RONNIE
Gerard J. St. John


It is easy to doubt the accuracy of your recollection when the facts of the reminiscence occurred nearly fifty years ago.  This thought is prompted by a small thank-you note that I found tucked away among the pages of The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám.   Immediately, it brought to mind the sharp image of a twenty-one year old girl with short black hair and laughing eyes.  Her name was Veronica M. McConnell.  Everyone called her “Ronnie” – everyone except Jay McConnell, that is.  Jay called her, “Cuz.”  I was taken aback when Jay said that.  Jay McConnell’s cousin?  How could such a nice person be related to Jay?

Jay McConnell is a first-class piece of work.  He is the only one of my friends who graduated from the Museum College of Art.  In the early 1960s, he was a river-rat, regularly working out with the rowers of the Vesper Club on the Schuylkill River.  Eventually, Jay would find his niche as the proprietor of Dirty Frank’s Bar, at 13th and Pine Streets, the watering hole for the College of Art.  Jay and I were friends from our days in the Marine Corps.  We were stationed together at The Basic School in Quantico, Virginia in 1960.  Three years later, we came into contact again in the seashore town of Margate, New Jersey, and its environs.  One of those environs was a place called the Dunes.  
The Dunes was located in the middle of no-where, about midway between Margate and Somers Point, a late-night operation with loud, loud music.  I can still hear the band leader asking for requests from the crowd, and Jay suggesting “something from Sigmund Romberg.”  When his request was ignored, Jay responded with a string of expletives that would have been more appropriate in a Marine Corps boot camp.  Jay was in his element.  He loved to shock the college crowd.

“No, he is not related to me,” said Ronnie.  “But we have the same last name, and he says that I am a cousin.  I go along with the joke.  He’s funny.”  Not many of the people at the Dunes could handle Jay that easily.

Ronnie and I traveled in different circles.  My crowd was mainly from West Philadelphia.  We were among the five or six groups of twenty-somethings that rented houses in Margate during the summer.  I don’t know where Ronnie’s house was located, but I suspect that it was in nearby Ocean City.  Usually, I saw her with one or two of her girl friends late at night in the Dunes, or in Moylan’s, a Margate watering hole that catered to an older crowd.  Neither of us fit into either of those two places, and we usually ended up talking to each other.  Ronnie had an upbeat attitude.  She always focused on the bright side of things.  It was hard not to like Ronnie.

1964 was a critical year for me.  I could not put off a decision about attending law school any longer.  The next class would enter Temple Law School in September 1965.  If I was going commit four years to attending night law classes, now was the time to decide.  Although I was not then aware of her plans, Ronnie faced a different scenario.  She wanted to take a trip to Paris in the fall.  It was an easy decision.  How could she not love Paris in the fall?

In retrospect, one wonders whether Ronnie had any inkling of how that trip would play out.  She did all of the right things in planning the trip.  She talked to friends and relatives who had been to Paris, and got their suggestions with respect to where to go, what to see, and what to avoid.  One of the “don’t miss it” places was the Cathedral of Notre Dame and its out-of-the-way shrine of St. Veronica, Ronnie’s namesake saint.  Most tours bypassed that small shrine.  You had to know where it is located.

On October 2, 1964, the tour group visited Notre Dame.  Ronnie insisted on making a short visit to the shrine of St. Veronica.  It was on an outside plaza, easily accessible through one of the side doors.  She told her fellow tourists about the shrine.   Some of them were interested, and they followed Ronnie out onto the plaza.  

Meanwhile, high overhead in the upper reaches of Notre Dame was another young woman – this one suffering from depression and determined to end her own life.  There was no warning.  The depressed woman leaped from an upper balcony – and landed directly on top of Veronica McConnell.  Ronnie died instantly.

The funeral took place in Philadelphia, a week or so later.  The viewing was jam-packed.  The line of mourners extended out of the building, down the steps, and around the block.  I’ll bet that I was not the only one who went through the family’s receiving line wondering what I could possibly say that would not sound trite under the circumstances.  “I am sorry for your loss,” is hardly an original thought.  Most members of the family responded with a red-eyed nod of the head, and I moved on to the next person.  The only exception was the young priest who looked me straight in the eye and said, “Of course you are, Gerry.”  I guess that members of the family also have difficulty coming up with original things to say in these kinds of circumstances.

I kept the thank-you note and the holy card that the McConnell family sent to me after the funeral.  I tend to do that with memorabilia of people that I think are special.  It assures that they will not be forgotten.  
Bob Wilson, one of my high school classmates, recently said that I remember a lot of people, and that for each one I have a little story.  This is Ronnie’s story.  It is a sad one.  Maybe there is a lesson here somewhere.  Of course there is.
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