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THE BIG SECRET


FOR EVERY PERSON, THERE IS A PLACE.


A magical place—magical if only because it is yours. With smells and tastes and sights so familiar your throat catches. A place that begs recall at the errant spring breeze or the first hint of snow. A backdrop of Christmases and proms, porch swings and avenues. A place like nowhere else. Somewhere called home.


My place was Mt. Moriah.


I swore I would never return. Four years earlier, mere days after college, I had buried my best friend Grace and, with her, my youth. Be a writer, someone once told me. And so, still reeling from grief, I had moved to Chicago. There my dreams of being a writer were buried in a cubicle on the twelfth floor of an ad agency. In the Windy City, careful practice erased the last vestige of Southern twang from my voice. Along Michigan Avenue, I learned to run in kitten heels, balancing a Starbucks latte without a spill. And in Chicago I found and lost the love of my life.


I said I would never come back, but a taxi, plane, and rental car later, here I was. No longer the girl who left, just who was the woman that returned? Not only did I not know the answer; I didn’t know how to find out.


And so I just stood still. With my heels dug into the wild patch of monkey grass bordering the guardrail, I leaned my knees against the cool steel, closed my eyes, and breathed in a hundred aromatic triggers.


The heady scent of wisteria blankets on garden gates. Lemony jasmine vines and wild clematis creeping up fence posts. The Lunch Box’s unmistakable perfume of greasy ground chuck. And the cover of morning rain. These were the fragrant reminiscences of my childhood.


My place.


Behind me, the smell of exhaust. My rented Corolla was idling patiently, waiting to drive me the rest of the way into town. I twisted the gold band on my left hand, and my heart raced impatiently. Atop the hill, I knew I would unearth senses long forgotten, intentionally repressed—that I would be reentering a life that seemed a lifetime ago. Returning to feelings and fears I had tried to escape.


With the humidity covering me like a lead blanket, my shoulders bent with the knowledge of what I was here to do. The long road lay ahead, but an unspoken grief—a haunting secret—made me want to retreat. I didn’t know quite how to feel on that day in August 2001, and part of me wondered: had I really left home or just moved away?


Squinting up at the unforgiving Southern sky, I inhaled those scents, and just like that I was a young child again.


Pardoning their pun, people said that my aunt Doro came alive at funerals. To her, they were the ultimate venue for Southern poise and finesse, sacraments to be savored. In her two decades in Mt. Moriah, there was hardly a funeral that Doro had missed. As she aged, she had the misfortune of witnessing more and more friends and acquaintances become one-way patrons of the Woodbury Street Funeral Parlor.


Where funerals are concerned, the Woodbury Parlor left nothing to be desired: no table without a bursting box of plush tissues, no candle sconce unlit. Every window was adorned with stained glass apostles and complemented by a brocade swag: the preeminent sanctuary for grief.


For Aunt Doro, grief wore a distinctive face. Doro’s resounding voice bounced off every indigo padded folding chair. Her laughter fluttered the leaves of the funeral sprays and, some say, rustled the hair of the dead. You see, death for Doro was the living’s last and finest affair.


As a young child at my first funeral in Atlanta, I remember Doro leading me to the casket, my black patent Mary Janes trudging as if weighted by cement. I was sure that in that box awaited bone fragments, rotting flesh, and an oversized skull. What I saw instead, as I stole a terrified peek, was the simple, sleeping face of Betty Mahoney.


“She does look lovely, doesn’t she?” Doro quipped as we stood together, me awkwardly clinching the hem of my poplin skirt. “I always thought that was the most glorious shade of pink lipstick she wore. Brought out her blue eyes so much.”


Even at the tender age of six, I felt like pointing out that nothing could bring out poor Betty Mahoney’s eyes that day: They were closed forever. But there was something I could not yet understand. To the funeral goers, Betty was another weary face of death. But to Aunt Doro, she was something else.


“Death is sad only to the living, doll,” she told me in her trademark stage whisper as we drifted back into the crowd of mourners. “But to the one who’s died, it’s the joy of suddenly understanding the Big Secret.”


Aunt Doro referred often to the Big Secret and always in whispers. To be precise, there wasn’t one secret, but several. The Big Secret was in bread rising, and in a woodpecker’s work, and in the fact that her apricot day lilies came up year after year; it was anything that Doro didn’t understand—any fragment of the world that touched her and made her wonder.


On that day, however, Doro wasn’t referring to birds or breads or blooms. She was speaking of God—the biggest mystery of all.


I wanted to understand the Big Secret, believe in it. Aunt Doro had brought me because Betty Mahoney was our distant cousin. It was time I attended a funeral, Doro told my parents. But to me, Betty was nothing more than my first glimpse of a corpse, my first funeral—and my first opportunity to wrestle with the Big Secret.


Two years later, on March 17, I would attend my second funeral—that of my mother and father. A car crash suddenly, without warning, forced me to take a hard look at the Big Secret.


After a long night stifled in the hospital waiting room and two days holding an inconsolable little girl, Aunt Doro’s eyes were small dots of fire that mid-March morning at my parents’ funeral. Yet the voice still carried and the laughter, though dampened by tears, was there. For you see, my Aunt Doro was a Southern lady, and she knew the Big Secret.


That day, at my second funeral, I decided the Big Secret was a lie.


It has been eighteen years since my parents died. I’ve accompanied Doro to other funeral visitations, always positioning myself in the back, nearest the door and as far from the casket as possible. I detest the stale gardenia air and metallic mutter of air conditioning, the hard softness of the chairs. The last funeral I attended was Grace’s.


Today I tug open the cumbrous wooden doors and step into the crowd of murmuring guests at Woodbury Parlor. Heavy drapes frame the windows, light in entrapment. Baskets and pots and sprays of flowers stand throughout the room. In another place, they could be so beautiful.


There is an auspicious silence at Woodbury Parlor today: a shadowy rumble of something out of place. Something lost, something absent.


Of course, it is Aunt Doro: She is what’s missing.


Tomorrow is her funeral.
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THE IDES OF MARCH


IT WAS THE IDES OF MARCH, one week into my eighth year. As crocuses and buttercups prematurely dotted the landscape in the Southern spring of 1983, I found myself orphaned by a 1970 blue Impala, driver unknown. Drunk beyond comprehension, he wandered from the scene of the crash, never to be heard from again. As the Impala was stolen, it seems the driver was hiding a host of sins, not the least of which were the murders of Joe and Anna Wilson.


Joe plus Anna: my name. Beyond the name, I was a merger of the two gene pools—a collage of hair color (a blending of chestnut and black) and eye color (hazel). From nose to brow I was my father, but people say my smile was my mother’s. Rarely have chromosomes mixed and mingled so well as in my case: fortunate, as fate would have it, as I am the only remnant of the two distinct people who were my parents.


I never thought my name was very glamorous, instead wanting a name that meant something. After my parents’ death, it did.


The night of my parents’ accident, I was in Jenny Webber’s den, playing Monopoly when Jenny’s mother stepped into the room and asked Jenny to go to the kitchen. Then Frances Webber took eight steps across the worn dhurrie rug—each step seeming to take an hour. When she reached me, my hand poised over the Chance cards, Mrs. Webber embraced my cheeks with manicured fingers and simply knelt there, her eyes spilling tears onto the game board.


I had just drawn a Get Out of Jail card. The jailbird on the card was laughing at me.


“JoAnna, dear, something horrible has happened …”


I have no idea what other words she said. My throat closed and a burning flush of panic numbed my body and mind from further comprehension. I don’t remember saying goodbye to Jenny, or climbing onto the front seat with Mrs. Webber, or arriving in the porte-cachère of the hospital. I remember neither the elevator ride nor the skin color of the nurse who took my right hand.


But I do remember the sight of Aunt Doro sitting alone in a cinder box waiting room, her head resting on the chairback. My pulse throbbed inside my head; my hands and feet were rigid. I lacked the energy I needed to move, until Doro spoke.


“The child,” she said softly, before lifting her head to see me standing in the doorway. Perhaps she heard my footsteps or sensed my presence. Perhaps the abominable grief she felt reached across the room and locked arms with mine. Whatever the explanation, Doro knew I was there before her eyes saw me, and she simply opened her arms, and I trotted across the floor to be held.


The hug was punctuated by a short kiss on the ear. Doro arose, taking my hand and leading me out of the hospital—away from the nurses and the ambulances, the revolving doors and revolting smells. I wanted to ask where my parents were, where they had been taken. I wanted to know what was next; I wanted to hear all of the awful truth. But on that mild March evening, I could do nothing more than clutch Doro’s thick hand and ride the eight miles back to her apartment in stony silence.


That night, almost two hours after Frances Webber’s tears had stained the Short Line railroad space, Doro unlocked the studio apartment she rented on the west side of Atlanta, and motioned for me to sit at the tiny kitchen Formica table. She poured a glass of milk, and set the cookie jar in front of me. Waiting for me to act.


I wasn’t hungry, not in the least, but I took two cookies and drank all the milk and then asked my question: “What am I going to do?”


Doro didn’t answer me right away. She pulled the Murphy bed down from the wall and began rummaging through the corner armoire. She handed me a flannel pajama top, XL, and I began to slip off my clothes. The top hung off my shoulders and arms, of course, but it was soft and warm and perfect. Then she handed me a toothbrush, her own, filled with Colgate, and led me to the brightly lit little bathroom. When I had brushed, Doro sat me on the commode and washed first my nose, then my cheeks, my mouth, my forehead. I had been doing these things for myself for years—but that night I let Doro care for me as if I were three years old again. Time was suspended, and I was ageless.


At some point, Doro changed into her pajamas. With exacting movements, she rolled her hair onto the pink foam curlers—twelve of them—and removed the crimson lipstick that made her face so dramatic. Grabbing my hand once more, she led me to the bed.


All this time, in the back of my mind was the idea that the world would right itself—that my parents would walk through the door and I would be able to breathe again. Yet somehow I knew the world would never change back.


Up had become down.


On the bed, as Doro reached to turn off the light, I grabbed her hand and asked again.


“What am I going to do?”


My eyes were burning now from fresh tears and the panic that had been repressed by cookies and milk and toiletries. Filled with the sudden, urgent sense that I was not home—that I would never be home again—that there was no home anymore.


“I want my mom. I want to go home.”


Aunt Doro kissed my hand, reached to turn off the light, and crawled under the covers, dragging me with her.


“We are going to cry, sweet girl. We’re just going to lie here and cry. We will figure things out tomorrow.”


And so we did. Beneath the lavender chenille bedspread, under the yellow cotton sheet, Doro held me against her heavy chest, and we wept. And wept. There was nothing else to say, nothing else to do.


On that night Doro began to take care of me. In my grief, in my terror, she was steady and calm and gave me a sense of control. Before that time, I had seen Doro only at holidays and occasionally on weekends. She was a favorite, eccentric aunt, who blew into a room with a whoosh of ruby lipstick and bright perfume, her visits always brief. “She’s always got a hundred irons in the fire,” my dad would chuckle after her departure. I didn’t know what that meant, but I deduced it had something to do with the little scraps of paper spilling out of Doro’s purse.


And so in mid-March 1983, I stepped out of one life and into another. As my parents’ only sibling, Doro was the heir of fifteen years of married assets, including me. Christened JoAnna Patrice Wilson, I ceased being the only daughter of Joseph and Anna Wilson on that day and became the only daughter of Dorothea Wilson.


After that first night, Doro packed her bags and moved across town into my parents’ house. My mother’s coffee cup was on the counter, my dad’s scuffed loafers in the den. Walking down the hall, I think I expected my room to be different. Gone. But I opened the door to find my seven stuffed rabbits, one for each Easter. There, where I had left them, were the autograph hound, my oversized teddy bear, Clue, Battleship, Chatty Cathy, all my Barbies, my jeans, my baby-doll pajamas with spots of syrup on them, the new boom box that had been a birthday gift.


I was back in my world but it felt like a stranger’s.


In her mid-fifties, an old maid by some accounts, Doro adjusted amazingly to the radical changes brought by life with a child—by life in a house that was not her home. As an adult now, I wonder if Doro was hesitant, scared of the responsibility. Surely she felt the burden, yet it seemed there was never any doubt in her mind that we belonged together.


Doro’s pragmatism kept us together throughout the funeral and the aftermath. She learned my routines, grew to understand my needs, and in the days of unmitigated grief, when neither of us knew what to do, we sobbed. We simply held each other and sobbed.


Two weeks later, on Easter Sunday, I awoke to find my Easter basket complete with the eighth bunny, a pale peach fellow with droopy eyes. I knew it was my last gift from my mother. But it was also the first from Doro.


People are always curious about orphans. At age twenty-six, I have been asked the same question repackaged a hundred ways: Can you remember your parents? Do you look like them? Where were you when you found out?


A whole host of questions hint at the coveted information: how does it feel? In a society hardened to random shootings, addictions, and disease, it is an affirmation of the good in the world that people cannot fathom the grief of a little girl who has lost her parents. People still want to believe in families, and the thought of being orphaned wrings America’s collective heart.


So how does it feel? Truthfully I have difficulty recalling time before that spring of 1983. That is not to say that I do not remember my parents, but I do so mostly with my senses, through fleeting vignettes. Closing my eyes, I can smell my father’s aftershave or my mother’s Jean Nate perfume. I can hear the gentle swish-swish of Mom’s seersucker robe as she made her way out of my bedroom at night, the scent of Jergens left on my cheek.


I see the flashing lights of our Christmas tree and the muted sea tones of our kitchen tablecloth. I taste the pancakes and bacon, Saturday morning fare. I remember games and giggles and arguments—the same of any family submerged in their daily routine. Unaware of the tragic disruption mounting the front porch.


And although my parents’ voices were the first parts of my memory to dim, I recreate them to my own liking. My mother’s, I have made less Southern, my father’s less scratchy. Like hidden treasures, I take out those voices and put words in their mouths—imagining what they might say to their daughter of twelve or sixteen or twenty-six. In this way, they are not gone.


How does it feel? The grief, the emptiness have been reduced and resized until they are a comfortable blister on all that I am and do. An orphan: it is what I am. But a little girl, happily setting a place for her Care Bears at the dinner table with Mom and Dad? That is who I am too.


Do I feel cheated? Certainly. Especially in the early years. I think people expect orphans to fall apart—to become bitter and hostile. The fact is, I was angry—with God and my parents. I cried, often and hard, taking refuge in my stuffed animals and Barbies, creating a make-believe kingdom that no one could enter. Sinking deeper and deeper into books, into writing stories, I was by myself for hours.


All the time, Doro watched. And waited. Perhaps she was waiting for me to fall apart, but I suspect she was instead waiting for me to pull together. Hers was a deep, abiding faith—not only in God, but in man. Even man in the form of an eight-year-old girl with a wet pillow.


Perhaps she knew of a strength I didn’t know I had. Or perhaps she put it there. Regardless, when I saw Doro in the hospital waiting room, when she took me home and brushed my teeth and held me, I had no choice but to follow.


It was the end of one life and the beginning of another.
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SPRINKLERS


INSIDE THE WOODBURY PARLOR, I moved from person to person—or rather, they moved around me.


“You’re in Chicago, right?”


“JoAnna, I’m so sorry.”


“Doro was the best of us.”


After their hugs, people inevitably looked past my shoulder—hoping for a glimpse of, an introduction to, my husband.


“Oh, he had to work unfortunately,” I said to the inquiring eyes.


I imagined my husband flipping on the switch in his office and listening to my voice mail. The truth was, I had hoped he would answer his phone—so I could give him the news in person. It would have been the first time we had talked in days. An argument had kept him at his friend’s apartment. An argument had stood in the way of his accompanying me to Mt. Moriah.


He had left me, and I didn’t know if he was coming back.


So instead I left a brief message: Doro has died. I’m going to Mt. Moriah. I will be okay. I love you. I did love him. But I did not want him here.


Doro was not all I came to Mt. Moriah to bury.


At the front of the room, between two ornate wall sconces, was the casket. My feet moved toward it as if in a dream, people parting around me to clear my path. Doro, Doro, Doro. Surely that wasn’t her in the casket. Surely this wasn’t real. The door would open, and she would appear, those painted lips parted for the laughter to roll out. Where are you, Doro? I leaned in and brushed her cheek with my lips. Between her and me were so many memories that no casket could hold them.


And between us the one secret that was now destined to be buried forever.


At Woodbury it seemed I said the right things, smiled at the right times, and responded appropriately. My hands were shaken and my shoulders embraced until I felt almost dizzy. Yet I moved and spoke and smiled and hugged as if in a dream.


At one point, leaning in to kiss Donnie Rapasco, the butcher, instinctively holding my breath against last night’s garlic, I caught a glance out the front window. Across the street two little girls were skipping back and forth through a sprinkler. The arc of water captured colors from the late summer sky, and crepe myrtle petals danced at the girls’ wet toes. In my head, I heard the voice of my best friend, Grace Collins.


“Oh my gosh, Jo, look.”


We were running through the sprinkler cascading Doro’s vegetable garden. It was August 1984, the hottest on record since Kennedy. We were racing to see who could run under the spray and not get drenched. But it became too hot for games; what we wanted was to be dowsed.


Then Doro appeared. She watched us, hands on hips for a minute, then slipped off her Kelly green espadrilles, hiked her skirt up, and raced into the spray. She darted through the water five times before stopping in the middle, soaking herself and twirling her torso in a slightly inappropriate sideshow.


“You just don’t know how hot that kitchen is!”


Crippled with laughter, Grace and I held each other up.


“Just think, Jo Jo. That’ll be you and me one day … old ladies dancing in a sprinkler!”


Nodding, I continued to laugh at my crazy aunt.


Oh, Grace, I thought, watching the girls out the Woodbury Parlor window. We will never be old ladies together.


“JoAnna!”


Although she had aged twenty years in the four since I last saw her, I knew the voice and face of Genia Collins instantly. Grace’s mother, Genia was a pruney bitter shrew of a woman. She and Grace shared a monogram and strawberry blonde hair and big brown eyes. And nothing else.


I smiled and leaned into the hug she offered. Feeling small sobs starting, I pulled back.


“Dorothea was a good woman,” Genia said. Then, brushing my hair out of my eyes, “I wasn’t sure you would come.”


Not come because Chicago is in another country? Not come because I’m a hateful person? What must Genia think of me.


She went on to explain. “Well it’s just that I know you are married and Chicago is a lifetime away.”


“Chicago is so far away,” Grace said. We were sitting on the edge of Doro’s bed, watching as Doro crammed girdles and corsets into her Samsonite. We had turned twelve, and Doro was taking us to Chicago to celebrate. My writer’s imagination captivated by big cities, I wrote stories about a girl who lived in Chicago. “Hmmm,” Doro mused, reading one of my stories. “I think it’s time you see the city you’re writing about.”


I had packed days before and was counting down the hours. Grace was less convinced. “My mom says it’s a lifetime away,” said Grace.


Doro stopped packing for a moment and looked at Grace. “Fiddle faddle. Nothing is far when you can get there by plane, Gracie.”


“I don’t think my mom likes to travel. Anyway, she said I should call every night.” Grace chewed on the place where a thumb nail should be. Anxiety was obviously something easily passed on in lactation.


“We will call your mom, Gracie.” Doro paused, hands on her hips, surveying her room to inventory how much more could be crammed into her suitcase-that-would-never-close. “But you just remember that life is an adventure … and God intends for us to live it!”


“I got a good flight, Mrs. Collins.” I pulled my hands from Genia’s bird-like palms. “So how are you?”


“I’m alright, considering. Touch of arthritis in my shoulders and a knee replacement last year.” She instinctively touched her right kneecap. “But that’s nothing next to my heart …”


“Your heart? Oh I didn’t know there was something—”


“No, no, child. My heart is broken. Seeing you reminds me of my dear Grace …” She bit her trembling lip. “A woman just shouldn’t outlive everyone she loves.”


The tears began then, as befitting the over-active, on cue tear ducts of a Southern lady. Genia’s shoulders were hunched as if toting a backpack of stones.


As, indeed, they were.
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HIGHEST POINT


ON THE DAY OF GRACE COLLINS’ FUNERAL, Mt. Moriah’s fifty-day record drought acquiesced to a gentle, soaking rain—a gift for which the farmers and garden clubs had been praying. Yet no one seemed to notice or care, for Mt. Moriah was in shock over Grace’s murder. It happened on the Point, Mt. Moriah’s highest tabletop of land that made a perfect picnic spot except for the steep climb up to it. Access to the Point was by Windy Hill Road which, aptly named, was a one-mile stretch of asphalt curves with a grade that took your breath away. At the end of Windy Hill Road was a guardrail and the entrance to the Point marked by a wooden sign, erected by the local Boy Scout Troop, with hand carved letters: “Climb Here to the Point.” The path to the Point was another mile.


As children, we were not allowed to hike to the Point alone. Several times our Girl Scout Troop had gone on expeditions up there, holding hands buddy style. The view from the top was stunning. Standing at 200 feet, in all directions the vantage point offered you a view of the four corners of Mt. Moriah down in the valley. Deep tree roots served as footholds and one spring the town council installed railroad ties, driven with stakes into the dirt, to provide additional steps. Holding vigil in the center of the grassy meadow was a single birch, its chalky limbs soaring forty feet into the air.


The day Grace died, torn ropes were found at the base of that tree, and toward the edge of the meadow, the police found Grace’s body, one shoe missing and one shoe on, red wallet on the ground. Rope burns on her wrists, Grace had obviously broken free, the police noted, because she was found on her back near the edge, a rope dangling around one leg, a single pristine bullet hole in her forehead.


The murder was never solved. There were no witnesses, at least that the town knew of. That such violence could come to a town shaken even by gossip of adultery or bankruptcy was unspeakable. And so most people shuffled in stunned silence into First Methodist Church on that Tuesday in June 1997.


I sat on the back pew, with Doro. I should have been down front, near Grace’s mother Genia, but I could not. I remember Doro’s hand on my elbow, leading me in, leading me out. During the service I had the unsettling feeling that I was hovering above, watching a play be played out.


As if I were the one dead.


We left almost as quickly as we came in, ignoring friends as they approached us.


“Jo needs to go home and rest. She’s in shock,” Doro whispered as a mantra to anyone we passed.


I have since regretted that I cannot recall anything said at my best friend’s funeral—that I didn’t take part in remembering her. And my guilt goes even further than that: The day of the murder I was to accompany Grace on her hike to the Point. I was anxious to tell her about my potential job. After college graduation and months of submitting my resume to advertising agencies in Chicago, I had gone on an interview for an entry-level position. Grace had something she wanted to tell me too.


“I have news, Jo Jo! A big secret, you might say.”


“Me too! Want to eat Mexican? Or take a hike?”


“Both!” Grace giggled. “I’ve been missing you bad!”


I never got the chance to tell Grace about the job prospect. A freelance project I was working on made me call her and cancel. I never told Grace about the job, never heard her news.


Perhaps it was divine intervention, the hand of Fate, or just sublime irony, but on the afternoon we returned from Grace’s funeral, the phone rang. I heard Doro answer downstairs, and then her footsteps on the hardwood steps.


“It’s the company, Jo. Get the phone.”


Lying on my bed, still in my dress and pantyhose, I turned on my side. I knew what the call was. It didn’t matter.


“Jo, you’re going to take this call. You. Are. Going. To take. This call.”


Never had I heard Doro more emphatic. And like a little child, as I had been doing since I was eight, I didn’t question Doro. I rose and went to the phone.


“Yes. Yes, ma’am. August tenth. Yes, I understand. Yes. Thank you. Yes. Goodbye.” I don’t know what my voice sounded like to the people who had just hired me, or if they could detect the tears that were dripping onto the phone. But I do remember Doro’s face when I replaced the receiver and said, “Doro, I can’t go.”


Her face spoke of the agony Doro felt—it said how much she wanted to lock me in my room against the bad forces in the world. Doro’s countenance mirrored my own fear and grief—and revealed that she herself couldn’t bear the thought of my leaving.


“You’re going.” There were tears in Doro’s eyes, but her thick, soft hands held each of my cheeks firmly. “You have two months. You’ll be ready, Jo, and you can do this.


“Go be a writer.”


All I could think was that Doro didn’t understand—not the fear, not the grief, not the emptiness inside that would never go away. But she was Doro, and she was mine, and she was finally wise enough to say the one thing that could make me go.


“Grace would want you to.”


Six weeks later Doro put me on an airplane with two heavy pieces of luggage and two thousand dollars in traveler’s checks—amassed from her savings and my part-time job—to use for room and board and to buy a bed and sofa in my first apartment.


She would see me soon, Doro said, and it was something she believed, that I would return for visits and the wounds would be healed, the grief softened.


But she was mistaken. For the fleshy grief in my heart was quickly replaced with hardness. I blamed God for letting Grace die. I blamed Mt. Moriah because the town continued—laundromats operated, banks did transactions, families took vacations—while for me it seemed that time had stopped.


Most of all, I blamed Doro for giving me false courage. For sending me away for my sake. For thinking me strong and not letting me be weak.


As we waited for me to board the plane to Chicago, Doro noted Kenny G’s music in the airport. “Oh, that music’s so wonderful, don’t you think, Jo?”


We had become fans of his music when I was in high school. At that moment my boarding was announced, and I turned away. I didn’t look back after the quick perfunctory kiss, nor did I answer her question.


A silly question, really. Didn’t Doro understand there was no wonderful music because there was no wonderful any longer.


The music had been silenced.


I think our lives are like tops.


The broadest part of us, the heavy compilation of all we’ve done and seen and felt—drives the tip on which our lives spin. Too hard a spin, too many revelations, and our top can spin itself off the table edge. Likewise, too small a spin can leave our top warily revolving, traveling nowhere, inhaling the same air it breathed out.


I see people as the tops they are: spinning their lives into a maze of haphazard patterns like Doro, or quietly circling the block, like Genia Collins, waiting resignedly for the force to end.


Yet some tops beat the odds. A top spun vigorously trips and almost bounces, dizzy in its speed, heading certainly toward the edge of the table and the precipice below. Yet it does not fall; rather it seems to bounce back from the edge, only to spin some more.


Then there’s the more circumspect top, barely moving, and yet the few inches it travels make it spiral downward. Why, when care was taken? Why is one top drawn to and the other away from the fall?


Why did Grace have to die?


It was the lucky top that made that other high school senior, not your child, collide head-on. It was a lucky top that made the lump in your breast a benign cyst.


And yet do we really believe in luck?


And what of faith?


Are we created and set in motion like millions of tops, bumping into each other, sliding toward the abyss, some of us pulled back and some freefalling into nothingness? Is there no secret formula for avoiding the precipice?


Perhaps this is not a question but rather the answer.


I had never believed in the freefall. Perhaps I got that from Doro. I suspended myself in treaded waters, holding my breath. If I could just keep circling, slowly, gently, all that I am, all that I love, would remain perched high above me. In safe arms I could never see but knew were there. Blindly. Knew. That’s what Doro taught me.


And then Grace died, and with her the faith of Doro—the faith of my childhood.


Grace’s was a fire dance of joy, and sparks of energy shot from every part of her pirouette. Yet nothing pulled her back from the edge. Nothing saved that shining top from cascading down.


A prayer was screamed, but no one heard.


When Grace died, everything changed for me. I felt completely alone, irrevocably so, it seemed. There was no power above me, and no power within me, to prevent such a fall.


On the day Grace died, so did my faith in the divine. Life became random.


Aboard the plane to Chicago, I stared out at the clouds floating around me. I strained to look up, knowing with complete certainty that there was nothing there. No one there.


Free fallers we are. Freefalling through life.


Four years later, I am steadfast in my disbelief.
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WIND


CHICAGO IS EXACTLY 423 MILES FROM MT. MORIAH, and each of those seemed significant on the day my flight landed in August 1997. When I deboarded the plane, I knew Chicago would be everything I needed it to be: specifically, not Mt. Moriah. I was twenty-two years old; my best friend had just died; and I sought refuge from my grief and my memories.


I sought refuge from myself. From the streaked window of the cab taking me to my hotel in midtown, I looked out at the blend of old mom-and-pop establishments and gold card stores. I took strange comfort in the horns and the voices and the guttural rumbling of the el. And the people: thousands and thousands of faces I didn’t know. Who didn’t know me. It was anonymity I wanted, and those 400-odd miles erased who I was.


It was up to me who I wanted to be.


My first home in Chicago was a long-term hotel off Wooster Avenue. One of the perks of Sandalwood & Harris Advertising was that new college grads could rent a room for $750 per month, with the price doubling in six months. I had the option of spending less if I took a roommate but alone was what I wanted.


What I was.


“It will give you time to get settled and find an apartment,” said Doro in early July, bringing into my room a bevy of heavy plastic coat hangers. Her nervousness for me—and quite possibly for herself when I left—manifested itself in weekly shopping binges. At the bottom of my cavernous suitcase were enough hangers to outfit a family of four.


I checked in at the front desk of the hotel and got the key to Room 504. Riding up in the shaky elevator, I caught a reflection of myself in the mirrored brass above the door. Who was that girl? Not me. Not JoAnna Wilson.


Did she yet exist?


When I arrived, the door was open across the hall where two lanky girls perched on one of the two beds, painting each other’s toenails. They introduced themselves as fellow Sandalwood & Harris newbies. They smiled at me and in those smiles I knew we would never be friends. Not really. I read in their eyes and felt in their limp handshakes that they already had a best friend.


“I’m Tiffany. I’m from Milwaukee.”


“Megan. Also from Milwaukee.”


College roommates, they had set off together for Chicago for their first great life adventure. Working in the accounts division at Sandalwood & Harris, they aspired to become account executives. Or wives. Whichever came first.


While we were making awkward small talk in the hallway, I heard gasps and then giggles coming from the room next to me. Tiffany and Megan read the look on my face and beckoned me closer.


“That’s Lori. She’s from Cleveland, and so far we’ve counted four different boyfriends,” whispered Megan.


Tiffany, evidently a peacekeeper, chimed in. “But she seems really sweet, just, you know, over-sexed or something.”


There was an awkward silence and the girls dismissed me to my unpacking. Two hours later they appeared in my doorway. Their faces and hair had made dramatic transformations.


“We’re going to get dinner and then to Tony’s. Do you want to come?” Megan paused. “We could wait for you to get ready.”


I looked at my Atlanta Braves shirt and my ratty jeans. I wasn’t even sure where to start “getting ready.”


My skinny window, opaque with grime, revealed a sliver of the Michigan Avenue Bridge. Below, the trees swayed, and I suddenly wanted to be outside.


“Thanks. I’ll pass tonight. I think I’ll just hang here.”


Did I see a shadow of relief pass across their faces? “Okay, then. But tomorrow night you’re coming with us.” Tiffany picked up a framed picture of me and Grace from the night of our high school graduation. I had set it up on my desk near the door. “She’s pretty,” she said, and then they were gone.


Yes. She was.


Grace, I thought. Where are you, Grace?


The view outside my window, however obscured, beckoned me. I waited until I knew Tiffany and Megan would be out of sight, then grabbed a jacket and my purse, and headed out. I wanted to meet Chicago.


The cleansing wind whipped around my nylon windbreaker as I walked the long blocks to the Michigan Avenue Bridge. The panels were up, and I waited to cross with the hundreds of other people. On the other side was the Chicago Tribune Tower, and I walked around it, running my hands lightly across the limestone. Notre Dame. Great Wall of China. Taj Mahal. Stepping inside, I could only move to the right, because the left side of the great hall was blocked off. Renovations were underway, with inscriptions being added to the walls. The security guard smiled at me. “Afternoon, ma’am. You a tourist?”


“Sort of. Actually, I just moved to Chicago.” I looked around, wondering what it might be like to have a job such as his, surrounded by architectural magnificence. “Come back in a few weeks and it should be finished,” he said. He motioned with his Coke bottle toward the inscription behind me. “You’ll have to wait on Lincoln to be done, but you’ve got Burnham’s quote there.” He shook his head and smirked. “No idea in hell who Burnham was.”


I read Daniel Burnham’s quote and made a note to myself to find out who he was.


“Make no small plans; they have no magic to stir men’s blood.”


Thanks for the advice, I thought.


Back outside, I let the wind rip through my jacket. Although the air was chilly, the cold was invigorating. It felt good to feel something. I half walked, half jogged the twelve blocks to Lake Michigan. By the time I got there, my heart rate was up and I was perspiring. It was late afternoon, the sun sliding behind the clouds. I stood with Lake Michigan in front of me and breathed in the dampness. I watched lovers and children and carefree college students play on the dirty sand. And there, on that late summer day, I vowed I would never return to Mt. Moriah. Tears came to my eyes, and I looked around to see if anyone noticed. No one did. I was invisible.


Mercifully so.


That first night in Room 504, the nightmares that had plagued me all summer found me in Chicago. I saw Grace’s face flash in front of me. I sat up, in a cold sweat, and wondered if I had cried out. I could hear talking and laughter from Lori’s room. I had met the long-legged Cleveland beauty when I returned from my walk. She had a space between her teeth and teased hair that begged to return to its natural color. She was nice, though, greeting me with a warm smile and suggesting we have lunch or dinner. Or drinks. Whatever. She was flexible.


Indeed she probably was, I thought.


In those early days in Chicago, I awakened from my dreams, drenched despite the oscillating fan I kept pointed at me. As sun was on the brink of rising, I donned my Reeboks and took off walking, toward Lake Michigan. The wind was my silent partner, propelling me along, erasing my dreams, dulling my thoughts.


Grace was constantly on my mind. I saw her at coffee shops, walking on the beach, in elevators. Her phone number would run through my head, and I would make a mental note to tell her about the greasy, juicy pizza I had eaten. But I couldn’t. She was not there; she never would be.


I started seeing a psychologist at Doro’s insistence. “I’ve set up an appointment for you your first week,” she had said. Knowing nothing about Chicago, she was sure his office was close to my hotel. It was not. “You need to talk to someone.”


Dr. Weisz was balding, and his fifth shirt button strained against his stomach. He was without wit, but not unkind. I told him I was walking. A lot. Running a little. I said I kept imagining I saw Grace. I told him I had nightmares and couldn’t sleep unless all the lights in my room were on. Even then I saw shadows. I told him I didn’t know sometimes whether I wanted to live—but that I was terrified of dying.


“You’re grieving,” he said, as if revealing something I did not know.


His stoniness, his “how does that make you feel” interjections did not seem helpful to me. It was movement that brought me relief. My daily walks had picked up pace until I was running. My chest burned until I thought it would explode, and the wind slapped my face until I reached that great majestic body of water. Into Lake Michigan I would squall, the wind carrying my screams away as a mother muffles a small child’s sobs against her breast.


The wind was my friend.


In an odd kind of way, Dr. Weisz became my friend too. I continued to see him, every two weeks, paying with checks Doro gave me. Although he seldom offered advice, I found myself looking forward to sitting in the plaid chair and gazing at the family photos displayed behind his desk. Dr. Weisz had the ugliest daughters I had ever seen, but his wife was quite stunning.


She’s your prize, I thought. I found myself wondering if the daughters were adopted. How could the mother’s beautiful genes have no impact on those four girls? I rattled on about my nightmares while I wondered if the screened-in porch in the picture was as serene as it appeared. I wondered if he and his wife had met at Dartmouth, where his diploma said he received his BS. I wondered why he collected antique model cars. I wondered if those top shelves above his credenza ever got dusted.


I wondered if his wife had nightmares. And if he held her when she did.


And then I would leave his office and be back in the wind, back in the Chicago that swelled up around me and lost me in its wake.


I knew that Dr. Weisz was right: I was grieving. But it was more than that. Beyond sorrow, beyond loneliness, what I felt was guilt. Guilt that Grace had been murdered. We had made plans to be walking at the Point together that day. It could have been me. Should it have been me? Every step I made in my new life in Chicago was a step further without Grace. A step further away.


In those nightmares, strangers lunged for me, and I was terrified. I was relieved to awaken, to squint through my dusty window and see the river in the distance. To know I was alive. What Dr. Weisz couldn’t understand, didn’t know, was that I was conflicted: between my relief in waking from my nightmares and my guilt at knowing Grace never could.


And so, walking and running became the means to tamp down the emotions that threatened to explode inside me. Learning Chicago by foot, I rode the antique elevators at Macy’s, watching each floor fall away, the green balconies luring me into their departments. Hosiery. Men’s. Bedding. I spent hours trilling my fingertips over the sheets and towels, sitting in the children’s department, staring into the giant wooden giraffe whose body held shelves of plush, loving stuffed animals.


I sat under the el and waited for the rumble, sipping coffee and watching the pigeons pick at the trash. I lingered on the plaza in front of the Wrigley Building, watching the people, the boats in the Chicago River. Observing life that I wasn’t a part of.


Lori and Megan and Tiffany were friendly to me. We ordered pizza together and tried out restaurants and watched TV. I was grateful for them, but they were not my friends. My sole friend was the wind—my confidant and companion. Only the vigorous lake air knew my name and the secret guilt pressing on my heart.


When I wasn’t running against the wind, running with the wind, I was going through the motions of being alive. Eating, showering, flossing my teeth. And working.


Like the wind, work whipped my grief, my guilt, into a hard knot that I swallowed, that remained hidden through the days. Released only when the nightmares came.


Thank goodness for Dr. Weisz. For the wind. And for work.
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ELEPHANT EARS


“LITTLE THING! JO.”


I searched through the crowd in the Woodbury Parlor for that familiar cadence and the head towering well over six feet. I didn’t have to look long to find the face that matched the voice.


“Maddy, hi.” I clung to his hunched frame, my head nesting against the knot of his tie. The face, the shiny gray hair, the thick venous hands and lumbering shuffle: my beloved Maddy.


“You’re a sight for sore eyes, little thing. We were worried your flight might not get here on time.”


Holding me at arms’ length and running his calloused paw through my bangs, Maddy searched my eyes.


Maddy’s full name was Madison Blair, and his was the lyrical drawl of a Southern gentleman. His voice was thick with emotions and his azure eyes moist.


I cleared my throat. “How are my elephant ears, Maddy?” Then I choked on the spot in my throat. I looked up into the second of Maddy’s chins and smelled his old man scent: a combination of garden dirt and expired Old Spice—the clarity of the outdoors sweetened by Southern gentility.


Maddy gave my shoulders a tight squeeze. His eyes were still damp, but his voice had gained a chuckle.


“Tall and thriving, no thanks to you.” he laughed.


In my mind’s photo album, I could see Maddy’s billowy elephant ears, swaying in the breeze, his pride and joy.


At least until I got to them.


What became known—and not affectionately—as the “elephant ear incident” took place during the summer after my parents died. It all started early on a Saturday morning, the third week of June 1983, when Doro opened my blinds and blew me out of bed with her billowy voice.


Dazed with sleep, I was surprised that Doro was awake. The unspoken rule around Doro was no talking until 8:30 a.m., until the last drop from the percolator had entered her ample stomach. On that sticky June morning, the clock read 7:10. Yet Doro was alive with activity, obviously fueled by more than caffeine.


“Morning, sunshine! Hurry up, we’re going on a road trip, and I want to be there well before lunch.” Doro motioned me to move into the bathroom, tossing last evening’s clothes at me.


Fifteen minutes later, we were on our way, doughnuts in hand and a thermos of milk for me. I didn’t ask questions—simply turned up Billy Joel on the radio and watched the highway markers slip by. Although I was curious where we were going, in my few months with Doro I had developed a conviction that wherever Doro wanted to take me, that’s where I should go. I was a passenger in my own life.


Fog rolled across our windshield as we exited at Mt. Moriah, the highest point between Atlanta and Nashville. I had traveled the mountain once before with my parents, on our way to vacation. At that time it had seemed intimidating, unsettling. With Doro, it seemed peaceful, beautiful. I was too taken with the act of climbing to question.


We turned off the highway, passed through the quaint downtown, and then onto Birkham Lane, turning at crumbling stone pillars. We proceeded down the tree lined driveway almost a quarter of a mile until Doro stopped in front of what appeared to be a haunted house.


“Where are we, Doro? What is this place?” My questions came rolling out then, tripping over each other in the air between Doro and me.


“It’s our house, Jo. Our new home.”


Seeing the dangling gutters, manic ivy, and decades of peeled paint, I waited for a punch line, but I knew Doro was no kidder.


Instead, I saw the sparkle in her eye. “Come on. Let’s look it over. Watch out for poison ivy.”


A massive porch spanned the front of the house, with peeling cement steps overcome by moss. Doro accidentally pulled the door off its hinges, set it aside, and whispered with a wink, “We don’t need a key.”


I must say that the interior made the exterior feel palatial. Thick cobwebs clung to massive crown molding, and brocade wallpaper threatened to ensnare us on its way off the walls. We wandered through the rooms, from dining room to parlor to back kitchen, and then up the winding stairs through an array of bedrooms. A ballroom, fifteen feet by thirty feet, extended across one side of the second floor. Heavy wainscoting and ornate dental molding bespoke a different era. I tiptoed so as not to disturb the ghosts that undoubtedly accompanied me. My writer’s imagination was on full alert.


After twenty minutes of silence, Doro paused in front of a tall staircase leading into darkness. Her hand dusting the carved ball atop the bannister, she spoke.


“I’ve been looking for a place like this for some time, Jo. I was about to sign the papers, actually, the week your parents passed away. It needs renovation, of course, but I bought it for a song, and with some sweat equity I intend to make it into a B&B.” Then, seeing the blank look on my face: “Bed and breakfast. A country inn. Did you count the bedrooms? The space is incredible.” Doro spoke rapidly, as if to convince me.


“We’ll move here, you and me, away from the city,” she continued. “There’s a good school, and the area here is just beautiful. I have enough money saved to live on, and I can fund the renovation from your father’s and my inheritance.” She reached over and pushed a loose bang out of my left eye.


“Come on. How can you be excited when you haven’t even seen your room yet?”


She flipped a switch and the brightened stairway revealed a door at the top. We climbed, the heat rising with us. Beyond that door was nothing short of a sanctuary—at least in my young writer’s eyes. The room was small, but with two long slender windows that faced the front lawn. One window looked directly into a gracious willow, and the other down the long winding driveway. The ceiling was sloped, all around, with nooks and crannies that begged for a little girl to sit in them and read and write. And imagine.


I dropped Doro’s hand and moved to the window. Clearing a patch of dust, I gazed into the willow and then back around the room, which was surprisingly light and airy. Seeing for the first time with Doro’s optimistic eyes, I saw the potential. I envisioned yellow-checked Priscilla curtains, and my dolls lined up on white wicker corner shelves.


“I like it,” I said.


“Hello! Anybody there?”


Doro and I jumped at the voice. We hurried down both sets of hardwood stairs and saw a tall, stooped figure in the doorway, his hand on the knob, one foot in and one foot out. Perhaps he too believed in ghosts.


“Hi, I’m Dorothea Wilson. Mr. Browder, the realtor, said I could stop by this morning.” Doro proceeded toward the door with her hand outstretched. “I’m buying this lovely old house.”


She emphasized the word lovely, as if daring the stranger to disagree.


“Oh really? Rip and I had just about given up hope of anybody taking interest in this old place,” said the man, shadowing the front sunlight.


Before we could ask who Rip was, up loped a lanky hound whose posture and ruddy complexion closely mirrored his master’s. He settled himself against the man’s right leg and, as if staking his territory, emitted an imposing fart.


“Rip, really, that ain’t polite.” In apology, the man continued. “I caught Rip chewing on a dead squirrel yesterday, and it seemed to mess up his intestines bad.”


Straightening her spine, Doro was obviously unimpressed. In her world there was no place for dogs, certainly not in her prospective home. Spiders and mice, yes. Flatulent canines, no.


On the other hand, I was delighted. From my earliest memory I had wanted a pet, preferably a dog, the furrier the better. Releasing Doro’s hand and holding my breath, I knelt down beside the dog. Reciprocating my friendliness, Rip uncurled a three foot tongue and slurped my face.


“Careful, Jo, the dog may bite.” Doro took hold of my shoulder and urged me to my feet.


“Oh no ma’am, he’s harmless. Except maybe to squirrels.” He chuckled at his own joke.


Then, to me: “Pretty little girls, he likes. Your name’s Jo?”


“JoAnna.” Straightening, I inserted my tiny hand into his large one. I found myself level with his belt buckle. Craning my head upwards, I could tell—even at their altitude—that his eyes were a brilliant blue.


“I’m Madison Blair. How do you do. Awfully big name so most people just call me Maddy,” he said.


“Do you live around here, Mr. Blair?” asked Doro.


“Maddy. No ma’am, I live in town. But Rip and I try to come up here on Saturdays to work on our garden, our elephant ears.”


Elephant ears? My bewilderment was obvious. Laughing at my surprise, Maddy continued.


“You haven’t seen the garden, then? Come on, I’ll show you.”


Now it was Doro’s turn to be surprised. “Garden?”


Following Maddy’s lead, now immensely curious, Doro and I trampled the ivy around the side of the porch encircling the white clapboard house. Pushing our way through overgrown honeysuckle, we saw boxwoods framing a rusted iron gate and through there we tiptoed, as if approaching Eden itself.


Tidy rows of three foot square stones sat, some tilted at angles, wedged out of their upright position by time and weather. Looking closer, I saw on each stone a name and dates.


This was a cemetery, not a garden!


And then Doro’s voice broke the silence. “How simply breathtaking!”


Before I could register my complaint that a cemetery was far from a garden, I followed Doro’s gaze. Tall, billowy plants encircled the tombstones. They looked like … yes, they looked much like ears.


“You can see where they got their name, don’t ya, Jo?” Chuckling, Maddy patted one rather roughly, “These are my babies! Elephant ears they’re called.”


I laughed out loud at the thought of those “ears” flapping in the breeze. Then I saw, below the large plants, an assortment of annuals displaying a circus of color: marigolds, petunias, impatiens, vincas. Looking around the circle of elephant ears, I counted thirty in all. And at each base was the same meticulous symmetry of design, the same juxtaposition of color.


I was so intrigued that I stepped further in and walked up to the first row of stones. As Doro complimented Maddy on his gardening abilities, I shielded my eyes and leaned forward to read a stone. Donna. March 4, 1908 to January 12, 1919. Then another. Timothy. June 29, 1910 to January 23, 1919. And others: Marilyn. Joshua. Elizabeth.


A cold chill ran down my spine. All were children. None had last names.


Maddy and Doro were kneeling beside a row of impatiens, lost in horticulture.


“Are you a gardener then, Mr., uh, Maddy?” asked Doro.


He laughed. “Unpaid! Gardening is something I love—digging in the dirt. Just a pastime. I guess you could call me a Saturday gardener.”


On the other hand, I was lost in the world of the dead. Weaving my way in and out of the stones, I read the inscriptions, names and dates screaming in my head. Dolores. Katherine. Buford. Fifteen stones in all. Ten children. Five adults. Two tombstones in the last row were the largest of all. Beloved father. John Buford Lindsay. July 15, 1868 to February 4, 1919. Devoted mother. Martha Dingham Lindsay. September 1, 1874 to March 5, 1919.


Beloved father. Devoted mother.


Maddy saw me reading the stones and stepped up beside me.


“This was the Lindsays’ farm. They had ten children and, together with Martha’s mother, Sarah Dingham, they all lived in that grand old house together.” Maddy paused to smack a mosquito climbing his elbow. “Influenza must have got ‘em in the winter of nineteen nineteen.


“If you look at the dates, the mother was the last to go. Sad to think of her taking care of all those sick children and then dying herself.”


Doro nodded her head absently, the Lindsays’ tragedy the farthest thing from her mind.


“The Lindsays were quite well off,” said Maddy, brushing off the remains of another mosquito victim. “Did you see that ballroom upstairs?”
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