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For Lance


The moment we met, you brought color into my life
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I am a secret keeper. I didn’t work to become one. It’s just in my DNA. Secret keepers are born. They are not trained. I am that girl in line at the grocery store who suddenly hears the life story of the lady next to her. I am that woman who hears the deepest, darkest secrets from people she hardly knows, while sitting in the waiting room at the doctor.


My confessors don’t understand it either. “Why am I telling you this—I hardly know you?” They ask.


“It’s okay,” I say, as I pat their hand or their back. “I understand.”


But I don’t understand.


I just live with the secrets.


—Margaret Monahan


2016





PROLOGUE



Once upon a time there was a diary. It started out as an ordinary diary; my mother bought it for me in seventh grade. As a middle school English teacher, she saw a spark of creative writing in me that she thought could be better developed if I kept a journal.


Like every other 1970s girl’s diary, mine had gold-leaf edges and a brass lock with tiny keys, and I moved it around my room in my quest to hide it from my nosy sisters. This never stopped them from finding it, reading it aloud, and humiliating me, causing me to add several strongly worded paragraphs of hatred toward them for reading it.


In high school, my diaries took on a whole other level as my friends grew up and experimented with life in ways that scared the daylights out of me. My diaries became one of my safe places to hide, and I ultimately named them the Virgin Diaries, because while most enter high school as a virgin, few leave as one. And that very topic can consume many a girl (and boy) in their high school years.


In case you lived under a rock (or weren’t living at all yet) during the seventies, there is a Gridley Girls Guide to Seventies Pop Culture at the end of this book, in which I attempt to define our generation in the hopes we’ll all remember that while things have changed a great deal, in many ways they’ve also stayed exactly the same.


The Gridley Girls became friends at Tiny Tots Preschool in 1967. We’ve never known life without each other, and aren’t fond of thinking about the possibility. After five decades of friendship, we have a history and unspoken bond that nothing can shake. A mini yearbook celebrating those friendships follows the Gridley Girls Guide. Don’t worry: I’m not going to let you read the actual Virgin Diaries. Instead, we’ll shoot down this looking glass through our forty-something eyes—which, of course, just makes me wish I’d had my forty-something perspective when I went through high school, and my fourteen-year-old vision now. Oh, the things I would have done differently, and the things I’d give anything to relive.


Join me now, in Gridley, where the land is lush, the fruit is sweet, and the girls are more fun than you would ever guess. Where we might not live happily ever after all the time, but we have each other, and that’s all we need.


Life isn’t so boring in a small town.





CHAPTER 1

Seeing Jesus
and
The Virgin Diaries


2008
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My heart raced as I shot straight up in my bed. Sweat dripped between my breasts and down my back. I felt both scared and calm at the same time and struggled to figure out what that meant. I tried to remember my dream. It was the only way I’d be able to get back to sleep, and I needed sleep much more now that I was stressing over a potential cross-country move and what it would do to my kids, career, and life in general. My drapes were open, and the moon was shining over the lake, streaming light onto the bed. It created a calming effect that took my fear away.


All I could remember about the dream was a teenage girl with straight, blonde hair parted in the middle. She was talking to me in a familiar voice, but I couldn’t place her. Was it me? Was I dreaming about my younger self? That didn’t make any sense unless my younger self was visiting me to tell me not to move. I smiled at that absurd thought and my tendency to look for signs from God to help me make decisions. I tried to shake the thoughts out of my head. I’d been doing that forever and it never worked, yet I kept trying—a sure sign of insanity.


I could hear the blonde girl’s laughter, as if she were in my head, and knew I was making fun of myself. I felt like I was still dreaming. All I knew was that I felt peaceful when I heard her voice. I wanted to stay with her because she felt like a friend I’d known forever.


I don’t remember falling back to sleep, but I awoke with complete remembrance of my dream. That didn’t always happen for me. As a lifelong sleepwalker and talker, my dreams and sleep actions were legendary among my family and friends “lucky” enough to get to sleep with me. I’ve been known to do anything from holding full-blown, articulate conversations that I have no later knowledge of, to more dangerous things like trying to throw a chair out a sliding glass door to save my family from fictional carbon monoxide poisoning that was happening in my dreams.


MY ALARM CLOCK WENT OFF and Jordin Sparks was singing the part of “No Air” about dying before she woke up and having her breath taken away. I got chills throughout my body as I do every time God seems to talk to me through the radio. I just wish I could decipher His messages better. When Jordin sang the duet part with Chris Brown about living alone and their lives revolving around each other, I began to cry. I didn’t fully understand why I was crying, so I shrugged it off and got up to get ready for my first-ever spin class with Anne.


If you saw us in spin class, you’d never believe that as teenagers, I once betrayed AnneMarie Calzaretta, one of my lifelong best friends, in an unforgiveable way. It wasn’t over a boy or a catty, teenage-girl prank. It was because of God. I broke the solemn trust of a lifelong friend because I was a misguided girl who was told a secret that I was incapable of hearing, let alone keeping.


That and because of God.


Anne forgave me. She understood my religious confusion, but the betrayal was always with me. Not every day, sometimes not every week, but I wonder when I die, will the first thing I’ll have to atone for be that betrayal and inability to keep a secret?


After Anne forgave me, she never seemed to look back, yet I held onto my guilt. Our friendship flourished for over forty years, now aged better than a great scotch. If she was able to forgive me so easily, why couldn’t I forgive myself?


She acted like it never happened. We don’t speak about it. Ever. But the guilt rears its ugly head at the oddest of times. Like today, when she decided to “save me from myself” and take me to spin class. Chronic pain can be a vicious cycle of inactivity: you’re in pain so you don’t want to move, but that very movement is what saves you from further pain.


I was on that darn bike, with my hair clinging to my head and sweat flying off my body when I had a flash of guilt. My heart beat faster than a dubstep beat. I looked over at Anne, her sandy-blonde ponytail blowing from the spin room fans like in a music video. She flashed me her megawatt smile and I remembered the secret and the betrayal.


I wasn’t kidding when I said I think God sometimes talks to me through music. I don’t mean God tells me to turn “gangsta” or start drinking sizzurp when I listen to rap. Music doesn’t make me live my life differently. It makes me think. It’s a gentle reminder from God to pay attention, get out of the details running through my mind at a furious pace, and be more mindful. It made sense to me once I thought about it. I came from a musical family. Why wouldn’t God choose music to try and guide my life? Back when we only had three TV channels and nothing was on, music was all we had. It’s what I know.


So it’s no surprise that as I was deliberating over the most important decision of my lifetime, the decision to uproot my family and move across the country to an arctic tundra that I knew very little about, “Leavin’” by Jesse McCartney would be the first song for the warm-up at spin class.


I hadn’t told a soul we were considering moving, especially Anne. She had enough to think about with her upcoming wedding at my house. If God were still talking to me through music, Jesse McCartney seemed an unlikely messenger of divine intervention. His last name was McCartney though, so it seemed worth noting.


As the other McCartney sang about flying off in his private jet, I kept wondering if he’d stop by and rescue me from this spin class since the music ramped up immediately to a tempo that I struggled to endure.


I don’t believe in sweating. I’m not an athlete or a cardio person. I’m a yoga mom, a Pilates girl, a former swimmer. I am not a spinner. It’s the twenty-first century, and we’re in our forties, so why were we in a darkened room of a gym, in the ’burbs of Sacramento, riding bikes to nowhere? The last time I had seen this many black lights was after we won them in the magazine-selling contest in seventh grade. And that was 1977. That made sense. This was an alternate universe.


The small, dark room began to smell like onions. I’ve long believed that body odor often smells like the onions on a hamburger. Sometimes I think it’s just a defense mechanism in me to tolerate the bad b.o. smell we have to endure in gyms. Either way, between the giant plateglass windows where passersby could watch us killing ourselves on these bikes and the offensive onion smell, I was beginning to wonder why I’d agreed to this in the first place.


“Omigod, I think I just saw Jesus. Seriously. There was white light and everything.” I shouted, in my best whisper-scream to Anne from the helm of my evil exercise bike. I can be a bit dramatic about heart attacks because of my family history of heart disease. You can call it hypochondria. I call it PTSD from a fear of sudden death. I’ve had it since fourth grade when my cousin David died. I didn’t make this connection until I watched an episode of Oprah on fear. Forget that kindergarten book. All I really need to know I learned from watching Oprah.


“White light?” Anne laughed. “You’re killing me, Meg. ‘Go away from the light. Go away from the light.’” Anne whisper-screamed back to me in her best Poltergeist voice.


Until recently, I thought there were a lot of crafty women in the world. So many people had taken up spinning, I thought they were weaving on looms or knitting. I swear to everything holy, I thought that. Even when I watched Sex and the City, I thought Miranda was a crafty little weaver when she left for spin class. I had no idea intelligent people holed themselves up in stinky rooms and rode stationary bikes to hip-hop music, while a blonde, pony-tailed drill sergeant disguised as a perky little instructor shouted orders at them.


I was in spin class because Anne was trying to save me from my lack of athleticism. Growing up together, Anne played every sport possible . . . and was fabulous at everything. We played soccer together in the seventh grade on what I’m pretty sure was the first post–Title IX soccer team in Gridley. I was a forward. She was a forward/bodyguard. I stank at all sports and would sometimes be targeted by bullies on the other team. She would yell at the ref for not calling a foul on another girl who had kicked me. Or she’d just get in the other girl’s face and tell her off.


I didn’t even get offended when she’d look over at me, point to my Dorothy Hamill haircut and toothpick legs, and say to our opponent, “Look at her. You’re seriously going to attack a seventy-pound weakling like that? When you’re . . . what?” She’d eyeball the girl, up and down, to get her point across. “A hundred and fifty pounds yourself? That’s more than double. Pick on somebody your own size.” That would start a fight since no one wanted to be called a hundred and fifty pounds in the seventh grade. Anne would just scurry off the field, never actually participating in the fight but always proud of her math. “Did ya like that? Seventy is around half of one fifty, right?” She’d look me over just like she did the mean girl. “Do you even weigh seventy pounds?” She knew the math but liked to play dumb. It worked for her.


Anne is the kind of physically fit, beautiful girl that most women love to hate. A classic Italian beauty, though like so many of my dark-haired friends, hers was highlighted blonde now that we were in our forties. Apparently blonde covers gray hair more easily than dark. She still has the Shirley Temple dimples she was born with.


Anne was determined to take me to “the next level” in my fitness regime. I had been in physical therapy for a nasty back injury for the past year and was forced into the athletic world just to fight off the chronic pain. It was working, but I struggled with people who liked to exercise. Didn’t they know that running was invented to keep us from being eaten by larger animals? And now, in civilized society, we only need to run if we’re being chased. And we only have to run fast if we’re being chased by a gun-packing mugger.


After the white light and Jesus went away, the endorphins kicked in, and I could talk like the instructor told us to. She’s the only teacher I’ve ever had who asked me to talk during class. Usually, they’re on “Chatty Cathy” (that would be me) to just shut up, but this one was asking us to talk to each other so we could make sure we were working “in the right zone.” Anne was going to get me in cardio shape if it killed her. I was just hoping it didn’t kill me first.


“We’re supposed to talk now, so say something,” she instructed.


“I just want out of this class without a heart attack. Talking is not a high priority,” I said, as I tried to get my blonde hair out of my sweaty eyes.


“Okay, I’ll talk but you have to answer.”


I nodded. It was my first class. There should be no talking. There should just be spinning and breathing so one can stay alive on this evil bike.


“I was thinking of The Virgin Diaries the other day. Do you still have them?” she asked.


“That’s so weird that you asked that.” I huffed. She was pushing it. “I was just looking at them the other day. My dad brought me a box of stuff from the garage and they were in it. I meant to call you and got distracted.” I was out of breath. That was the first time I had spoken since we started, and I didn’t have a heart attack so that was a good sign.


My heart was beating so hard it felt like it was going to fly right out of my chest. Seriously. When I was in labor with my first baby, I was induced because all my internal organs had shut down. It was good fun. In my case, that meant my labor was sped up into what I affectionately called “turbo labor.” When my water broke, I looked down at my belly and screamed to my husband, “Did you see that?” I patted all over my belly, convinced a baby hand or foot was sticking out. “Do you see it?” He looked at me puzzled, as I continued to feel my way around my belly. Whether or not that was the painkiller talking or my own craziness since I’d been bedridden for two months prior to the birth, I will never know. All I knew was, the force of my water breaking was so powerful that I thought for sure there was an Alien-like moment happening to me. It was with that same conviction that I thought my heart might very well be flying out of my chest, right there in that spin class.


“See,” said Anne, beaming with pride. “You talked. A lot. I knew you could do it. You’re going to be a pro at this after a few more.” Who knew that my cardio fitness could mean so much to her?


At that point, the instructor/drill sergeant danced over to our bikes, chanting something indecipherable. She threw her arm in the air like a cheerleader and hollered into the sea of bikes as she walked straight to me. With her fist pumping, she howled right in my face. “Ooo-wah. Ooo-wah.” To inspire me? To scare me into riding my bike-to-nowhere faster? She was accomplishing both; I was afraid of her and her little cheerleading moves.


Anne slipped off her bike, she laughed so hard. Holding her handlebars tighter, she yelled, “You should see your face. You look horrified. You’ll get used to her, Meg. She means well. It’s the endorphins. It makes people act like they’ve been drinking, when usually they haven’t. It’s fun.”


“Fun? Hmm. I don’t think I’d go straight to fun, but I could probably use a cocktail right about now.” At least Anne laughed at my pain.


The interminable class ended—for me. If you wanted only forty-five minutes of the torture, you could dismount and leave. I had to stay for Anne (she was my ride, which ensured my attendance), so I jumped off my bike and stretched while she spun her fool head off for fifteen more minutes.


Of course, we thanked the drill sergeant as we left. The world’s strongest snip of a girl gave us an enthusiastic farewell. “You did great for the first time. Come back soon.” She reassured me with her fabulous smile and adorable blonde ponytail, hoping I’d join her cycling-to-nowhere gang.


“I will. See you on Friday.” Did I say that? I can’t come back for more of this. What was I thinking? I clearly was not, and now they’d sucked me into their spinning cult. Only one class in and I was one of those crafty little people off to spin class, only to return sweaty and without so much as a tiny piece of fabric to show for my efforts. The least they could do was hook up a loom to the bikes so we could be productive. Or maybe some windmills so we could create energy out of our sweat. It doesn’t make sense to work so hard on those darn bikes and go nowhere and produce nothing. Where was our American ingenuity?


All I knew was that I was going to have to get a ponytail. Quick.


“Margaret MacGregor Monahan, I am so proud of you,” Anne chirped, almost as perky as the instructor, as we walked out of the gym. “You did it. You finished a whole spin class and you sweated. I witnessed a real, live Monahan girl sweating. I feel so honored to have shared this with you.” Anne sounded sarcastic, but was dead serious. That was the funny part.


I am the youngest of four girls who, while somewhat fit and very active, do not believe in sweating. Call it the long line of proper English women we come from. Oh, we’re American. We just come from a long line of off-the-Mayflower women, so the gene pool didn’t get diluted enough. They still use phrases like “jolly well” (not this generation, thankfully), have way too much bone china, and have serious stiff upper lips. Call it lazy (e.g., we don’t like to have to redo our hair and makeup). Call it crazy. Call it what you want. We Monahan women do not sweat. That whole “Horses sweat, men perspire, and women simply glow,” thing is taken very seriously in our family.


“I did. Didn’t I? We should call Katie and tell her. This is big news.” Katie, the second of my three sisters, is five years older and like a second mom to us. With her dark hair and olive skin, she looks as much like Anne as she does me, and has always been the big sister that Anne never had.


“Katie would be very proud of you, Meg. I haven’t heard from her yet. Is she coming to the wedding?” The big wedding. Well, it won’t be that big, but it is exciting. Anne is getting married in my backyard.


“Of course she’s coming. She wouldn’t miss it. She’ll respond, don’t worry. Katie is Jayne’s daughter. No shortage on manners. Besides, it’s still three weeks away. The invitations just went out.” Anne gave me an “oh yeah” shrug, and I looked at her carefully since she was acting odd.


Jayne Monahan is my mother, but she’s also everyone’s mother. Both my parents are middle school teachers. Have been forever. My mother was the eighth-grade English teacher in our hometown of great Gridley, California, just sixty miles north of Sacramento. Population three thousand back then. In the small farm town, most everyone knew each other and usually went back for several generations. There was always a connection. My mother took her role as “everyone’s mom” seriously. Her goal was to single-handedly turn every student into a lady or a gentleman. Her motto, often preached to us in a singsong voice accompanied by a stern look of authority, was, “Remember girls, Y-A-L. You’re a lady.” If you were a boy, it was, of course, “You’re a gentleman.” No student graduated from Sycamore Middle School without hearing that over and over. Manners were as important as breathing.


“Anne? Are you nervous?” I asked, while we got into her swanky convertible. “You seem worried. Everything’s going okay on the wedding plans, right? No cold feet? I already spent a fortune installing the mister systems in the backyard. There’s no backing out now. My yard will be as cool as the riverboat ride at Disneyland.” People always think they want an outdoor, summer wedding, but they weren’t exactly lining up to spend the summer in the nine-one-six (apparently I’m a rapper now; nine-one-six is Sacramento’s area code). Having an outdoor, summer wedding in Sacramento equals sweating your buns off. We’ve already covered how I feel about sweating.


She thought about it while she took her ponytail holder out, smoothed her sandy-blonde hair, and put it back into a cleaner ponytail. “I’m fine, Meg, and I appreciate the misters, even though I know our wedding was the excuse you used for permission to splurge.” She was right about that. “I’m just sentimental. Were you like that before you got married?” She started the car and “Viva la Vida” by Coldplay was at the part where they sing about Saint Peter not calling their name.


My heart skipped a beat and I pushed the thought out of my mind. I definitely wanted Saint Peter to call my name, and Anne’s too. I shook my head to get rid of those thoughts. It didn’t work. This was no time to think God was talking to me through the radio again. Everybody was sure this wedding was a good thing and I needed to remember that.


Anne put the car in gear and pulled out onto the boulevard. I didn’t answer her question. I was staring off, thinking of Saint Peter, not calling our names and wondering if Coldplay knew something I did not.


“Margaret? What’s up? You’re acting so funny today. Glad to see it’s not just me.”


“Oh nothing.” I shook my head again. “I’m fine. Was just thinking about that Coldplay song. When they talk about Saint Peter not calling their names, does that mean they don’t think they’re going to heaven, ’cause Saint Peter welcomes everyone to heaven?”


“I have no idea. I didn’t know Coldplay was that distracting. So were you?”


“Was I what?”


“Sentimental? Damn girl, you are out of it!”


“Oh, that! Totally. I was so in love and excited that I was ultrasappy about everything. I cried all the time, especially over pop songs, but not Coldplay,” I laughed nervously. “But they were happy tears. You know what Jayne says about happy tears.”


In unison we recited, “genetic defect.” That was my mother’s excuse for being overly sentimental and crying “happy tears” all the time. All four of us daughters inherited the same, lame defect.


When I was around eleven, my dad walked into the family room to all of us crying. His face went ashen as he asked, “Who died?” We burst into laughter through our tears. When we explained that we were watching a sad episode of Family Affair, he threw his arms into the air in disgust and left the room, probably to go find some manly area of our bungalow-style house. But I’m pretty sure no such area ever existed in our sorority house of a home.


We were at a stoplight when Anne looked over at me and interrupted my genetic-defect memories. “Sometimes I wonder, though. I mean, I know I’m getting married for the right reasons, but not everybody is exactly supportive of this, and it kinda worries me. Just a little, and only when I’m feeling especially vulnerable. Do you know what I mean?”


“Oh Anne, if you’re talking about Cindy, don’t worry. Just put it out of your head. That’s her problem, not yours.”


Anne looked ahead then, focused on driving, but I knew where her mind was going.


Cindy Santini grew up with us. Other than having some narrow-minded (in our opinion) viewpoints on life, sprinkled with some right-wing attitudes that we didn’t agree with, she was a great girl. When you came from a community like Gridley, your friendships were more fluid than people from larger places or communities that weren't as tightly knit as ours. In Gridley, your friendships were ancestral, not just your own. So you learned to overlook political and religious differences. You learned to love unconditionally in a way that didn’t exist as easily in a big city. Cindy was not a fan of this upcoming marriage, and while she hadn’t said that outright, Anne felt it. She knew. I just didn’t know she knew, until now.


“Regardless of whose problem it is, it still hurts. Part of me doesn’t want her at the wedding if she can’t accept it.” Anne was still looking away from me as she drove onto my street. Then she changed the subject, which was my cue to drop it, but it seemed like more than just Cindy was bothering her. “You blew off The Virgin Diaries earlier. I was serious when I asked to see them. Can we look at them when I drop you off? Do you have time?” She was being very polite and sentimental, neither of which I was used to.


“I wasn’t blowing them off. I was trying to stay alive on that darn bike. We can get them if you have the time. You kind of have a lot going on right now.”


“I can do it. Your little ‘diary of a virgin’ is the closest thing I have to a diary of my own from our childhood. I want to take a peek.” We pulled into my circular driveway, headed for our little adventure down memory lane. “Besides, I’m pretty sure I’m losing my job, so I’ll have all the time in the world soon.” She didn’t make eye contact with me as she dropped that bomb.


“What the . . . ?” I gasped.


“I know. What else needs to go wrong at the happiest slash most stressful time of my life?”


I unlocked the front door, and Anne went straight to a chaise in the living room. This is serious. She’s in the living room. No one ever sits in the living room, unless they’re opening Christmas presents.


“I don’t understand. Why are you being so calm? This is huge.” I stood, frozen in my foyer.


“I’m not really calm at all. It’s just a good exterior. The company is being sold, my boss is moving to another company, and he will most likely take me with him. The problem is, I’m not really going to breathe until that’s for sure and right now, I don’t even know if it will be definite before the wedding.”


“Oh Anne, I’m so sorry.” I sat down on the chaise next to her. “Is there anything I can do? Is your résumé updated? Do you need a second pair of eyes for it?” As an executive recruiter, I was often the proofreader of my friend’s résumés.


“Thanks but not yet. I really do think it’s all set. Shit. Why does everything always have to happen at once?” Her head was bowed and shaking like a sad, defeated person—not the normally optimistic, happy, spiritual Anne that we were all used to.


“I’ll go get the diaries.” I said as I got up. Anne needed a distraction. “You want some water?”


“I’ll get it. You want some, too?” Anne asked.


“Yes, please. Thanks,” I answered, while I stopped to turn on the radio on the whole-house intercom.


“Here we goooo,” I said. I marched down the stairs with my harvest-gold mortarboard on my head and the diaries in my hand like they were my diploma. “I couldn’t decide what to hum while I walked down the stairs: ‘The Wedding March,’ since this is a bridal staircase, or ‘Pomp and Circumstance.’ But then I found my mortarboard next to the diaries, so I’m all set.” Forget about the fact that I was disgusting in my sweaty exercise clothes, which is precisely why I don’t like to exercise in the first place.


“Okay, now I want my little graduation cap. I feel left out,” Anne whined as she snatched a diary out of my hands. “You know, all this sentimental talk reminded me of when we started high school. Do you remember that swimming party at my house, the day before the first day of school?” Anne asked as she laughed at me still marching in my grand processional to the chaise.


I took my cap off. “Remember? How could I forget? I’m scarred forever from that party. I get scared every time I see a large-breasted old lady. Let’s look that up in the handy-dandy diary, if we may. Where’s 1979?” This was not hard to find, as I’m a tad neurotic. Every diary was dated in puff paint and some had titles. It was a little nauseating—even for me. “There it is,” I shouted, a little too excited. We were like Alice in Wonderland going through the looking glass. I looked at the first diary.


“Oh God.” Anne groaned and fell back into the chaise like it was a fainting lounge. “Look at the puff paint. You are so out of hand. I think you may need help. Look at the titles: The Diary of a Virgin, ’78–’79. The Virgin Diaries, ’80–’82. What happened there? Why did you switch? I don’t remember.”


“The Virgin Diaries was more concise. Once I started taking journalism classes, I changed titles. I liked headlines.” Anne rolled her eyes at me. I nodded in resignation. “I couldn’t help myself. I know, I know.”


“Outta hand. Totally outta hand.” She shook her head. Did she look a little frightened of my organizational skills? Proud? I couldn’t tell, but decided to go with proud since that made me feel better.


“Outta hand, maybe, but you’re benefiting from my anal behavior, aren’t you, missy?” I said in my best indignant Mom voice. I liked my puff paint and my precise-if-not-imaginatively-titled diaries.


“Whatever,” she said, with more sarcasm than enthusiasm. She held the diaries up with her thumbnail poised to scrape. “Now give me ’78–’79 or I’ll scrape some puff paint off.”


“Not the puff paint! Here, take it.” I shoved the ’78–’79 diary at her, then watched over her shoulder at our first year of high school. It was so weird to think of it all right there in little journals. They had been missing for years, until my dad found them buried in the garage. Lost for over twenty years. It wasn’t King Tut or anything, but it meant way more to us than some old mummy.


Anne thumbed through the diary, looking at various entries. “Meg, when are you going to write books? Whatever happened to that? You were always going to be the next Judy Blume. And who’s that lady your aunt wanted you to be?” She looked up, as if Erma Bombeck’s name might fall out of the sky. “And then nothing.”


“Erma Bombeck. My mother wanted me to be the next Judy Blume, and I wouldn’t say nothing happened.” I spread my arms toward my home like the lady on The Price Is Right displaying a living room set. “I have a great career. I’ve got a crazy family. What more could a girl want?” I felt a bit defensive, since I knew she was right. Plus, there was the little matter of our big new secret. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Could she know?


After years of unsuccessfully trying to relocate us away from the small market of Sacramento, my husband’s firm now wanted to move us to Minneapolis. This was a very big deal, as my kids are sixth-generation Sacramentans. We were so firmly entrenched in our valley roots, we might as well have been the very trees my family earned their way on originally. If I left town, it would be an upheaval not just in my family, as we all live within a seventy-mile radius of my parents, but also in my circle of friends who are all transplanted Gridleyans in Sacramento.


But the firm was The Firm. John Grisham, without the murders and the mafia. My husband and I had been married for sixteen years, but he had been married to the firm for twenty-two years. The firm was more like his wife and I was just the mistress, the mother of his children. He was a partner in the largest professional services firm in the world. We knew his life was almost militaristic in its discipline. The firm came first and everyone else fell in line after that. What were we supposed to do? Yet moving across the country would give me the excuse to leave the career I loved, but which I would never be brave enough to leave on my own, to write the books I’d dreamt about since eighth grade—a real life conundrum.


Nothing was final. We’d only been out to Minneapolis once to look at houses and to talk to other partners in the firm. I lied to everyone at home and said we were on a business trip with clients. No one suspected, since we traveled so much with the firm anyway. Eventually, I was going to have to tell someone and get advice, but I just didn’t know how. It was too huge of a decision to tell anyone and risk making it a reality.


This was the only home my children had ever known. Our whole life was woven around our families and community here. I firmly believe in the “it takes a village” concept. How could I leave my village right as my kids were entering their teen years? That seemed insane to me.


I was torn between the family that created me and the family I created.


Anne snapped me back into consciousness. “Meg, you know what I mean. That was your dream. What happened to it?” Gosh, the way she looked into my eyes was eerie. Did she suspect? She went back to leafing through the diary, lost in the pages of our youth, while I thought about my dreams.


I didn’t know if she heard me, but I tried to explain and keep her from becoming suspicious. “I don’t know. I guess life happened.” I thought out loud then. “I graduated from college, had school loans, and had to find a career to pay off said school loans. That happened. I fell in love, got married and had two kids. That happened. I built up an insane career. That happened.” I sounded wistful and was really talking to myself since Anne already knew all these details. It was as if my whole life had happened to me, rather than being planned. “I don’t have time to shower, let alone write books.” I sat back on the couch, feeling like a failure. I knew my life had meaning and value. On an intellectual level, I knew I hadn’t wasted my life, but why didn’t I write the books I’d been talking about writing since eighth grade? Anne was right. I’d talked about it forever, but hadn’t done anything about it. Gosh, I bet I was annoying to be around with all that talking and no action.


Could that be why this move seemed to be actually happening as opposed to the other moves the firm had discussed? First it was San Francisco, then Los Angeles and Philly. But this Minneapolis thing seemed the most real of all. Was this some cosmic kick in the butt for me to change my life? Well, shit. That’s all I had to say to that. Shit.


“Charlie died,” Anne said, matter-of-factly, as she was thumbing through The Virgin Diaries.


I gasped. “What? When? I had no idea.”


“A week ago.” She was looking down, feeling guilty for not telling me sooner. “I haven’t said anything to anyone. I can’t process it. It’s put me into a tailspin. We hadn’t seen or talked to each other in so long. I didn’t think it would affect me this way. I didn’t know it would hurt this much.”


Charlie was Anne’s high school sweetheart. Her first love—that love upon which all other romance is compared and contrasted. Like many women, Anne has moved on from her first love, but the memories linger forever.


“I just can’t believe it. I’m in shock.” I shook my head. “When’s the funeral?”


“Already happened. I didn’t go. I just couldn’t face it. This is the first I’ve even spoken of it.”


I went over to her and hugged her. If she hadn’t spoken to anyone, then she hasn’t had any time to process it. That couldn’t be good, especially at such an already emotional time in her life.


She held me and cried softly on my shoulder. Anne was not a girl who cried. Anne was the strong girl who held it together for everybody else at her own expense. She was the shoulder you cried upon, not the other way around.


“It’s okay. Let it out. When it comes to death, we’re all kind of messed up. You need to cry to process it.” I patted her back, thinking about how we lost one of our best friends when we were in fourth grade and how it changed the women we became and the type of friendships we had with each other. I think part of why we remained so close in our group of friends was because we dealt with death so early. Most nine-year-olds don’t know much about death, especially the death of a peer. That can make even the strongest of people cling to anything they hold dear.


“No! No I don’t!” She shook her head, took a deep breath, blew in her sniffle, and wiped her tears away in one motion. She cleaned up like a human whiteboard, trying desperately to regain her composure and act like nothing happened.


“Look at you! You can’t just wipe this away. It’s okay to feel this way. It’s okay to hurt.”


“No, it’s not! I’m over it. That was so long ago. I’m getting married and moving on.” She scooted away from me on the couch and went straight back to The Virgin Diaries.


“Are we going to talk about your job then?” I asked, afraid to rile her back up.


“What’s there to talk about? I told you everything. I won’t breathe until the new job is a done deal.”


I sighed. This was too much, even for someone with the emotional strength of AnneMarie Calzaretta. “What can I do?”


“Just don’t talk about it unless I bring it up. I know that’s going to be hard for Little Miss Talks-a-Lot, but I need to just pretend none of this is happening right now and I need you to help me with that. Can you do that? It goes against every instinct in that skinny body of yours.” We laughed. That was an understatement.


“Yes. Whatever you need. I can do that.” The guilt reared its ugly head again. I was so glad I hadn’t told her about Minneapolis. She couldn’t handle more change right now. Neither could I.


I wished I could go into denial as easily as she. How did she bury her feelings so well while I wore every emotion on my face and my sleeve? It was good I never played poker.


I hadn’t really slept in a week, worrying about everything. It wasn’t just the possibility of moving across the country. Even if we stayed, what would things be like after Anne married? She’d been single for so long, we’d gotten used to our relationship. How would that change now that she would be a permanent part of a couple? I’ve never been good at endings, even if they are just a part of a wonderful new beginning. Must be that fear of sudden death thing again. It affected every part of our lives, and most of the time we never realized it.


I looked over Anne’s shoulder to confirm she was reading about our peer-counseling session in 1979. Between Charlie’s death, the upcoming loss of her job, and the mention of Cindy Santini’s opinions on her upcoming nuptials, I knew what Anne was thinking about. Neither of us needed to read about it in my diaries, though. What happened that day in a small Gridley High classroom caused a domino effect of lies upon lies, betrayal, forgiveness, and more secrets that I hold to this day. It’s a wonder any of our friendships have survived, let alone thrived.


We could be human iTunes and play back that session on demand, at any time. That day was burned into our memories forever.


I had thirty days to make a decision about moving to what seemed like Siberia, find a house where my family wouldn’t kill each other during six months of winter, marry off one of my best friends, make sure she is over the death of her high school sweetheart, and ensure she still has a career and a lifetime of happiness.


No problem, piece of cake. Hopefully, wedding cake.



SUMMER 1978
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Yosemite National Park
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CHAPTER 2

It’s a Hybrid Life for Me


1978
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My dad was at the wheel of mom’s baby-blue station wagon, cruising down Highway 99 with a car full of teenage girls and the way back full of duffels and sleeping bags. We were singing Joe Walsh’s “Life’s Been Good” at the top of our lungs on our way to the middle of nowhere, southwest of Yosemite National Park.


“Tell me again how you talked me into driving five hours to Presby-whatever camp when I’m Catholic?” Anne asked, thankfully interrupting my horrible air guitar moves during the endless solo.


“Um, because you would have died of boredom in Gridley without us?” I said, as I pointed between Cindy and myself.


“But technically, nobody here is Presby-whatever. It doesn’t make sense.” Anne made it a point to never say Presbyterian. She had a firm belief that all religions should be as easy to spell as Catholic, even though when we were little, she left the “o” out.


“Technically it’s only four and a half hours and who cares what religion the camp is? I heard there are always cute boys at this camp,” said Cindy Santini, who was the queen of all boy-craziness.


I caught my dad snickering in the front seat when Anne mentioned that none of us were “Presby-whatever,” which wasn’t really fair since he was the reason I had no religion.


Like a Prius, I was raised a hybrid. There are biracial people, and there are what I call bi-religious people, like me. My father’s family is Mormon (or LDS, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints), and my mother’s family went to the First Christian Church. You could say I’m half Mormon and half anti-Mormon. Sets things up for a very harmonious childhood.


My mother, while respectful of the Mormon Church and never badmouthing it to us, was very strong in her convictions that we would be raised in the Presbyterian Church, without getting baptized. The Presbyterian Church was our family’s Switzerland—neutral in every way. My parents thought we could make our own decisions about what religion we wanted to belong to when we were adults. This was my mom’s way of ensuring it was our decision and not the decision of our very Mormon, very persuasive, and very wonderful grandparents who lived across the street and doted on us. My Mormon grandparents couldn’t help themselves in their passion for The Church. My ancestors fled the Midwest to Utah after the martyring of Joseph Smith. My grandma’s father was the third president of Brigham Young University–Idaho. The president of The Church sent him, with a group of farmers, to start the LDS Church in northern California.


This whole pick-your-own-religion strategy worked fine for my sisters, but not for me. My friends were all different religions; they were baptized, had first communions, confirmations, quinceañeras, and some later went on LDS Church missions. Meanwhile, I felt like I had a pseudoreligion, never really belonging to any one church. I craved religion as much as I craved candy. Like Pinocchio, if only I had been baptized something, then I would have felt like a real girl.


One of my very best friends was Jennifer Cone, the nicest girl I’ve ever known, and not just because she was Mormon. Jennifer was my hero growing up. She was the type of girl whom your parents loved because she never talked back, always did the right thing, and was just a deep, down-to-the-core, nice girl. My mother always referred to those types of people as “salt of the earth.” To me, Jennifer was more than salt of the earth. She was a future Betty from the Archie comic books. I compared everything to Archie comic books. And Jennifer was forever nice, just like Betty.


Jennifer’s presence in my life made it tricky for my mom to manage my Mormon influences. It was natural for me to want to go to Primary (the Mormon version of youth group for primary school-aged kids) with Jennifer during the week. I loved Primary. We would file into church like good little children with our arms folded, and it was cool to be reverent. I hadn’t seen anything like that before my first trip to Primary. We sang songs and did crafts, and I liked feeling like I belonged there.


At the Presbyterian church they were very welcoming too, but I always felt like I didn’t belong since I wasn’t baptized. At the Mormon church, they didn’t care that I wasn’t baptized. They looked at me as someone who had been born Mormon and just had the misfortune to have a nonmember mother. It was almost as if they assumed I would be baptized eventually. To them, it was a matter of when, not if. That’s probably what scared my mom the most.


One day during fourth grade, Jennifer and I were walking home from school like we did every day, and she asked me to join her at Primary. It was convenient since we lived right behind the church. I was so excited. I forgot to tell anyone at my house that I was going with her. Fast forward to two hours later when her mother brought me home and all hell had broken loose at my house. They had been frantically looking for me for hours. Sure, it was 1974 Gridley, so no one thought I was kidnapped. Except for my mother. This was worse than kidnapping. This was church-napping—an altogether different offense in Jayne Monahan’s mind.


I had the major sit-down talk with my parents, where we discussed their reasons for not getting us baptized. I discussed the fact that I liked the Mormon church better than the Presbyterian church. I pretended not to notice the look of horror on my mother’s face and the look of pride on my father’s face when I said that. My mother had her mole face on (my name for her stern, teacher look that could strike fear in anyone, not just children) for most of the conversation, while my father shook his head a lot. It was decided (my mother decided and my father complied) that I would not go to Primary for “quite some time,” due to the fact that I did not tell anyone where I was. We all knew this was Mom’s way of protecting me from too much Mormon influence. All I knew was that I didn’t get to go sing at Primary with my friend Jennifer. As an adult, I get it. As an impressionable nine-year-old, I couldn’t see why any mother could find fault in a religion that was practiced by half of the family.


One of the great things about being Presbyterian (pseudo or not) was going to church camp. We went to Calvin Crest, several hours south of Gridley and down at the southern end of Yosemite. No shortage of natural beauty there. We didn’t care much about natural beauty though. My main memory of camp, besides my faux baptism, was my first real kiss. I’m pretty sure that’s not what they had in mind when they created church camps, but I’m also pretty sure that I wasn’t alone in getting my first real kiss there.


That year, I was lucky enough to go with Anne and Cindy. Like many of my closest friends, Cindy Santini was Italian Catholic. I talked them into going with me just so I could have friends at camp. What parents would say no to getting rid of their teenager for a week at a good church camp?


To outside eyes, Cindy and I—with our blonde hair, blue eyes, and skinny bodies—looked very much alike. That’s where our similarities ended. Cindy was never short on boyfriends, where I was the “Queen of Unrequited Love.” The difference between us, when it came to boys, was simple: I talked a mile a minute, and Cindy spent her time emitting pheromones and batting her bedroom eyes. While Cindy had a number of different cute boyfriends in the eighth grade—she even got a dozen red roses for her birthday from one—I pined, to no avail, for a boy from my Sunday school class. Pining that was, until summer camp.


Until summer camp and Tom.


On our first day at camp, we were walking from the mess hall to our cabin among those towering pine trees. To this day, I can smell a certain pine or redwood scent and feel like I’m at summer camp. We walked past a group of kids that looked nice enough, but seemed way older than we were. This was junior high camp so no one was supposed to be older than tenth grade. That must have been what these kids were, since they all either had boobs or facial hair. Not on the same bodies though. Right after we passed them, one of the girls called back, “Nice tennis shorts. Looking for a court?” and the other girls laughed. I realized they were referring to my white shorts. The last thing I needed was to get teased at church camp, too. I couldn’t get a break anywhere. Skinny girls have a hard time finding clothes to fit. Add to that, parents who never have enough money to go around—especially with four girls clamoring for clothes—and I was doomed. I thought those white shorts were cute on me. I tried to convince myself that they weren’t talking about me, when Anne said, “Meg, I think they’re talking about your white shorts.” I shot her a dirty look and tried to ignore the older group, but when I looked back I noticed a cute blond guy with an amazing body and a little blond moustache. It wasn’t just the peach fuzz you would see on guys that age. It was actual hair. In my seventies lingo, I thought Tom was a total fox with a great bod, and he was looking back at me, smiling. He didn’t seem to mind my little white tennis shorts at all.


This was church camp, so we had campfires and church singing. I loved it. We had crafts and clinics, and this gave me a chance to meet Tom. One night, as we sat down for campfire in a big set of bleachers in front of a huge fire where the counselors would perform skits and give talks, he sat next to me. I had butterflies in my stomach, and my heart was beating so fast. Did he do this on purpose, or was it the only available seat? Or is he interested in Cindy? That would just be my luck. He turned to me and said, “Hi.” That was simple. I could handle “hi.”


“Um, hi.” Try to act cool. Try to act cool.


“I’m Tom Jackson.”


“I’m Margaret Monahan. But everyone calls me Meg.” So far, so good.


“Where ya from, Meg?” He was still talking to me. This couldn’t have been a fluke.


“We’re,” I pointed to Cindy and Anne, “from Gridley.” Wait for it: the perplexed look followed by the questions.


“Gridley. Is that in California?”


I laughed. What else could I do? We got asked this all the time. No one knew where Gridley was . . . ever. “Yeah. Gridley is in northern California. Between Chico and Yuba City. Have you heard of those towns?”


“Uh. Nope, but I’m from Vegas so I don’t know northern California.” He was trying, though. That was nice.


I became the self-appointed ambassador to Gridley. You just couldn’t shut me up. “It’s sixty miles north of Sacramento. The state capital? Ya gotta know that one.”


“Okay. Yeah. How old are you?” It was vital statistics time. I may not have been properly kissed yet, but I did know how this “getting to know you stuff” went. I had three older sisters that I watched very carefully.


“Almost fourteen. I’m a freshman. How ’bout you?” I liked this whole talking-to-a-new-boy thing. I didn’t get this in Gridley because, again, there were no strangers in Gridley, and we rarely got “new boys.”


“I’m gonna be a sophomore.”


It got quiet, and he whispered, “We have to listen now. Meet me after.” With that, we turned to the counselors and got back to the service.


It was an amazing campfire, and not just because I got to meet Tom. It was great all around. I felt the spirit. I loved church camp. It was great to be with so many people the same age for church-type stuff. You don’t get that on Sundays in a small congregation.


That night, they asked us to accept Christ into our lives. We closed our eyes and prayed, and we had the choice to accept Christ as the center of our lives. It was very moving. I decided to make it like a baptism for myself. I called it my faux baptism. I figured if I left it up to my parents it would never happen, so why not consider that a baptism? I thought Jesus would be okay with that. It felt so good. It also felt great to consider myself baptized. I liked that idea. This could count as a religion, so I wouldn’t feel like I had a pseudo-religion anymore.


Tom walked us back to our cabin after campfire. He did like me. It wasn’t some fluke. I couldn’t believe it. “So Meg, what do you do for fun in Gridley?” He was making an effort.


“Not much to do in Gridley. It’s a really small town. Three thousand people’s all. It’s a farm town. We don’t even have our own movie theater. Well, not in English anyway. It went Spanish years ago. We swim a lot.” I rambled, and realized I didn’t introduce my friends. “Oh, sorry. These are my friends, Cindy Santini and Anne Calzaretta. I forgot to introduce them.”


“Hi,” Cindy and Anne said, almost in unison.


“Nice to meet you. Cindy Santini and Anne what? Those are big names. Are they Italian? You don’t look Italian,” Tom said to Cindy.


“Well, I am. One hundred percent. I’m from northern Italy. We have blond hair and light eyes up there.” Here it came: “My real name is Cinzia, but Cindy is easier in America.” This time, she said it with a little pity in her voice for us lame Americans. Cindy used to tell a new person that her real name was Cinzia within sixty seconds of meeting. She did it as fast as Anne would tell someone that people told her she looked like Kristy McNichol. Cindy became Cinzia full time by the time we were twenty-one.


“Cinzia,” he said with almost a proper English accent, as he drew out the “chince” part. He looked over at Anne and asked, “Has anyone ever told you that you look just like Kristy McNichol?”


Anne, with her usual modesty, said, “Oh yeah, all the time. My mom says I’m prettier than she is, though. Plus, check out my dimples.” She flashed her thousand-watt smile, and the dimples seemed to sparkle.


And like every other boy, Tom was impressed. “So do you all swim just for fun, or are you on the swim team? I’m on the dive team.”


“Cool,” I said and smiled. “We don’t have a dive team. No high dive in the town either. We’ve been on the swim team together since we were five.” Gridley sounded awful the way I told it. That didn’t seem nice. “It’s a great town, you know, if you like small towns. It’s really pretty, and we have lots of ranches and farms. If you like orchards, Gridley’s the place for you.” Okay. I sounded like a total dork. Shut up, Monahan. I had such a problem with that. Nervous talking. My mom called it diarrhea of the mouth. Pretty, I know. Mother was very much a fan of the saying, “Do as I say, not as I do.” This enabled her to make statements like that and use all the lightweight swear words she wanted, while we could not swear at all.


We arrived at our cabin just in time to save me from my rambling. “Well, thanks for walking us back.” I said, trying not to babble.


“Sure. Will you be swimming at free time tomorrow?” He asked like he wanted to see me.


I looked at Cindy and Anne as they nodded yes. “Looks like we will be,” I said, smiling as he watched the two of them bob their heads. They thought he was cute, too. “Okay, then. See you tomorrow. Nice to meet you, Tom Jackson.”


“Nice to meet you too, Meg Monahan.” With a smile and a wave, he walked off to the boy’s side of the camp.


“Come on, Cinzia.” I drew out the “chince” this time with my own version of an English accent. “Let’s go to bed, dahlink.” We giggled on the way in, as she was as big a dork as I was.


I mocked Cindy as I dressed. “I’m from northern Italy. We have blue eyes there,” I said in my high-pitched, teasing voice.


“Shut up. It’s true, you know,” Cindy said, a bit defensively.


“Oh yeah, Cindy. We allllll know,” Anne said, getting her two cents in.


“Oh you should talk, Kris-teee.” Cindy threw a pillow at Anne, as she drew out the last syllable and laughed. Thank goodness we had each other.


We spent the rest of the week together swimming, making God’s eyes out of yarn and twigs, and doing other crafty camper things. We sat with Tom every night at campfire. That was the best part.


On the last night of camp, there was a musical show. Anyone who wanted to could participate. Since we had all been in music our whole lives, we decided to do a little trio.


The day before the show, we practiced for hours, singing the song over and over trying to memorize the lyrics, but were still nervous. The act just before us went up to the stage, and I took a deep breath to try and prepare.


They were a group of kids from Las Vegas. When I heard the announcement, I looked up from my breathing to see Tom in the front row, singing like an angel. There were ten kids and I couldn’t really hear him, so maybe the angel part was an overstatement, but he was adorable up there singing with no embarrassment. I wasn’t sure if that made me more or less nervous.


Turns out, it made me more nervous.


We were announced as the singing trio from the First Presbyterian Church in Gridley. I struggled to walk to the front. Meanwhile, Tom and his friends sat down right in the front row to get a better view. Great. Just what I needed: to be able to look him straight in the eye when I sang.


Cindy accompanied us on the piano, and Anne and I stood on either side of her to sing, “Come Saturday Morning,” an old song that came out when we were in kindergarten. We had never heard the song before and picked it from the songbook because of the title. All the camps at Calvin Crest began and ended on Saturdays and the song was about leaving with your friends on Saturdays and moving on. To us, it seemed like they wrote the song about our summer camp.


Cindy played the intro, and Anne and I started well without missing a beat. We hit all the notes and were singing clearly and remembering the lyrics. I worked hard not to look at Tom in the audience. The lyrics were sad and about goodbyes. I didn’t want to get emotional and mess up the lyrics.


The song was in two-part harmony, and Cindy sang backup while playing the piano. I was so impressed with her skills. She reminded me of my Grandma Alice—in a good way, not an old-lady way. I gave up piano in fourth grade, but Cindy stuck with it. I admired her talent.


Right as we got to the part in the song where it talked about moving on, I accidentally looked at Tom. He was so cute watching us, seeming to actually enjoy the song.


I froze.


Anne kept singing. Cindy kept playing and singing, but they both shot me urgent looks. Their eyes said it all—nodding to the songbook, trying to get me to look at the lyrics and catch my place. Tom kept smiling, not seeming to notice my temporary (hopefully) paralysis.
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