chores. As the fourth of eight children in a
poverty-level home, she wanted to leave her difficult childhood behind and find a new future
when she met the gallant Ted Starosciak.

While working for Dad’s family, one of Mom’s amusing memories involved a goose the
Starosciaks raised and fattened for Christmas dinner. The mischievous bird chased her around the

yard and pecked her just like a guard dog.

Mom was relieved when the holidays arrived,

and brought the goose’s antics to an end.

Romance flourished as Dad captivated Mom with his charm, lively personality, and
dancing skills. He was a charismatic twenty-year-old, smitten with the petite seventeen-year-old
brunette with enchanting sky-blue eyes. Soon after, they married in 1936—700 Young, Too Soon.

As newlyweds, they settled in Wheeling, West Virginia, where they had both grown up.

Even though Mom’s health was sometimes fragile, she gave birth to nine children during her
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lifetime. The happiness of a big family was mixed with sadness. Mom enduring the heart-
wrenching loss of two children. Her life lasted only fifty-nine years and was filled with both
strength and sorrow—700 Young, Too Soon.

Mom might not have been the best at housekeeping, but she was a wonderful cook. She
could make a tasty meal out of whatever she had. None of us kids ever managed to make her
creative dishes, like bologna stew, sloppy sandwiches, and Popeyes, quite like she did.

Making homemade kluski noodles was something we all did together. Mom mixed and
rolled the eggy dough into big circles, then dried them on newspapers spread over the beds.
She’d fold the circles into strips and use her butcher knife to meticulously hand-cut the dough.
As young children, we pulled the long noodles apart so they wouldn’t stick together when
cooked in boiling salted water. Times like these made the kitchen the heart of our home. I
sincerely hope I’ve passed a tradition of cooking as a family to my grandchildren.

Sometimes, to go with Mom’s kluski noodles, Dad brought home a live Rhode Island Red
chicken from Eastern Farmers’ Market near downtown Detroit. As I watched Dad butcher the

bird in our backyard, I saw for myself that decapitated chickens really do run around.

Rhode Island Red

It was quite a job preparing the bird for soup.

American breed of domestic chicken.
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Mom de-feathered and cleaned the bird. I watched and saw many various-sized yolks
inside the hen and asked what they were. Mom told me they would be eggs when they were
ready, the kind we’d eat for breakfast. Mom slowly simmered the chicken, adding carrots and
celery to make a rich, pale yellow broth. She carefully skimmed the top of the broth whenever a
residue rose to the top. No store-bought noodles or broth ever tasted as good as this meal.

Dad’s outgoing nature and charm made him the life of any party. He could win over
anyone, from local barflies to business owners, with his intelligence and sense of humor. He had
a way of making people feel welcome, no matter who they were. His illegal card games, called
blind pigs, drew the city’s elite, including Detroit politicians. Dad always stood out, dressed in

rust-colored pants, shiny shoes, and a favorite — his Hamburg hat.

Trivia: President Dwight Eisenhower broke tradition
by wearing a Hamburg hat instead of a top hat at his
inauguration. I think Dad felt important, maybe even

presidential when he wore his Hamburg hat.

I held Dad in high esteem, even though he wasn’t always around when I was growing up.
One memory stands out: When I was five, I’d run around Detroit streets with my friends,
carefree and happy. One day, I came home, dirty and barefoot, and saw Dad shaving in the
bathroom. I remember the fragrant scent of his Old Spice after-shave as he sang to me, "Put your
shoes on, Susie, don't you know you're in the city?" Moments like these — his songs and the

times I sat on his lap as a little girl — these are memories I treasure.
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Our home on Eighteenth Street in Detroit had some loving moments, like watching
television as a family on our snazzy Admiral combination radio, record player, and television. It
was a huge piece of furniture that featured Milton Berle, Howdy Doody, Big Time Wrestling,
among other favorites. Happy times, however, didn’t last. Many nights were filled with shouts
and loud arguments between my parents. Our family life was collapsing at a rapid pace.

My parents divorced in 1952 and Mom became the family’s rock, raising five children on
her own. We had to depend on welfare, known as ADC, Aid to Dependent Children. Over the
next few years, our family grew with four more siblings born between 1952 and 1959. Mom
loved babies, but teenagers were challenging — a story for another time.

When Mom died on September 29, 1978, I felt like I had lost my support. I was thirty-six
and had my own family, but the loss was still difficult. My six siblings and I leaned on each
other, but nothing could replace our Mother’s love and presence—7o0 Young, Too Soon.

Dad's life journey ended even earlier, at forty-five years of age. He passed away in
August, 1961, from complications of alcoholism and diabetes. Too Young Too Soon.

I don’t dwell on the difficult times. Instead, I focus on love of family and memories that
continue to shape our close-knit family. Throughout the years, our siblings, their spouses, and the

younger generations have always been there for one another.
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