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By Sandy Yannone ‘86

For the past nine months I’ve enjoyed the opportunity to write about the significance of the connection of our collective past to the present.  All I’ve had to do in the past few days, in fact, is read the hilarious and even poignant posts to Bev Loew’s Facebook creation, “A Caller in the Parlor,” to see how easy it is for folks to dial a number back to our Wheaton days, when we sat at desks waiting for phones with cords.  As our 25th Wheaton Reunion approaches imminently, I am reminded today, however, how important the present is to our past.  

Last Thursday morning I awoke from a dream of our class dinner at Reunion.  We sat in two, long rows of mod, cafeteria-style picnic tables in the middle of a low-lit gymnasium with collapsed wooden bleachers for walls.  No windows, no decorations on the tables, no fancy meal. It was just all of us in the wooden room, seated at our picnic tables, waiting for classmates to arrive.  

And while much of the seating arrangement has faded now, I remember Liz Reynolds Olmsted was sitting diagonally across from me at the end of the row, nearest the door.  Kim Cotter Molski was on my left, and Dale Patterson on my right.  I leaned back and looked down the long row and saw Roni Jacobson Fenton laughing with a group of friends. 

The entire room erupted into glee when Noreen O’Doherty Cacchione skipped into the room, and we whooped and hollered when Heather Corbett dashed in with her big smile.  I remember chatting with Dale about the status of other of our classmates.  We were as aware of those not in the room as those seated at the tables.   

The overwhelming feeling I carried from my dream to my waking was everyone’s electric happiness at being together in the now, twenty-five years later, our collective anticipation and joy as each classmate arrived and joined the group.

 I shared this dream with my partner Zoe, and then she and I left the house to make our own history that morning, applying for domestic partnership.

I love the convergence of these events, so unexpected, because they remind me of all the changes I’ve experienced over the span of twenty-five years.  On graduation day, May 31, 1986, the furthest thing from my mind was that I’d be living in Washington State, a college professor, antique dealer, and lesbian in a committed partnership.  

But twenty-five years allows for plenty to change, plenty of ways we’ve each been able to come out of ourselves.  When I came out at 30, I thought hard about what returning to Wheaton might be like.  How would people react to all my hard-fought internal change? I could not afford to be anything other than me.  What I experienced surprised me, given what I knew of history: our classmates welcoming me and celebrating the current, quirky, wacky, queer me, right up until Thursday, when the predominant number of folks who chimed in on the news of my domestic partnership were my Wheaton classmates.

In 1986, I knew that Wheaton was not the most hospitable environment for difference.  My own internalized homophobia told me so, even though I couldn’t see it. Those of our classmates who tested the boundaries of rigid societal norms faced insidious oppressions and even threats of violence.  Sexual orientation, race, and class divided many of us because we were at the early stages of understanding our differences, some of us for the first times in our lives. 

In 2011, after a number of trips to Wheaton, I feel a palpable change.  And the change is us.  Each of us has lived twenty-five years of significant individual and cultural change, and we each bring that knowledge when we return to Wheaton and interact with our incredible classmates.  This is the gift of reunion:  the lessons in the present that we share.  

If you’ve been wondering what returning to Wheaton might be like now, after twenty-five years, I can tell you that it will surprise you. I have been the recipient of acceptance and love, and I am grateful for its embrace.  If you are able to join us, I hope you will, particularly those of you who live close by and can make the trip on short notice, even on Saturday morning.  And also know that those planning the weekend respect the plenty of reasons not to come.  In the tradition of the fire walk, the most important thing is your choice. 

Reunion is the integration of the present with the past. Those of us at Wheaton next weekend are gathering to celebrate the now and the part that began over twenty-five years ago. I intend to celebrate the now with whoever is present and also celebrate those who will not be present. With open arms, heart, and mind, I make this journey because there are plenty of things I still need to learn, and I know that all of you remain my exceptional teachers.

