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                                                           To go or not to go?
                                   

A year or so ago, I received an email from Elaine G., someone I hadn’t thought about in more than four decades. Elaine was a girl/woman I not only graduated with from our Springfield, Illinois, high school but also was a sorority sister for four years at the University of Illinois.

One of Elaine’s missions as Reunion Chairman was to snare me to write the skit for our high school class’s 50th reunion in June 2011. She reminded me that I had written and directed our senior graduation skit back in 1961 and declared that I was “so funny and the only person who could possibly write the reunion skit.”

Of course I had only the vaguest memories of the senior skit, which bordered on the obscene as I recall, and the thought of putting together something even mildly amusing or coherent a half-century later filled me with dread. Despite my insistence that I no longer had an ounce of wit left in me, Elaine and her committee applied considerable pressure and made several follow-up phone calls until at last I agreed. 

However, after several weeks of waking up in the night with screaming nightmares focused on a would-be skit gone wrong, I called Elaine and firmly withdrew. Happily, a bunch of “boys” who still lived in Springfield had ganged up and ousted Elaine and her team as reunion organizers. And they had decided that one of them would write the skit. Elaine and I were out of the loop entirely. Ah, high school! The rivalries and turf-wars never cease.

For the past six years I have used this column primarily as a vehicle for channeling sage advice to readers on how they should live their lives—that is, choose their mates, raise their kids, celebrate the holidays, spend their vacations, and vote. But in this one I am turning to readers for much needed answers to the questions: Should one attend his or her 50th high school reunion? Why or why not?

Though I commonly write on subjects I know little about, class reunions are something I know absolutely nothing about. I’ve attended two high school reunions in the past—the 10th and 20th, when we were living far closer to the event site. I’ve never even considered showing up at a college reunion or homecoming.
On the other hand, my husband Jack never misses an opportunity to commingle with classmates of yore. Since he seldom remembers the names or faces of other participants, I think he looks upon these bashes as a chance to meet new friends. In the early days of our marriage, I actually attended these galas with him, but then I started scheduling elective surgeries and dental work for these dates to avoid the agony.

I know three people who have made the trek back for their 45th or 50th high school reunions recently, and they have provided me with my primary knowledge on these gathering. All graduated from small, semi-rural high schools. To protect their privacy, I refer to my sources here as Jack (from Illinois), Joy (Michigan), and Linda (Massachusetts). Below I have listed the pros and cons of class reunions as I have come to understand them.
Pro--Why One Should Attend a 50th Class Reunion

1. To catch up on the lives of old friends.  This actually takes about 45 seconds, Joy reports. Thirty, according to Linda. Most attendees have already filled out a questionnaire with truths and untruths that is available at the desk where you pick up your name tag. At this stage, many are retired, on their second or third spouses (whom you’ve never met), and are still living in the house they grew up in, though their parents are deceased. The majority are still Republicans.

The questionnaire provides a somewhat spotty goldmine of information since many leave the most interesting questions blank. In contrast, Jack and Joy, being academics, wrote profusely and wished they hadn’t. 
Jack reports that among responses to the item, “My classmates would be really surprised to know….” were “I’ve only been to the beauty parlor 4 times in my life!” from Joyce S.; “My name wasn’t Roger, but Daryl – had it changed officially in 1998,” from Roger H.; and “I HATE yard work!” from Judy N. 

Career entries were somewhat more revealing, including in Jack’s class, a lot of years spent in farm implement manufacture and, in Joy’s, automobile manufacture. Office work occupied most of the women.

Unexpectedly all respondents reported an absence of photos of children and grandchildren floating around. Without these competing for attention, Jack was able to foist a booklet featuring my Basset paintings on the crowd, who were relieved to have something to talk about, though no sales took place. 
2. To see how much older or younger, fatter or thinner, spryer or less agile they are than you.  No one present can be recognized by face, voice, or body-build. The only classmate Jack knew without reading the name tag was the single African-American in his class of 60 graduates. (Bobby L. retired from John Deere in 1993, has a new wife, and was ‘the happiest man there’.)

Since all attending a 50th reunion range in age from 67-69 years, comparisons of appearance and durability are inevitable. It is possible that curiosity rather than renewed friendships is the main attraction to these anniversaries.
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3. To check out the old home town.  Unless your parents or siblings still live in your home town, the chance to revisit those time-honored places of your childhood and youth are few and far between. Joy found Troy, MI, the almost pastoral community she grew up in, transformed into a rich and sophisticated Detroit suburb, with pricey stores, corporate headquarters, opulent hotels, and posh gated communities.
Jack is a very nostalgic type and took the opportunity of his two-day reunion to explore his home town of Viola, IL (pop. 500), the county seat (pop. 2400), and his nearby undergraduate college.
Naturally changes had occurred--like his fraternity house had been torn down and the hospital where he was born is now an apartment complex. But his most discouraging experience was to revisit the once-flourishing main street of Viola and see the stores boarded up, as almost all commerce has disappeared. The town fathers, however, have painted the ply-wooded shop windows a cheery blue and stenciled onto them the town’s new motto: “Celebrating the Past,” thus fitting in with the reunion mindset.
Linda, who visits her North Adams, MA, hometown (pop. 5,000) every 5 years or so was unsurprised to find no surprises. Like Joy and Jack, she reports that the local factory that provided jobs for many of her classmates have been closed down, making her/our generation the last to have life-time access to good manufacturing jobs. I wonder if any one else has noticed that manufacturing jobs have disappeared in this country. Maybe I ought to write to the President or the ever-responsive Rep. Goodlatte about this finding.
4. To find a new mate. I don’t think this reason is applicable at the 50th reunion, but I could be wrong.  A third of Jack’s class members had died before the 50th; and Joy reported 15 percent deceased, but another 21 percent for whom no information was available in her class of 144. No stats were available from Linda’s class, an omission she attributes to lack of interest and math skills.
Con--Why One Should Not Attend a 50th Class Reunion

I must admit this is the direction I’m leaning. Though I had a fairly successful high school run, I do not remember the period with great fondness. This may be rooted in a character flaw of mine, which is to horrify the past. In contrast, Jack glorifies the past. I find looking back difficult, though I generally have a pretty good time when it’s happening.
The Hurtful Ernie S.  The 10th H.S. reunion was a blast for me, until I encountered Ernie S., who ruined it. I had adored Ernie, found him hilariously funny, and was terribly flattered to learn that he had cast a write-in vote for me for homecoming queen, though my name wasn’t on the ballot. When I ran into him at the 10th reunion, I was overjoyed and flung myself at him. He stepped back as if I were a roadside IED.

“I’m sorry. I don’t remember you at all,” he said, making no effort to hide his discomfort, acting as if I had crashed the party. I repeated my name and briefly recounted golden moments we had shared in physics class, student council, etc., but he just stood there, shaking his head. He then turned away and exuberantly hugged and greeted by name the woman who had been crowned homecoming queen back in the day. 
The Heartless Hank B.  A few weeks after our 25th reunion, which I boycotted, I got a phone call from Hank B., who it turns out lived in Denver and had hoped to see me in Springfield at the reunion. I had dated Hank and been wildly in love with him my senior year, going to the prom and after-prom with him. He had been admitted to the Naval Academy in Annapolis and left for summer classes a few weeks after graduation. My friends and I were all atwitter about the Summer Navy Ball we had heard about and were wondering when and how Hank would invite me out there. But then he went and asked the daughter of the Lutheran minister, a sophomore I didn’t think he even knew.
But the post-reunion phone call revealed Hank was now divorced and had hoped to check me out at the reunion. The conversation ended when he learned I was still married. The gall! Did he expect me to get over the hurt from the Navy Ball and the minister’s daughter in just 25 years!

The Soul-searing Compliment.  Following is a sample of some of the comments I have received from former classmates at chance meetings over the years. “Gosh, you look good! You were always kind of homely when you were younger.” “You’ve been married for [a zillion] years? Geez, in high school I would have guessed you’d never get married.” “I always remember you as being so funny. What happened?” Why would I subject myself to a weekend of this?
On the other hand Linda had a conversation with a male classmate who told her he had always wanted to ask her for a date in high school, but was afraid she would turn him down. “He was right,” she says. “I wouldn’t have even considered it and still wouldn’t.”

At her 25th, Joy was beset by a former teacher who tried to visit her in her motel room. “What in the world was he thinking?” she commented. “What an idiot!”
The Challenge of Looking Decent and Appearing to Have a Memory.  How badly do I want to lose 35 pounds in a year? How much exercise am I willing to commit to? Can we really afford full-throttle cosmetic dental work? Do I have to wear high heels? How long should my skirt be, or should I wear pants? What if they talk about the old days and I don’t remember them? Or, more likely, wasn’t included in them? The mere thought of attending my 50th makes me feel as insecure and unconfident as I felt in—well, high school.
Memento Mori. And here is the crux of the issue. At my age, is there any reason to deliberately seek out reminders that I am nearing the great abyss; that life, friends, and places, as I have always known them, are slipping away; that my once-boisterous classmates are now six-years older than the average age of the US Senate; that some couple of questionable reputation now occupies my family home on West Edwards Street; that Hank B.’s new wife is 24 years younger than me—and him?
Having presented the pros and cons of attending a 50th high school reunion as evenly and dispassionately as I can, I now turn to readers for answers on this most perplexing choice, which all must confront at some point—if they’re lucky.
Liz’s email address is:

lizzys@shentel.net
Jack, Joy, and Linda each provided me with a group photo taken at their reunion, but unfortunately I got them mixed up. No one was able to identify his or her own group when asked, so I chose this at random. Our conclusion is that at this point, class photos are pretty much interchangeable, or “All cats are gray at night.” 









