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SAWDUST STORIES

By B.J. Hollars
Special to the Leader-Telegram

If you’ve entered Put-
nam Heights Elementary 
School any time over the 
past 28 years, there’s a 

good chance you 
were greeted by 

Dayna Smith. 
Likely with 
a smile. And 
very possibly 
by name.

Since 
August of 
1992 she’s 
served as 
the school’s 
secretary, a 
job whose 
duties far 
transcend 

the office 
manage-

rial role 
one 
might 
ex-
pect. 

Dayna is part-teacher, 
part-counselor, part-con-
fidante, and, when called 
upon, even part-nurse. 
While the school now has 
a health care assistant, for 
several years, if a student 
suffered a bump, or a 
bruise, or a scrape, or a 
fever, Dayna always had 
just the fix.

But when COVID-19 
stuck, not even Dayna 
had the solution. One 
mid-March afternoon she 
waved goodbye to Putnam 
Height’s 430 students. She 
hasn’t seen them since. 
Such a lack of closure has 
made her decision to retire 
all the more difficult.

“It’s hard because I miss 
being able to see the kids,” 
Dayna says, “though on the 
flipside, if we were togeth-
er, I would really struggle 
to keep my composure in 
these last days. People are 
so, so kind here,” she adds.

And that kindness begins 
with Dayna.

Twice now, I’ve endured 
the tear-jerking experience 
of dropping my kinder-
gartners off for their first 

day of school at Putnam 
Heights. The kids were 
fine, though I’m pretty cer-
tain I stopped traffic with 
my blubbering. Thank-
fully, Dayna was there to 
soothe both students and 
parents. As the mother of 
two daughters, she’s well 
versed in parental anxiet-
ies. In an effort to alleviate 
them in others, Dayna 
made it her business to 
try to learn every parent’s 
name.

Just ask Larry Jolivette, 
who last saw Dayna while 
dropping his son off at 
school in 2001. Seventeen 
years later, when picking 
up his grandson, he walked 
through the school’s en-
trance to spot Dayna once 
again. She greeted him 
as if no time had passed 
at all: “Well hey there, 
Larry!”

Second grade teach-
er Anne Aubart recalls 
an equally astonishing 
example of Dayna’s 
personal touch. One day 
Ms. Aubart walked a sick 
kindergartner to the office 
and informed Dayna that 

they would need to call 
the child’s home. Nod-
ding, Dayna picked up the 
phone, then dialed the 
number from memory.

“Dayna knew the num-
ber because it was a 
returning family,” Aubart 
explained, “and she’d 
called home for the child’s 
siblings at one time or 
another.”

While Dayna concedes 
that she has a pretty good 
memory, she also notes 
that she works at it. Each 
August, she studies the 
names and photographs 
for every incoming kinder-
gartner.

“Once I learn their 
names as kindergartners, 
I’ll remember them for the 
rest of the time they’re 
here,” Dayna says.

As a guy who regularly 
confuses his own chil-
dren’s names, Dayna’s 
“pretty good” memory 
seems more like a super-
power. But her memory’s 
only half the source of her 
strength.

The heart and soul of Putnam Heights Elementary

By Andrew Dowd
Leader-Telegram staff

As Eau Claire shops were shut down 
during the start of the coronavirus pan-
demic and facing an uncertain future, 
two new businesses were preparing to 
open for the first time.

Previously home to a smoothie shop, 
the storefront at 305 Barstow St. was 
transformed into Seven Suns Vintage 
— a clothing store specializing in the 
styles of the ‘60s, ‘70s and ‘80s.

Owners Jonah Lemke and Savannah 

Smith got help overhauling the space 
from friends who volunteered their time 
to build clothing racks while they were 
unable to work due to restrictions tied 
to public health orders. The store used 
the time from mid-March to mid-May 
when government orders prohibited 
clothing retailers from letting custom-
ers inside to get ready to open.

“We were in purgatory for so long,” 
Smith said.

After stocking up on inventory and 
putting the finishing touches on the 
storefront, the shop opened earlier this 
month and the boyfriend-girlfriend 
couple running it have been surprised at 
how brisk business has been.

“People are coming out of hiberna-
tion, and people want to get back to 
normal,” Lemke said. “There is a hunger 

for it.”
A similar story unfolded on Eau 

Claire’s south side for a new clothing 
and hair products shop that opened 
June 12 on London Road.

Formerly a bridal shop with pink 
walls and carpeting, the Lovelace family 
put down wood flooring and painted 
walls black and brown along with the 
logo for Exquisite Design Boutique.

“It kind of gave us the time we need-
ed,” said Reese Lovelace, mother of four 
daughters who run the shop as a family.

For about two years the Lovelaces 
had been mulling the idea of a boutique 
clothing, hair products and accessories 
store that included items designed for 
African-Americans.

Feeding shoppers’ 
hunger

Pandemic didn’t 
damper opening for 
new niche clothing 

shops

Staff photo by Andrew Dowd

Jonah Lemke and Savannah Smith opened Seven Suns Vintage, 305 S. Barstow St., earlier this month. Starting a new business 
shortly after shops were able to reopen during the coronavirus pandemic adds some uncertainty, but the duo also saw opportu-
nity as shoppers were eager to venture out after being cooped up for a couple of months.

B.J.
Hollars
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By Todd Richmond
Associated Press

MADISON — The Uni-
versity of Wisconsin System 
regents’ leader has picked 
Republican darling Tommy 
Thompson as the system’s 
interim president, delivering 
another twist in what has 
become a messy search to 
replace outgoing President 
Ray Cross during the coro-
navirus pandemic.

Regents President An-
drew Petersen asked 
Thompson, the state’s only 
four-term governor, to jump 
into the position, accord-
ing to a system statement. 
Petersen has the power to 
unilaterally appoint interim 
presidents. He announced 
his choice to the full board 
of regents Thursday; the 
statement said Petersen 
received “uniform” support 
from the board.

“The University of 
Wisconsin System is the 
state’s most valuable asset, 
and I will be its biggest 
advocate and its toughest 
evaluator,” Thompson said 
in the statement. “No other 
institution in the state can 
do more to improve lives, 
communities, and Wiscon-
sin’s economy.”

Thompson, 78, declined to 
comment when reached by 
phone Friday morning.

The system has been 
searching for a new presi-
dent since Cross announced 
in October he would step 
down as soon as a successor 
could be found. Cross has 
been battered by years of 
struggles with Republican 
legislators for more funding.

Regent leader 
selects Tommy 
Thompson as 
interim UW 
president
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