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            The Noble Nature

          

          BEN JONSON - 1572-1637

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It is not growing like a tree

        In bulk, doth make man better be;

        Or standing long an oak, three hundred year,

        To fall a log at last, dry, bald, and sere:

        A lily of a day

        Is fairer far in May,

        Although it fall and die that night⁠—

        It was the plant and flower of Light.

        In small proportions we just beauties see;

        And in short measures life may perfect be.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Always On My Mind

          

        

      

    

    
      “Noble’s passing has shocked us all. This community is reeling from such a tragedy. Let us join in prayer to give us the strength to say our last goodbyes.”

      The pastor led the congregation in the Lord’s Prayer. I tried to recite it but my words just wouldn’t surface from the drowning of his name against my chest. Water filled my lungs and pushed me down into the abyss. What color would the Lumber River be at 20 feet deep?

      I imagined his last thought. No, I took it back as fast as a jack rabbit. It would be a line to a song, but which one? If I only knew the minute when he lost control, I could maybe find out the exact one playing.

      I didn’t question his destination only his last line. He loved God. I knew that as much as anybody. The spot beside me on the pew would miss his presence, but not as much as me.

      We grew up in this place. Hickory Grove Methodist on Oak Church Road was our second home. We always joked the way they crossed the names when the church was first built in 1823. Someone apparently didn’t know their Dendrology. Noble taught me that word, too, along with the ways to identify the pine, from the oak, from the walnut, and the maple just by the feel of things. Bark had a way of speaking when we were quiet enough to listen.

      Just like the touch of his hand while we grabbed hymnals spoke volumes to the very depth of my soul. No more. I grabbed the red songbook with the golden-edged pages and turned to 243. Mrs. Margie Chavis, Noble’s Momma, wanted my Uncle Danny to sing Amazing Grace, and we were to all sing in response during the chorus. Mrs. Margie wouldn’t know that the reason this was his favorite song was that he said he could sing my name out loud and no one would know that I was his amazing Grace, how sweet the sound...

      They knew us as best friends, but we were so much more. I didn’t dream it, but knew it as straight facts. If I told it now, others would just laugh it off as if I were a foolish girl. Gracious alive, Graceland, if truth be told, you were always a little off your rocker.

      Noble Chavis would have his sights on grandiose things, not little girls named Graceland Johnson, who didn’t know how to plait hair or lace anything other than Converses.

      We were just starting to discover the magic that exists when fingers brush against each other and shock waves follow. It was new and sweet, an aching in the Spirit that would give the heart permission to sigh any time we caught each other staring. His green apple eyes were better than any country dessert at a Sunday best potluck.

      I whispered, “Momma, I can’t stay here right now.”

      She patted me on my arm. “Baby, we can’t just up and leave.”

      I couldn’t stay here. Lord, understand.

      I squeezed her hand and whispered, “I’ll just be outside.”

      “Don’t wander off far and whatever you do, don’t go down that road.”

      I wasn’t planning on it. The tracks might still be there where his Bronco fishtailed. I couldn’t stand to see anything left behind.

      Except him. What if he lingered still?

      He always told me he would haunt me good on nights when there was nothing to talk about except the last horror movie we’d seen, and how he swore he’d come back to possess any man that ever tried to get close to me. But that was when he thought he would live to be a man. He was only sixteen.

      Why do the good have to die so young?

      The rain beat against my face and the sobs raked my throat, like rusted nails scratching my insides. I ran down the steps and hit the wire fence, and it was the only thing separating me from the first step into the graveyard.

      I looked out at the line of family plots. It was a well-kept reminder that someone once existed named Delia Louise Sampson, age seven or that Hattie Mae Richardson lived to the ripe age of ninety-three. We made up backstories and songs for each one.

      Delia’s Daddy was a banking man that took to the train when the depression hit. He wrote her a song and it went something along the lines of this.

      
        
          
        Gotta keep on movin’ ‘til the break of dawn

        to find Delia’s little lost doll

        Gonna find her on our way back home.

        Don’t you go a travelin’ long without Delia’s doll

      

      

      

      Hattie Mae Richardson had twenty-three grandchildren. We had no prior knowledge of this and didn’t even want to know the facts. It would ruin how our own truths blurred with fiction. Noble counted up the smaller lilies on vines around the largest in the middle, which he said had to represent Hattie Mae on her shiny black marble tombstone. His hands traced vines front and back and found twenty-three buds. That meant one for each grandchild in his mind, and that suited me just fine.

      He also said she must have been a mighty big woman to have a tombstone so wide for just one person and wondered if a crane brought her to her final resting place but that was back in 1951, and we were too embarrassed to ask just in case it would happen to be a real-life grandchild we ran up across at the questioning. We played a while on her lyrics, him picking at the Gibson while I scribbled in our shared notebook.

      
        
        Grandma Hattie was one-of-a-kind

        peanuts and Pepsi and a sharp mind

        kept her on living ‘til she spent her last dime

        at the ripe ol’ age of ninety-three

        There was a whole lotta living and loving she had

        and she passed on all that to me,

        grandbaby number 23 before she was buried beneath

        this old cedar tree

      

      

      The cemetery workers wiped sweat with pocket handkerchiefs under the blue marked tent from the funeral home. Were they humming a five o’clock somewhere country song ready to be done with their shift to go on home and start the grill like they didn’t bury someone that very day? He would have liked it if they were singing blues, even Elvis. He loved the oldies and blamed all of that on his Granddaddy taking him out hunting and only playing the good old stuff on his green Ford’s dial radio. I was sure that oldies station and that beat-me-up truck were more than acquaintances and it probably knew the truck’s official name, Gordon Ford. That’s what we called it. We would go around making like it thought everything was raw. The road is raw, fix it! The pothole is raw, fill it! The stop sign is raw, move it!

      What song could I make up for him? How would his tune go?

      I couldn’t strum, not even a C chord, and it wasn’t from his lack of trying to teach me. He figured that if we both played it would help us get noticed. He had us ingrained in his mind as the next stars of tomorrow and would dream it all out as we sat on his Granddaddy’s porch swing. We would be sitting on silver stools with propped up acoustic guitars on our legs. His head would be bent over fingerpicking some song we wrote together while I sang only for him and no one else. He said if there were a room of twenty thousand, I was to only make like it was him and me.

      Now, it was just me. I was the lone musician. No band. No melody. Words that could be his filled my spirit and hit me like a wave. It would have to be a love song. Lost love. A dream lover. That was all he would ever be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Return To Sender

          

        

      

    

    
      “There’s a letter for you, Graceland.”

      Who received letters these days?

      It was in a firm, yellow envelope in the shape of a card. It could have come from Aunt Shelby who always sent me twenty dollars on my birthday, and she forgot to fill out the return address. But that was long past, and I already got one from her. Maybe that was the loon in her coming out.

      I used it as a bookmark and snapped my hardcover closed.

      My sister Carol’s eyes widened. “You aren’t going to open it? If it’s money, we can go to the mall on Saturday.”

      She was thinking the same thing as me. We were three years apart, and pretty much shared everything. To our Momma’s satisfaction, we only required one closet between us since we were both a size seven clothes, a seven shoe, and a love of all things country right down to our matching pig pink toenails. She was at Angel Crest Community College studying to be an EMT and learning anatomy, while I was still at Angel Crest High, carrying around Pride and Prejudice, wondering how Mr. Darcy could not want to dance with Elizabeth from the very beginning. Was it that he just couldn’t dance and was that shy of a guy? He couldn’t be that stuck up, could he?

      This was the year of dances. Our Junior year would have meant the military ball, and boy did I love his ROTC dress-up days just to see him in that uniform. I made sure I saved a dress or at least took extra care on Thursday to shine like brass for him. Walking up and down the hallways felt like we could step away from the halls of Angel Crest, slid into a Humvee and ride off into the sunset to a place somewhere we could call our own. I could pretend it in my mind anyway, and wondered if he did, too.

      He was dead set on joining the Army as soon as he graduated high school, carrying me off with him as soon as basic training was over to live his life’s calling serving our country with him holding an M16 in one hand and a Les Paul in the other. We would hit the dive bars on the weekend that would let us sing, until one day a record producer would sign us. That was our dream anyway. Start local and loyal, and then branch out wherever the good Lord took us.

      Carol asked, “Where are you off to this late in the day?”

      Carol was already twisting her hair up in a bun. She had night rounds at the emergency room so it left me alone in the house. I didn’t want to deal with the inside noise just yet so I had other plans.

      “I’m just going to hang out at the church.”

      “You sure do spend a lot of time at that place.”

      “You would, too, if you got to sample a piece of pie a day.”

      “How do you do it and stay so trim? I would never be able to pull it off.”

      “Dirt road walking is the best exercise. It’s even better than a gym membership.”

      “Agree one hundred. I can’t deal with sweaty, old men checking me out. I can see their pickup lines formulating in their mind. I don’t think so.”

      “Have you gone out with Jonah lately? I haven’t heard you talking about him over supper much.”

      “Not really. We were just talking anyway so it wasn’t too serious. I think he has his eyes set on more than just me.”

      “You don’t sound too jealous over it.”

      “I’m not. I’ve got finals coming up anyway. He can kiss my hallux.”

      “Your what?”

      “My big toe. That’s the easiest way I know how to learn anatomy. Turn it into something I can remember. See, I taught you a big word to advance your vocabulary.”

      I almost said you sound just like Noble, but I caught myself. Everything was always about that boy of mine in my brain. I wondered if it would always be that way. I suspected that it would be just him and me forever, just with him singing backup on the stage of my life instead of front and center.

      “Don’t stay out too late tonight. You know how you get in
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