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June 20, 2008

I guess you could say the Leftover Club was officially founded in 1985, though some of us were informal members much earlier than that. I, myself, earned the rightful place as President of our club in May of 1979, many years before I met other key members of our exclusive little group. It started with a shy kiss on a dusty, neglected playground with rusty, broken equipment. The only thing that worked was a chipped and faded merry-go-round.

A fitting metaphor, looking back.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

My name is Veronica Lawless, but everyone has called me Roni since I was two. I’m proud to say that I belong to one of the greatest generations of the 20th Century. I was there at the birth of MTV and bore witness how households changed with the advent of home video games, VCRs and microwaves. I’ve gone from vinyl records to CDs and MP3s, right back to vinyl records again. I even remember what it was like to get up and walk over to a TV to change the channel, of which there were usually three. Those were the days when you knew it was time to go to bed whenever you heard the national anthem play. 

I gained valuable mechanical skills by fiddling with old school rabbit ears for an ancient black and white television set. I also salvaged many a tangled cassette tape with the cunning use of a butter knife. I even knew how to properly center a 45 on a turntable even without the plastic doohickeys I always managed to lose.

We weren’t afraid of no ghosts because we knew exactly who to call at the first hint of slime. We knew where to find the beef and delighted in dancing raisins. We were oft-thanked connoisseurs of watered down wine coolers way before we were legally old enough to consume them, even though we were the generation courted to “Just Say No.” We were the footloose, sweater-sporting Cosby kids and almost every single one of us, at one point or another, wore a Mullet without the good sense to be embarrassed about it. We also wore parachute pants without a hint of irony and proclaimed “RELAX” boldly across stark white T-shirts accented with Day-Glo accessories.

If it was bold or obnoxious, you could find it in the 80s.

We lived in an era where space exploration became routine, even mundane. Computers had shrunk from entire rooms to a desktop, putting cutting edge technology right at our fingertips courtesy of three-to-five-inch floppy disks. We watched the Berlin wall come down and were witness to the collapse of the Soviet Union in the wake of the Cold War, finally lifting the threat of nuclear annihilation for generations of kids taught to “Duck and Cover.” We read Stephen King and VC Andrews by the stack and inhaled anything the great John Hughes created. We’d walk out of those theaters with a triumphant fist thrust into the air, like he was crafting each and every story just for us. 

(And I like to believe that he was.)

We were too young to be adults but smart enough to be self-aware, which made us older than our years. Our era was one of great change, and we were witness to it in every area of our lives, notably in our music and in our entertainment.

As we raced after the ever-changing technology and social paradigm shifts that proclaimed greed was good even for working girls, we kids of the 1980s were taught that we could have anything and everything we wanted.

Too bad it was a big fat lie.

When I was sixteen I had only one real dream... and it was shared with hundreds of other girls (and a notable subsection of guys) at Hermosa Vista High. I wanted Dylan Fenn, the most popular boy in school. He was as cool as he was hot, the very definition of fine no matter which idol happened to grace the cover of your notebook that week. And if he liked you, you became the most important person on campus. 

Well, next to him anyway.

In fact, if we’re going to get technical, it wasn’t so much that I wanted Dylan. I just wanted Dylan to want me. Maybe then I wouldn’t be the overweight, awkward, pimply-faced teenager who didn’t fit in with any of the major cliques. I related most to The Breakfast Club’s Allison, who showed up at detention just because she didn’t have anything else better to do.

Dylan is my Andrew.

Twenty years later and I’m still too intimidated to sport his varsity jacket.

Tonight is my high school’s twenty-year reunion, a fitting celebration for the Class of ’88, the Fighting Jaguars of Hermosa Vista. This California school has produced celebrities of varying degrees. Among our prestigious alumni are actors, musicians, business titans, tech wizzes, aspiring politicians and even a few porn stars. Some multi-taskers could check off several of these boxes on their collective resumes. It seemed Generation X gave rise to the multi-hyphenates. We reject ill-fitting cubby holes polite society wishes that we would cram ourselves into, if only to store us neatly out of sight. No longer do we chase thirty-year tenures at our jobs, pursuing the gold watch and pension like our hardworking parents. Choice and personal happiness dictates our careers and our life paths, which are no longer “one-size-fits-all.”

We can have/do/be anything we want. And most of us take that challenge to heart.

But despite this illustrious roster of most interesting alumni, Dylan Fenn is still a notable figure in our school’s history, at least for my graduating class. He never feared being noticed, which would explain why he currently teeters on a breakout success in his acting career, with an award-winning role he was practically born to play. 

This success was something he was voted “most likely to” way back in 1987, after he starred in our junior production of Grease, coming as a surprise to absolutely no one.

And then there is me, plain ol’ Roni Lawless, a divorced, single mom, still struggling to fit in, in my chosen profession, with my testy, teenaged daughter... and even in the club I had unwittingly founded all those years ago with a kiss on a dare.

There, dear friends, is the root of my problem.

The reason I don’t fit in is because I’m a fraud. I have a secret, a really, really big one. This secret involves the object of our many desires, which means I’ve been lying to the people I have always called my friends... including Dylan himself.

And tonight... for the first time in a long time, I know it is time to set the record straight, win or lose.

Tonight, my life is going to change, which usually never works in my favor. But after nearly thirty years, I am hoping that this 80s girl can finally become the 21st century woman who has it all, rather than fall right on her face for the whole damn world to see.

This is my story. Let’s take a little walk through time to see how we got here.
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1: Things Can Only Get Better
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September 3, 1985

“Veronica!”

My mother’s shrill voice filtered through the epic dream I had been having about Rob Lowe, popping the lascivious fantasy just like a bubble. I woke up, drooling on my pillow. I groaned as I caught a glimpse of my bedside radio/alarm clock. It was 6:29 in the morning, approximately five hours from when I had finally drifted to sleep. Maybe more. Maybe less.

It felt like less.

“I’m up!” I shouted back before I rolled over and pulled the covers over my head. A minute later my radio alarm clicked on, blasting Phil Collins in my darkened room, singing jovially about his “Sussudio.” With another miserable groan, my hand landed on the radio to silence the sound before I had the song stuck in my head all damn day. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and assessed the situation.

It was a Tuesday. Early September. Summer vacation was officially over. First day of high school was afoot. 

Yay.

I trudged over to my closet to survey my choices. Jeans, that was a given. Not designer, though. There was never enough money for designer jeans. Thankfully by 1985 my mother had given up this idea that she could make all my clothes from scratch, otherwise I might have made good on my threat to run away and join the circus. That had to be safer than exposing myself to the most dangerous environment known to a 15-year-old girl.

High school. The horror, the horror...

Lions? Tigers? Walking a high wire? These were all walks in the park compared to the first day at a new school, which promised to be full of unpredictable teenagers and narrow, ill-fitting cliques.

My plan of attack was simple. Draw as little attention to myself as I could by blending into my surroundings as much as possible. This wasn’t an easy feat by any means, considering I carried about twenty-five extra pounds. But a muted, pastel button-down shirt and some non-descript jeans might do the trick.

I grabbed a handful of my armor of choice and headed down the hall to the bathroom. The door was locked. I heaved a sigh. “Mom!”

She rounded the corner as she slipped into her blazer. “What’s the matter?”

“I need to get into the bathroom. If I don’t wash my hair now, I won’t have time to dry it and curl it before school.”

As any girl of the 1980s knew, we needed at least thirty minutes hair time before class. That flip took some time to tame, not to mention about a half a can of hairspray to lacquer into place. Hair in the 80s was no accident. It was a religion.

My mom gave me a benign smile that indicated she had no plans to fix my conundrum. “I’m sure he’ll be out in a minute. He’s a boy. He doesn’t require the same kind of upkeep.”

What my mom failed to realize was this wasn’t just any boy. This was Dylan Fenn. And he was more concerned about getting his appearance just so than I could ever be. Granted, he had been born with amazing genes, so his time was better spent as he styled his hair and got his dazzling white smile even whiter. He’d preen for ten minutes, searching every pore for any sign of a blemish. I don’t know why he bothered. Zits always skipped gaily over his handsome face and landed right onto mine.

He wasn’t overweight. He didn’t wear braces. He didn’t struggle with acne. His time in the bathroom wasn’t polishing the same kind of turd that my meager thirty minutes threatened to be.

I tried to be annoyed with him, but it was impossible.

The minute that door opened, he walked through the sauna-like fog that had accumulated in our shared bathroom like some scene straight from a music video. He smelled of a heady mix of Halston and mouthwash as he bestowed me a smile. “Sorry, Roni,” he quipped. “Bathroom is all yours.”

I watched him walk away despite my better judgment. Man, that boy could wear a pair of jeans like nobody’s business. As an athlete, his ass was firm and rounded, enough to invite two eager palms to cop a feel. And for the 1,437th time, I had managed to resist.

But barely.

I walked into the bathroom to try and minimize my inherent dork damage. I had a medicine cabinet full of products to fight back the blemishes that plagued me since my thirteenth birthday. By 1985, I had a system down. There was a natural soap to clean my face, an astringent to shock any dirt right off my skin and a cream to deal with and minimize any pimples that were too noticeable. It didn’t get rid of them all, but I knew without a rigid upkeep that I’d have to wear a ski mask to go to school. I was playing defense only, with endless optimism that one day I’d wake up to the peaches and cream complexion I had always dreamed of. 

It never happened, of course. Why should it be any different than any of my young desires? (Rob Lowe included.)

That was why I knew despite the twenty-nine-and-a-half minutes I had to work with, I would not transform from a geek to a princess with nothing more than a new pair of clothes or discarded glasses. Despite plastering my dull, black hair into the lacquered helmet of my generation, or the makeup that I needed to make my skin look less blotchy and more even-toned, with the pink and blue eye colors I had finally convinced my mother to allow for my sophomore year, I would not, in fact, fit in with my peers at Hermosa Vista High School in Fullerton, California.

Worse, by the time I collected my brand-new Trapper Keeper full of a neat stack of blank, wide-ruled notebook paper, I knew that I had dallied too long to get a ride. My mom and her best friend, Bonnie Fenn, had already left for the office in Irvine where they both worked.

That was, in fact, where they both met. Bonnie got a job there in the wake of her divorce in the early 1970s. My dad had died, sending Mom back into the workforce around the very same time. Their meeting proved quite fortuitous. As two single moms in the tumultuous 70s, Bonnie Fenn and Elaine Lawless were thrust into the women’s liberation movement much against their will. These kindred spirits began to lean on each other to survive this era of change, taking on non-traditional roles out of necessity. When Bonnie opened her home to us, we moved in almost immediately. It was either that or public assistance, and my mom would have rather died than ask for help.

Rooming instead with her best friend, who needed help to pay her steep mortgage, was a no-brainer.

So, we moved in, and Bonnie was able to keep her upper-middle class home, and we got a family of choice. 

Bonnie’s son Dylan was my age, so they did everything they could to cultivate a friendship between us. It had worked when we were much younger, where we acted more like brother and sister than a couple of unrelated kids whose mothers just happened to share a house. That all ended in 1979, and it had been an uphill struggle trying to find our footing ever since.

Don’t get me wrong. Dylan was a great guy. Smart. Funny. And he was incredibly kind, even when boys that age got made fun of for such traits. He never treated me like I was different, or weird, or ugly... like so many of my male classmates did. But he never treated me like I was special, either. After a few years, I began to suspect he was right.

I regressed into books where he went out for sports; needless to say, we ended up polar opposites on the middle school social spectrum. And never the twain shall meet.

Evidence suggested high school wouldn’t change anything. He’d be on top, and I’d still slink along the bottom with all the other teenaged mutants who couldn’t seem to scrape one iota of coolness between us.

That wasn’t entirely true. I had learned since elementary school that having Dylan as a built-in buddy elevated my meager ranking in the social pecking order, at least temporarily. Pretty, popular girls would inevitably buddy up to me, in search of that invitation to hang out or sleep over in the very same house Dylan called home. I was incidental, you see; a means to an end for all the girls whose real goal in life was snagging the class ring of cutest guys in class. Those big, bulky monstrosities taped to fit slender girl fingers were the precursor to the wedding ring. It meant you were somebody because you were chosen. 

Dylan didn’t even have a class ring yet, but there had been girls gunning for position since the sixth grade. And I had been burned enough to know that everyone who smiled at me and called me “Sis” was not, in fact, my friend. Not for real, and certainly not ‘4-ever.’

The closer they got to Dylan, the less interested they were in me. Little by little I was slowly edged out of the social circle they were once so eager for me to join. They allowed me to keep my tippy toe dipped in the pool of their coolness until Dylan moved onto the next girl in line, in which case I would get unceremoniously dumped on my well-padded keister.  

Game over.

What they didn’t know, and what I had been unable to convince them, was that Dylan wasn’t a ‘going steady’ kind of guy. No moss grew under that rolling stone. I chalked it up to his parents’ divorce, as well as the rocky relationship he had maintained with his father who had likewise married and divorced a couple more times by the time Dylan turned fifteen. But whatever the reason, Dylan shunned the idea of being committed to just one person. He wanted to play the field and have some fun. How long a girl lasted in his life depended entirely on how well she rolled with that. The clingier she got, the quicker she got her walking papers.

I had seen the pattern repeat over and over again. Dylan had no time for drama.

Ironically, I had been the longest lasting female relationship he had had, for someone who wasn’t blood kin at least. That was mostly because I accepted him as he was, and I never pushed him for more than he was willing to give. I didn’t even ask for it, because I knew it was futile. We were friends, sorta, and I had a healthy respect for the boundaries that protected that fragile relationship.

That was why I never used him as my own social leverage, even as I trudged along toward the crowded bus stop where he was already charming some new and familiar faces milling around the corner. I slipped into the background easily and watched how natural he was as the center of attention.

Meanwhile I prayed no one would notice me.

“Hey, gorgeous,” a male voice chirped happily from behind.

I turned to see Bryan Dixon, my best friend since sixth grade. I offered him a wide, grateful smile as we leaned close. “I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you were going to get your car.”

“I’m still a week shy of sixteen,” he reminded. “It’s so close I can taste it.” He looked around at all the carless teens waiting for that hulking yellow bus to transport us all to class. “God, this week is going to suck.”

I laughed. No one loved his cars like Bryan. And I knew he had his eye on an Alfa Romero Spider. He and his folks made a deal. He could have the car of his dreams if he spent his entire freshman year on the honor roll (check,) he kept perfect attendance, (check,) and he spent his summer working with his dad and his brothers in the company business, which included the hard labor of roofing houses. I could tell by his leathery, reddened skin he had paid his dues right down to the last penny, so it was just a matter of time before he was zipping around Orange County in his cherry red convertible. “Just be sure to save a spot in that tiny little car for me,” I said. “I could use that extra half-hour of sleep every morning.”

“What about Mr. Wonderful?” Bryan teased, referring to Dylan.

I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure he’s got a horde of screaming fans to fill up his car, and several buddies,” I added as I gestured to where Dylan stood with his fellow teammates, who were wrestling amidst the giggling girls who found such behavior entertaining. “Besides, he doesn’t get his car until mid-October.”

Bryan laughed. “Ah, the benefits of being older. I finally get the edge over the Great Dylan Fenn. I’ll be able to drive first, vote first and buy you your very first bottle of champagne.”

We shared an impish grin as we said together, “Legally,” before we dissolved into laughter. One of the nearby metal heads sneered down his nose at us before turning back to his oh-so-important conversation about Judas Priest.

“We just have to make it through high school first,” Bryan sighed.

I nodded. Bryan faced his own challenges in the soul-crushing journey of high school. He wasn’t fat, like me. After a summer of manual labor, he had bulked up from his normally slender frame. His fight against acne had been far more successful than mine, though he wore glasses and braces, so it was kind of a wash. I suspected, though, once we made it out of our collective awkward phases (if we ever did) that he would fully blossom into his own. He had sandy blond hair and warm, dark eyes, with a wicked fashion sense that made every risk that he took sort of cool by default. In fact, he often led trends rather than followed them. I could hear the wings rustle in the geeky cocoon he wore that he was due to transform into a man so beautiful, it would even give Dylan a run for his money. 

But my best friend did a lot to keep his amazing light hidden under a bushel, and only I knew what secrets dear Bryan was hiding.

I took his hand in mine. “We’ll make it as long as we have each other.” He gave me a grateful smile and leaned in to kiss me on my cheek, which one of the approaching jocks found hilarious.

“Oh, look. The fag finally found his hag.”

I glared at the name-caller. “Fuck you.”

“Not in your wildest dreams, lardass,” he shot back, and his other friends considered this a genius comeback. They sauntered victoriously over to Dylan’s group just in time for the bus to idle up to the curb.

Bryan draped his arm around me as we fell into line, inching like ants into the overcrowded bus. Fortunately, we found a spot together. Nothing quite matched the stress of trying to find a seat that wasn’t next to the cliquish preppies, jocks or even the metal heads. I might occasionally luck out and find a seat next to a fellow geek, dork, or nerd. I even settled for seats next to burnouts, because even though they reeked of weed, they generally never noticed I was there. I still found myself spilling over the sides of the seat, inevitably making me shrink as small as I could just so I wouldn’t crowd them with my extra weight. This never made for a comfortable ride to school.

With Bryan I had a seat buddy that I could cozy up to, provided we could find an empty one we could share. It was one of the main reasons I, too, was counting down the days for him to get his car. Nothing added insult to the injury of high school more than riding the bus.

Bryan and I huddled close, poring over our schedules, to see which classes we would share. We were on the same lunch, which was great, but we only had English and Drama together. That meant I would be facing most of my classes – including the dreaded co-ed P.E. – without my safety person. 

It was daunting to say the least.

Equally daunting was the campus of Hermosa Vista High. The large, mission-styled buildings sprawled over five city blocks, which meant I could expect to lose at least a pound or two racing from one side of campus to the other to make my classes on time.

I wasn’t a sporty person by any means, but I could make a hundred-yard dash in the blink of an eye if it meant I didn’t have to walk into class a second after the bell rang. Some folks were made to be the center of attention. I was not one of them.

We all filed out of the bus, and many of us headed toward the cafeteria for a quick breakfast before school started. The newbies were easy to spot as we worked our way through the crowd. We were the ones who stared around wide-eyed, trying to acclimate to the unfamiliar environment.

One such student approached us. She was tall and skinny, with glasses so wide it made her look like a praying mantis. Her hair was collected in one long braid down her back, and she wore clothes that looked like they came from the vintage bin at the local Goodwill. “Do you guys know where the cafeteria is?”

Bryan nodded. “We’re on our way now. Come on, we’ll show you.”

She offered him a grateful smile. “I’m Olive. I’m new here, but I guess you could tell.”

“I’m Bryan, and that’s Roni. We’re new here, too, so it’s cool.”

We entered the cafeteria, swimming upstream as many students were filing out. There was still some runny oatmeal to be had, flopped onto our plates by sullen cafeteria workers as we inched along down the food line. We paid for our meager breakfasts and found a table next to the windows facing over the courtyard in the middle of the school campus. 

“So, where are you from?” Bryan asked Olive as he stabbed some of the lifeless fruit from his bowl.

“Oregon,” she answered with a wry smile. “My folks decided to work for a year with a tribe in Africa, so I had the choice of going with them or staying with some relatives down here.”

“You should have picked Africa,” Bryan quipped. “It’d be safer.”

She laughed. “It doesn’t look that bad,” she said as she gazed out over the line of students passing by the window. Dylan Fenn was one of them, and I recognized her look immediately. “Who’s that?”

Bryan snickered. “Ask Roni. She lives with him.”

Her eyes widened as she looked at me. “Is that your brother?”

I shook my head. “No relation,” I routinely dismissed.

“Just living in sin,” Bryan teased.

“Stop it,” I shushed. I turned to Olive. “Our moms share a house.” Her eyes opened even wider, so I had to further explain. “No, no, no. Nothing like that. Just sharing expenses.”

She laughed. “I don’t think I could handle living under the same roof as someone like him. The temptation would be too great.”

“It’s only temptation if he’s interested,” I answered. “And he’s not. So, it’s no big deal.”

She nodded. “Anyone want my sausage?” She made a face. “I’m a vegetarian.”

“I’ll take it,” I offered. I was suddenly starving.

A group of preppy girls stopped by our table. “Hey, Roni,” the prettiest one said. “Wow, I totally love that top. It’s super cute.”

“Um. Thanks?”

“I’m having a back-to-school party this weekend. You should totally come.”

I glanced at this stranger I did not know from Eve. “I should?”

She nodded before she handed me a slip of paper with all her pertinent information. “And do me a big favor. Be sure to invite Dylan.”

“Ah,” I said as I slipped the paper into my notebook. “Sure thing. What was your name?”

“Tiffany,” she answered.

“Of course,” I replied under my breath. I watched as the happy trio went to share a fruit cup between them.

“Pathetic,” Bryan announced once they were out of earshot.

“What was that?” Olive wanted to know.

“The Meat Seekers,” he answered easily. “The girls that cozy up to other girls just to get close to their guy friends.”

“And they want Dylan,” Olive deduced.

“Who doesn’t?” Bryan chirped before he took a big bite out of his banana. 

“I don’t know why they even bother with me,” I muttered. “Girls who look like Tiffany will generally get their chance sooner or later.”

“Like 98-percent of the girls in this school,” Bryan added.

“And the other two percent?” Olive wanted to know.

“We’re the leftovers,” he answered. “Meant to curdle and mold at the back of the fridge while we all wait for our chance to be chosen.”

“We?” Olive asked, eyebrow arched.

He put a finger to his lips, indicating the major secrets we were sharing with her. She nodded. She was a vegetarian from Oregon and her parents were clearly hippies. Nothing short of a stampede for fur coats at the local Neiman Marcus would have offended her easygoing sensibilities.

This was the kind of girl who ate wheat germ while listening to Joan Baez, born a decade too late to fit in where she should have been planted.

She went with it, just like he trusted she would. Bryan had a knack for weeding out those he could trust, and he knew instantly she was a kindred spirit. This, of course, made Olive an instant best friend before breakfast was over.

Bryan and I had an exclusive club, but Olive Young was now solidly a part of it.

It was the best thing that happened to the three of us on our first day at Hermosa Vista High.
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2: Waiting on the World to Change
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August 27, 2007

“Meghan!” I hollered, but it was no match for the music blasting from the other side of the door. I balanced the hamper of clothes on my hip as I juggled my ringing cell phone. It was only seven in the morning, but already the boss was calling with a litany of chores for me to do before I reached the office.

Being the assistant of a Hollywood agent was not exactly the glamorous career of my dreams, but it paid the bills. I had to remind myself of this when I was picking up dry cleaning or sorting out Skittles by color.

“Meghan!” I called again with another knock on the door. It was an hour drive from Torrance to Burbank on a good day, and I didn’t have time to pull my daughter from her 12-hour coma in time for the first day of school.

I tried the knob, but it was locked. So, I pounded harder. Finally, the door wrenched back, and my fifteen-year-old daughter glared at me from under a mop of tussled black hair. “What is your malfunction, Mom? Geez!”

“Today is the first day of school,” I reminded.

“Duh!” she shot back. “I’m not a child. I can get myself ready for school, you know.”

I glanced over her rumpled shortie pajamas and mussed hair. “No, I do not know,” I snapped. “Do we really have to dig out all the letters and emails I got from your teachers last year for failing to make your first and second classes?”

“Whatever,” she grumbled before she turned away from the door. I glanced in her room, which looked like a set from a disaster movie. She waded through the clothes that littered her floor, both dirty and clean, as she made her way to the closet to dig out a suitable outfit for the first day of school. There was no thoughtful deliberation, she just grabbed a top and a pair of jeans, determined to make them look cute instead of the other way around.

My lanky daughter was able to make that kind of choice. She was tall for her age, towering over my 5’7 frame. She had long ebony hair that obeyed her every command. She could wear it curly or straight, it didn’t matter. She looked like she stepped off a magazine no matter what she did.

I envied her prowess.

She was also slender, like her father. She had the necessary curves in all the right places, but as a natural athlete she was more focused on being toned than being thin. She decided she loved to run within months after she mastered walking, so years of training made her lean and coltish.

Our differences were so stark, I often wondered if she’d been switched at birth.

She made being feminine and pretty look so effortless, I felt like I should give up on the whole woman thing, pick out a Mumu and get some curlers for my hair and just be done with it.

I was just a mom, and if you asked Meghan, not a particularly good one. But she was fifteen, and contractually bound to hate everything I said or did just out of principle. “Do you need a ride?” I asked as I picked up the discarded laundry closest to the door. I didn’t necessarily have time to make good on my offer but was at a loss these days on how to connect with my daughter.

And it was always worse after she returned from spending the summer with her dad.

“Erin is picking me up,” she dismissed without even looking at me.

I sighed as I watched her approach. “I guess I’ll see you tonight.”

She shrugged. “Maybe.” In fifteen-speak, that meant I’d be lucky to see her before curfew. Despite her surly behavior, she wasn’t disobedient. She got good grades, she made it to class on time more often than not, and she had managed to get to the grand ol’ age of 15 without getting pregnant or arrested.

In my book that counted as a win.

“Want me to pick something up on my way home? How do you feel about Thai?”

“We’ll probably go for pizza after school,” she said.

I nodded. “Do you need money or anything?”

“Dad gave me plenty,” she said with a direct look of pure loathing. She didn’t add that he had paid for her clothes and was going to buy her a car and a million other things I had to scrimp and save to satisfy her insatiable appetite for more. She always seemed to want what she didn’t have. And when she got it, she just wanted more. I had never quite instilled in her an attitude of gratitude for those things she did have.

Perhaps it was a lesson I needed to learn myself. I spent most of my time divvying up my income between several savings accounts to ensure that the next time things went bad I was better prepared for it. Yet the numbers in the account were never enough, because there was just no telling what the next bad thing would be.

Sometimes I thought I’d never feel truly safe again.

“Is there anything else?” she added.

The strident ringtone of my phone answered her question for me. She rolled her eyes and brushed past me toward the bathroom.

It was ironic. All the nasty teen girls I had escaped from high school had been resurrected in the teen daughter I lived with and – most times – loved. My own mother had just given me that knowing look with a benevolent smile when I cried on her shoulder about it. “This, too, shall pass,” she said. “One day you’ll even be friends. Of course, that’ll probably happen around the time she becomes a mother, but it’s something to look forward to.”

My mother. She always had a great sense of humor.

I didn’t even bother with makeup as I pulled my hair back into a functional ponytail. Clunky, black-rimmed glasses framed, or rather disguised, my face. I stepped into a comfortable pair of stretch pants and slipped an oversized tunic over my head, and then I was out the door.

I would leave the hour-long makeup ritual to the younger girls who had men to impress. Those days were long over for me. As a plump, near-40 divorcee, the only fish left in my sea had either mutated or rotted. I had no one left to attract, and no stamina left to pretend otherwise. I had showered and my hair and face were clean. That was just going to have to be good enough. I had long ago given up polishing the turd. I was a thirty-seven-year-old single mom, which is just about as invisible as you can get in a town like L.A.

That suited me fine.

I got into my second-hand car and turned it north toward downtown, easing into the farthest lane I could legally drive all by my onesies. I hopped all over the radio dial to find something to entertain me as I inched along with all the other cars crawling toward the city, stopping when I heard the familiar sounds of the J. Geils Band, with the aptly titled, “Love Stinks.”

I sang along at the top of my lungs. I didn’t even care that other people could see me as I bopped along to the 80s classic. Within my car, for two hours a day, I was a queen. I could be who I was without fear of reprisal from my daughter, from my ex, and from society in general. Other people will tell you commutes in L.A. are hell, but to me it was always a vacation. It was therapy and meditation all rolled into one. I often dreaded pulling off the 134 onto Hollywood Way as I neared my office on the edge of Burbank and Toluca Lake.

I stopped by Fed-Ex to pick up the packages waiting for my boss, likely a dozen scripts for his famous clientele. I also grabbed his coffee and a low-fat muffin, all of which I hand-delivered to his office as he worked out on the fancy treadmill facing the picturesque window that framed the Verdugo Hills. Tony Rinaldi was predictably barking into his cell phone, which teetered precariously on the shelf in front of him. “I told you we wouldn’t even consider looking at it for less than six figures. Did you fall and hit your head on something, Sid? How could you insult me with that lowball offer?”

He spotted me slinking toward his desk, where I deposited his mail. Tony grabbed a towel before he turned off the machine. He disconnected his call with, “Give me a buzz when you want to get serious.” He wiped the sweat from his brow as he approached. “Fucking studios. They’ll spend billions on some reboot of a stupid piece of shit from ten years ago but won’t open up their purse strings for a Pulitzer-prize-winning author. Explain that to me.”

“Can’t,” I offered with a helpless shrug as I handed him his coffee and his muffin.

“See? And that’s what makes you too good for this industry, Roni,” he said as he rounded his desk to sit. “If I had any sense at all, I’d fire you, so you don’t end up a soulless automaton like the rest of us.”

I had to suppress a smile. It was a threat he repeated at least once a week. But both of us knew that he couldn’t have functioned without me. He was the one to give me a job after my divorce nine years ago, when he was still working at one of the Big Five agencies. Within the first two years he decided to finally branch out on his own. I was the one who helped him transition, and he rewarded me with a rather impressive salary that was smaller than when I worked at one of the Big Five, but big enough to keep me from shopping around for another job. Why would I? It was comfortable. It was safe. And it allowed me to squirrel away a modest savings for the future, as well as purchase a condo and do my part to keep Meghan in the newest designer clothes.

Unlike my meager childhood, Meghan had never worn handmade hand-me-downs. Two reasons: One, I knew what kind of social death came with such a thing. Two, it was the 21st century. Who had time to sew?

My solid, middle-class salary came with an undefined job description. I was a receptionist-secretary-accountant-PR agent-gopher-therapist-personal buyer-bouncer. Whatever job Tony didn’t want to or couldn’t do usually fell to me. I guess you could say I was a professional juggler, only instead of flaming swords or chainsaws I juggled the careers of key players in Hollywood.

On some days I think I would have rather had the chainsaws.

By 2003, I had to hire my own assistant. I gave her a nod as I headed to my office, to tackle my tasks for the day, which for the end of the month meant a whole week of accounting.

I gulped down the caffeine and sugar that masqueraded as my coffee order while my computer switched on. Within minutes, I was immersed in a jumble of numbers I had to enter into our database, processing payments and bills. I was going cross-eyed by the time someone knocked on the door around noon. I glanced up in time to see Dylan poke his head through the door.

He was just as flawless in 2007 as he had been in 1985, or 1982, or 1979 or 1976, when I first met him. His smile was still whiter than white, his skin still unblemished, the sharp angle of his chin could still cut glass. His wavy dark hair brushed his shoulders, and his dark brown eyes were endless.

And he was still my friend.

Sorta.

“Hey,” he greeted happily. “Can you break for lunch?”

“As long as it doesn’t involve math, I can break for anything. Am I too young for a colonoscopy?”

He laughed as he entered my office. “Tell me how someone who had to cheat off my math homework now does accounting for a major entertainment agency?”

“I never cheated,” I informed him with the proper amount of indignation. “Not from you, anyway. You sucked just as bad as I did. Bryan, now that’s a different story.”

He plopped down on the chair facing my desk. “Ah, yes. Bryan. I guess we’ll be seeing him again at the reunion.”

My brow furrowed. “What reunion?”

“Didn’t you get the email?” he asked.

I indicated the gargantuan stack of paperwork on my desk. “I haven’t exactly had a chance to look.”

“Spoiler warning, there’s going to be a 20-year reunion for Hermosa Vista High, Class of ’88. Go, Jaguars!”

I rolled my eyes. “Count me out.”

“What? Why?”

I gave him a pointed stare. “I didn’t like most of those assholes in twelfth grade. You think my opinion has changed?”

“You went to the last one,” he pointed out.

I rolled my eyes again. “That’s even more reason not to go.”

“Come on,” he cajoled with a smile. “I’ll sneak you wine coolers, just like senior year. It’ll be fun.”

“I’d rather have the colonoscopy,” I muttered as I looked back at my computer screen.

He shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’ve got nearly a year to change your mind. And don’t think I won’t,” he shot over his shoulder as he strode confidently toward the door.

I’d never tell him as much, but Dylan Fenn was the primary reason I’d never attend another reunion again.

Ever.
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3: Together Again
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June 26, 1998

Our car pulled in behind four other cars in the valet line at a hotel in Newport Beach. “Late again,” Wade sighed from the driver’s seat. “As usual.”

My hand shook as I smoothed my newly cropped hair. It was way shorter than I’d ever worn it, and I wasn’t entirely convinced I liked it. But there was no turning back now. I thought about checking my reflection in the passenger seat’s visor mirror, but I knew I’d never hear the end of it if I did. “I’ve already apologized twenty times, Wade.”

“And yet that doesn’t make us any earlier,” he pointed out without looking in my direction.

“What difference does it make anyway? You don’t care about impressing these people.”

“You’re right. I don’t.”

“So, it’s just one more reason to snip at me all night. Got it.”

“Can we try to make it through just one night without a fight, Roni?” he asked as he watched my former classmates crowd toward the entrance of the hotel. I couldn’t help but notice how his gaze lingered on those of the female persuasion, especially those twenty-somethings that showed the most cleavage or the most leg. Those of us with the most to prove a decade after the glory days of senior year. 

“Is that impossible to ask?” he murmured again, so put upon by the chore of the evening.

I glared at him. “I don’t know. Is it?”

I was just as testy as he was. I hadn’t eaten anything other than lettuce, cucumber and celery for a week solid just to fit into my dress. It was a size eight, seemingly light years away from the size 18 I used to wear in high school. My skin was clear, my teeth were straight, and I now wore contacts that accentuated my green eyes. I was a different Roni coming to my ten-year reunion, and I couldn’t wait for everyone – and I do mean everyone – to see.

Yet as many changes as I had made, and the weight I had lost since my daughter Meghan was born just six years before, Wade couldn’t be bothered with paying me a compliment. I wasn’t where he thought I should be yet, so he decided to use tough love as enforcement to get me to my goals. If I lost two pounds, he wanted to know why I hadn’t lost three. If I shaved 300 calories off of my diet, he wanted to know why it wasn’t 500. And when we made love, if the five minutes it took for him to satisfy himself could truly count as making love, he was quick to point out how my body wouldn’t sag or show so many stretch marks if I just exercised properly and worked on my muscle tone.

Within the last few months, his tough love campaign involved ogling other women right in front of me as extra ‘incentive.’ Sometimes he would even flirt, and he made no apology for that, either.

He didn’t know it, but that was why I decided to come to my ten-year reunion. I was a different woman now, who could hold my head up as I passed by all the old classmates who used to make fun of me for being fat or socially awkward. If I could turn any man’s head – and by any man, I mean one very important man – then it wouldn’t hurt so bad that I could no longer turn my husband’s.

I needed a boost to my ego. I could only pray Dylan Fenn would finally prove to be just that.

I was out of the car by the time Wade handed off the keys to the valet attendant. He fell into step behind me as I entered the double glass doors to the hotel lobby. I followed the stream of former classmates toward the elevator, which would take us up to the ballroom on the top floor with a 180-degree ocean view. Signs guided our paths, proudly welcoming the Class of ’88. Go Jaguars!

Ten years, I thought. Oh, how times had changed. I left Hermosa Vista a shy, awkward girl. Now I was a woman who was accomplished by most standards. After busting my ass in college for a business degree, I had a successful career as a manager for a consulting firm in Costa Mesa. I had married the CFO of said firm and even produced a child, thus meeting all my obligations as a woman of the 90s ‘having it all.’

In fact, I was in such a hurry to check these things off my list I settled for the first husband that came my way much like I accepted the first job opportunity that landed in my lap.

I was always taught beggars couldn’t be choosers. 

I was simply along for the ride when I met Wade in 1989, while interning at Sherman, Waxler and Cohen during my sophomore year of college. I was a bit starstruck by this older, handsome, confident man who immediately took me under his wing to transform me from the pudgy, dull office assistant into a fully realized woman. I was Eliza Doolittle to his Henry Higgins. Our dates centered around physical activity, which helped me drop twenty pounds over the course of six months. He rewarded me by taking me as his lover, pulling out all the stops to show me what kind of life I could expect now that I was inching ever closer to perfection. It was a whirlwind romance, and I was married by the age of 21. Meghan came along when I was 22, and ironically that became my downfall.

I gained back those twenty pounds with the pregnancy, plus twenty more for good measure. Wade was aghast by my backsliding. He tried to get me back on track, but pregnancy wasn’t the warm and fuzzy experience I expected it would be. I spent the first two trimesters either hunched over the toilet or unable to crawl out of bed as my offspring grew within me like a creature from Alien. I ceased making carefully planned dinners, or even caring what I ate. My only goal was to find food that stayed down, rather than come back up again. 

Needless to say, broccoli was not on that list.

Furthermore, I found myself much too tired to fulfill his many expectations, whether keeping the house, keeping up with him at the gym, or his voracious sexual appetite. As it turned out, broccoli wasn’t the only thing I couldn’t put in my mouth without gagging. 

Soon he spent more nights at the office than he did at home. Gone were the spontaneous trips and the late-night dates with wine and roses. Instead, I got slapped on the ass to assess how many inches had accumulated there just by the jiggle.

The more I jiggled, the less contact there was. By the time Meghan was born, Wade hadn’t touched me in over a month. The alienation continued throughout her first year, when I was struggling to meet the various demands of my career and motherhood. This proved every bit as challenging as pregnancy had been because just like pregnancy, Wade expected me to handle it all on my own with little complaint. Two A.M feedings and dirty diapers were just as much my duty as keeping the house clean on the daily, and he didn’t mind sharing his scorecard of my failures keeping up with all of it.

To the outside world, however, I had it all. My husband was handsome, charming and successful, and our child was beautiful and sharp as a whip. I lived in a large, four-bedroom home in Costa Mesa and drove a brand-new car I could pay for myself with my six-figure salary. I finally wore designer clothing and the thirty minutes I spent pulling myself together every morning finally yielded a reflection in the mirror I had so fantasized about as an insecure teen, the remaining fifteen pounds keeping me from total perfection be damned.

So what if my marriage had virtually collapsed within its first two years? I still had the two-carat diamond on my perfectly manicured finger. As far as the world was concerned, I was ‘living the dream.’ 

I was one of the normal people now.

I decided to use this to my advantage when I got the notice about the ten-year reunion. All I had left was the mask I wore, and I had spent quite a bit of time honing it to perfection. 

Then why were my hands shaking when I walked into that ballroom?

Oh, right. Because it was all a big, fat lie and I was nothing but a fraud.

You’d think I’d be used to that by now.

I affixed my name tag with the smile of bravado I had perfected over the last six years and headed toward the bar.

As usual, Bryan Dixon was the first schoolmate I recognized. My heart soared to see his beautiful face. No longer gangly or nerdy, he had transformed into the elegant man I had always predicted he would be. 

Most of this he had to do without me, since Wade never approved of my having a close male friend. And Bryan was as close as any person could be without actually having the intimacy of sex. His being gay had been strike two for Wade, as he didn’t want to expose our child to a “deviant lifestyle.” It was a lifestyle that took Bryan away from conservative Orange County the minute he was able to flee. He moved to Los Angeles and started a career in film, using his computer nerd cred to work in the emerging digital technology taking place there. The lucky sonofabitch got to play for a living. That was the last nail in the coffin as far as Wade was concerned. 

So, I saw Bryan less and less over the years, and inwardly this fueled my resentment for my husband. If there was anything good in my life, anything that made me truly happy outside of our daughter, he was determined to crush it underfoot. It was ongoing punishment for having betrayed him; by turning my back on the perfect little Stepford wife he had created me to be. 

As a result, I honestly didn’t give a shit what Wade thought about it as I flung my arms around Bryan. We weren’t here for Wade, for once, so I was going to do what made me happy.

No matter what that meant.

“Oh my God! Look at you!” Bryan exclaimed as he practically lifted me up off the ground with a massive bear hug.

“Look at you!” I shot back. I could feel the solid muscle underneath his expensive clothes. His blond hair now had sunny highlights, and framed the angular face no longer obscured by glasses. He’d corrected his vision courtesy of laser eye surgery and, after years in braces, his teeth were white, straight, and perfect.

Wade cleared his throat behind me. “You remember my husband, Wade,” I said.

“Of course,” Bryan responded cheerfully as he stuck out a hand. Wade glared at it for a moment before he accepted it, and I was sure he was counting the seconds until he could escape to the men’s room to wash off the gay.

Bryan hooked his arm in mine to lead me away from my dour husband, who opted to wait at the bar for his Old Fashioned. “Wait until you see everyone. Tiffany McGill? Fat. Bobby Dillard? So gay. And of course... there’s Dylan.”

Even though I hadn’t seen him since my junior year in college, my heart still leapt when I heard his name. “He’s here?” I whispered breathlessly.

Bryan pointed to a handsome man in a dark suit, standing in a group of almost familiar faces near the window facing the ocean.

There was a time I thought Bryan could really give Dylan a run for his money once he blossomed into the beautiful man that I always saw peeking out from the unrefined edges. But I had been wrong. So very, very wrong.

Dylan was even more muscular than when he had been playing ball in high school. His shoulders were broad, and the suit he wore could barely contain those thighs and that fabulous ass. His dark hair was long, dusting the back of his neck, and it was so thick it screamed for hungry fingers to grab a handful. His face was still smooth, and that smile was still killer... but those dark eyes remained the most lethal weapon in his arsenal. I knew it with all certainty when his head turned slightly, and they locked with mine. Immediately his face brightened, and he abandoned his present company to make a beeline for Bryan and me.

“Roni?” he said, disbelievingly. His eyes traveled over my face and my single-digit-size figure with warm appreciation. He took me into an immediate hug that was so strong it took my breath away. “God, you look fantastic! Marriage really agrees with you.”

It was all I could do not to scoff directly into his face.

It was no surprise that he knew I was married. Our moms were still great friends, though they no longer shared a house together. After their kids had moved out, they expanded their social lives, and both found new romances of their own. My mother married again, Bonnie did not. Instead, she was enjoying her Blanche Devereaux era with gusto, a page taken, no doubt, from her son’s own playbook. Shared holidays had scattered to the wind, especially since Wade had definite ideas on what holidays should look like. Hanging out with Bonnie’s beau de jour didn’t exactly fit into his “traditional” family values.
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