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Seeing ye have purified your souls in your obedience to the truth unto unfeigned love...

love one another from the heart fervently...

I Peter 1:22 (ASV)
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It wasn’t the most familiar phenomenon to her, the way that electric sensation screamed at her without noise, flickering with rapid, ambiguous memory. It tingled from the nape of her neck and upwards over her scalp to taunt the roots of her softly waved, raven hair, as the sensation had also done once or twice in her distant, or perhaps immediate, past.

She, with her gloved hands full of holiday shopping bags, had left the sidewalk and had been on the verge of setting off on a precisely timed jaywalk to return to her car, which was parked across the busy downtown street. But time, space, and sound were suspended in a severed second.

Sight was no longer physical. She paused, her dark, questioning eyes now on an unmoving search for something unseen and meagerly remembered. What was it, and what had triggered its arousal? She had the sudden urge to call out a name, to get something’s—someone’s—attention, but she wasn’t clear on what name it was that she should be calling.

She might have stood there for an instant too long if her own attention hadn’t, at that moment, been seized by a shout somewhere behind her, issued by an identifiable, masculine voice she hadn’t heard in years.

“Lorraine!”

Her head inclined toward the shout just prior to her looking up in time to see a car coming at her, braking but still approaching too fast.

Mercy. She was in the street.

A panicked blaring of the car’s horn sounded before she felt a hand grab her arm, and she was yanked back onto the sidewalk. Her footing was shaken, due to the vigor of the pull on her arm and the narrow heels of her ankle boots. So began the quick, awkward shuffling of hers and another person’s feet, in lieu of a fall, until she was stilled with her back pushed up against a department store window, one of her shopping bags on the ground and both her arms now firmly gripped as she looked into the close, alarmed gape of sepia eyes facing her. Sepia eyes that she knew.

She didn’t hear the frantic expletive yelled at her through the window of the passing car that had almost hit her, nor did she notice when she dropped another bag as she stared at the young man holding her against the department store glass, the mists of their short and heavy breathing against the wintry air mingling between their faces. Her eyes moved down to the man’s full lips and smoothly bearded jaw and then flew back up to meet his gaze, which she did not know had taken an especial note of the contour of her nose.

“James,” she declared in a winded murmur.

His anxious grip on her arms slackened while he eased her off of the window, but he did not let go of her. His hands slid up to her shoulders, giving them a slight squeeze, enhancing the warmth that was already enclosed inside of her wool coat and scarf, and his hold eased downward, stopping at her wrists. She was the only one near enough to see that he jolted when the space between the end of one of her gloves and the sleeve of her coat came into view.

An unbidden sigh escaped her mouth. Recollection, unbounded by time, ensued.
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​Lorraine: Chapter One


[image: ]




Me

~*~

[image: ]


Girls mostly played with girls, and boys mostly played with boys. Even being as girly as I was, with my dolls and flowery tea sets at home, I wasn’t one you would usually find in a big group of other girls during recess at school. However, I did play with a girl in my third grade class, Sara, more than I did with anyone else. Auburn-haired, heavily-freckled, faithful Sara could be trusted for jump rope, for plenty of laughter, and for the trading of a fair share of secrets. I regarded her as my best friend, and whenever one of us did happen to be found in a larger bunch of girls on the playground, the other was sure to be there. Unless, of course, she or I was absent from school that day.

Nevertheless, I wasn’t opposed to playing with boys every so often. They proved to be the best competition for me at wall ball. I was hailed as the best girl Wall Baller in all of third grade, and when I started running out of boys my age to beat, a classmate suggested that I should try to play with some of the bigger kids. I considered it, looking to Sara to see if she thought it was a good idea. When she only shrugged, I told her, “I’ll do it tomorrow, if you come with me.”

I was nervous the first time Sara and I went to get in a different wall ball line with fourth and fifth graders. Earl, my fourth grade virtual twin, poked his kinkily-curled raven head out of the front of the line to smile at me. “What’re you doing over here, Raindrop?” he called down the line.

“I’m here to play, Early,” I called back.

“And I’m here to watch,” Sara piped up, eager to justify her young presence in this older crowd.

A boy I recognized to be from Earl’s class shook his head. “She can’t play with us. We’ll kill her.” He pointed back at me with his thumb. “Earl, man, get your sister.”

“Nobody’s gonna kill her,” my brother asserted. “If she wants to play, she can play. She’s pretty good, anyway.”

“Psh.” The boy looked back at me with a mischievous grin, which was gleaming with braces on his teeth. “Maybe pretty good for an itty-bitty.”

I judged that I wasn’t much smaller than the boy talking, and I obviously wasn’t much younger, but I felt disproportionately embarrassed because I thought the boy was cute. I had a thing for braces. I wasn’t sure which side of chance I was on when I actually got the opportunity to contend against him at the wall, but I played what might have been my scrappiest round of wall ball up to that point in my playground career, the bright beads on my many, swinging black braids clicking soundly together as I ran, jumped, and pounded at that bouncy yellow sphere with a resolute fist.

I didn’t defeat every kid I faced that day, but I did win the respect of the entire line by beating Braces Boy.

“Well, Lori, you shut him up, at least,” Sara congratulated me once I was out of the game, when I’d been trumped by my last opponent. I looked over to see that Braces Boy had abandoned the wall ball line to go join a group of kids over at one of the tetherball rings.

I felt vindicated, silently agreeing with Sara as I got back in line, but it wasn’t many days later that I found out Sara and I hadn’t been completely right. That Friday after school, I was out along the side of the driveway of my house, squatting in a patch of soil, rocks, and plants to watch the activity of my favorite colony of ants there when Earl arrived back home from a neighborhood trip he’d taken on his bike. Pulling into the driveway with him, also on a bike, was Braces Boy.

“Hey, Itty-Bitty,” Braces greeted me. “What’re you doing over there in the dirt?”

“She’s babysitting her ants,” Earl told him as they dismounted their bikes to lean them against the driveway fence.

I rose from my squatting position. “I’m not ‘in’ the dirt,” I informed Braces Boy. I was ridiculously glad to see him and was just as determined not to show him so. “And don’t call me Itty-Bitty.”

Braces grinned. “Touchy. Mad that I let you win in wall ball at school?”

“You didn’t let me win, I hammered you,” I said, wiping my hands across my jeans and stepping out of the soil patch.

“Hammered me, my foot,” Braces guffawed, his hands going into the pockets of his own jeans. “I wouldn’t be caught dead trying hard against a lil’ third grade chick. What do I look like?”

What did he look like? I wasn’t about to tell him that he looked like the very glory of boyhood, standing there: dark brown hair that avoided being a mess but didn’t appear to care more than it had to, with a shock of it falling over his forehead; skin, somewhere between the colors of almond butter and cinnamon, that was thoroughly acquainted with the sun’s rays; thick, dark eyebrows; and that irresistible sparkle of metal in his mouth, impishly flaunting itself now, for my benefit.

That is, I wasn’t about to tell him how cute he looked.

I shrugged. “Well. If trying looks stupider than losing, then it is a good thing you lost.”

Earl broke out laughing at that.

“I didn’t lose,” Braces argued the point. “I let you win.”

“Aw, give it up,” Earl chided his buddy, giving Braces a push on the shoulder. “You said you were thirsty. Let’s get some juice and get out of here.”

Earl and Braces turned and headed into the house, and I was again squatting by the ant colony minutes later when the boys came back out to retrieve their bikes.

“Not done in the dirt yet, Itty-Bitty?” Braces asked my back.

“No,” I replied, not moving.

“You got a bike?”

That question brought my head around. “Why?”

“We’re gonna go ride at the park. Come on.”

“Come on? What for?”

“Yeah, she got a bike,” Earl cut in before Braces could answer me. “It’s a nice day, Raindrop. Won’t hurt to come with us.”

I wasn’t at all accustomed to being invited to hang around my older brother when he was with a friend of his. Perhaps my performance at wall ball that week had promoted me. Whatever the case was, while Earl hadn’t initiated the invitation, he did seem to want me along, so I got up, going to the garage to get my bike.

“So, It-Bit, it’s ‘Raindrop’?” Braces asked when I rode out of the driveway with the two of them.

The hint of a glare that I threw at Braces was in no way put on. “It’s Lorraine.” I was characteristically adamant about making sure no one tampered with my parents and brother’s exclusive moniker for me.

Braces didn’t grin in response. Later on, I was surprised by the thought that he could tell he’d accidentally gone a little too far with me and wasn’t pleased about it, but at the moment, I wasn’t going to go easy on him. I purposely shot a good ways ahead of him down the sidewalk, leaving a dash of disdain in my wake.

Wall ball didn’t mean or prove everything, though. Earl, standing on his pedals, soon passed me up without even thinking of it, and Braces, also standing, passed me as well, giving me a mild, otherwise unreadable look as he did so. I’d never mastered the art of riding my bike without simultaneously sitting down, and the boys were simply faster riders than me, regardless. It wasn’t long before I’d fallen significantly behind, thinking the boys would probably forget about me, but just when I had the sheepish thought of quitting this excursion and wheeling back home alone, Braces turned around and rode back to me.

He didn’t say anything, only gave me a sort of half-smile without any jokes in it, and I released a humbled little chortle of acceptance, not objecting to his riding beside me the rest of the way to the park.

Somewhere during the course of our play that afternoon, I learned that Braces’s name was Isaiah, and I took up addressing him accordingly, at least out loud. Despite that, I wouldn’t be equally fortunate, as although my family nickname was off limits, the “Itty-Bitty” and “It-Bit” labels had already stuck, as far as Braces was concerned.

From that day onward, Isaiah, the only child in his family, became a frequenter of our house, more frequent than any other children besides Earl and me. I wasn’t always bid to join Earl and Isaiah, particularly not when additional boys came with them to the house, but I was content to be included sometimes. There were occasions when I declined Earl and Isaiah’s invites for me to go out or to stay in for board games with them, as I was more than happy to amuse myself by myself or to play with Sara when she was visiting. She was so consistent about accompanying me at school when I wanted to play with bigger kids, even though it wasn’t her favorite thing to do, so I gave her my undivided attention when she was at my house, making sure she didn’t have to bother much with the boys there whenever she didn’t want to.

At Earl’s request, my parents began picking Isaiah up to go to church with us on Sundays. Isaiah’s parents had phased church out of their schedules years before but still thought it’d be useful for their son to go, apparently telling him, “The Tysons”—my family—“are good people.” Therefore, Earl, Isaiah, and I spent a small portion of many Saturday afternoons completing Bible lessons for Sunday school the next morning.

“Man!” Isaiah complained with a laugh one day while the three of us were lying on our stomachs on the carpeted floor of the rec room at my house, eating mini pretzels and poring over our worksheets and open Bibles. “Why does you guys’ church give out homework? We get enough work at regular school.”

I was scribbling a Bible verse on my paper. “Yeah, but this is easy stuff.”

“And it helps us not to be heathens,” Earl offered, throwing a pretzel into his mouth.

Isaiah grinned. “But I am a heathen. I think I am, anyway.”

Earl shook his head, talking around his pretzel. “No you’re not. You just try to act like it.”

“Your sister thinks I’m a heathen. Right, Itty-Bitty?”

I giggled. “I think you’re a big bozo, that’s what I think.”

“Psh. Well if I’m such a bozo, don’t ask me to help you with your math no more.”

There had been an afterschool instance or two when Isaiah had caught me struggling over problems from my math homework at the kitchen table, and he’d slid over to work out the problems with me until they made sense. I didn’t recall asking him to, though.

I looked up from my Bible lesson worksheet, spying out some bandaged spots on Isaiah’s forearm. He and Earl had gone out for a game of basketball with a few other boys down at the school play court earlier that week, and Isaiah had come to the house with some bleeding battle marks on his arm. My mom had been out grocery shopping at the time, and with my being the only other person in my family who knew where the first aid kit was, I’d taken it upon myself to disinfect and bandage up Isaiah’s wounds for him, doing an amateur but effective enough job of it. I’d had a mind to give his injured arm an “all better” kiss after I was finished, the kind of thing my mom had been wont to do when Earl and I were smaller, but I’d refrained from making such a gesture, doubtful about whether Isaiah would welcome it.

“Then gimme my bandages back,” I told him now, holding my hand out over the floor.

Isaiah’s hand went to protectively cover the bandages. “These aren’t the same ones you gave me. Those ones fell off when I took a bath.”

“You take baths?” I brought my hand back and plugged my nose. “Oh. You sure you do?”

Isaiah laughed, his braces on full twinkle as he pitched a pretzel at me. “Shut up, stupid.”

“Both of you shut up,” Earl ordered with a snicker, “and knock off the flirting. I’m trying to think. And don’t throw stuff at my sister, man, or we’ll have to take it outside.”

Now, I didn’t possess a wealth of knowledge pertaining to the human ritual and diversion of flirtation. Even the word “flirt” itself usually had a way of leaving a strange taste on my young brain’s palate when it would cross my ears. Still, hearing my brother make an unexpected reference to it, I was, all at once, curiously embarrassed. I refocused on my Bible lesson.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Lorraine: Chapter Two


[image: ]




Me

~*~

[image: ]


One evening after I’d started fourth grade, I approached my mom at the kitchen table, asking her if wearing beads in my hair made me look like a baby.

“You always look like my baby,” came her absent response. She was busy with bills and balancing her checkbook.

“Mom? I really want to know.”

“Hm?” My mom looked up from her checkbook then, staring at me. Her eyebrows rose. “Oh? Has it been bothering you to be called ‘Itty-Bitty’?” she asked in a certain tone that only mothers have.

I blinked, taken aback. Why was she bringing that up? I was only asking her about my hairstyle. “My hair’s getting long,” I told her. “I want to wear it more like yours.”

My mom laughed, one of her hands going up to smooth over her midnight tresses, bound back in an impeccably arranged bun. “Oh, you don’t want to look like a grownup, Raindrop. You’ll have plenty of time for that. We can think of something else for you.” A moment later, the mellow sound of classic jazz music could be heard starting in the living room, and I knew this chat with my mom was over for now.

So, my beads and braids were done away with when my mom showed me how to use curlers. Some of the first hair days on my own with those cylinders of foam were a challenge, and I’d pull my mane back into one high, spunky poof to make the frizz look intentional. On the best hair days, I managed to bring out soft curls that were worth wearing down around my face and neck. On the fair to middling hair days, when my ’do looked satisfactorily pretty but felt fragile, I forewent playing at recess and would sit and talk with Sara, since she and I were beginning to talk as much as we played anyway.

At one recess, however, while I was heartily building my celebrated wall ball credentials with fifth and sixth graders, the ball bounced off the wall and hit me right in the chest. It wasn’t the first time that had ever happened to me, but the sting was more pronounced than it had been on any other time. I let my mom know about it when I got home that day, and after she checked things out, she smiled a little and said, “My, my,” in a certain tone that only mothers have. She told me to be mindful that I was changing, that I’d be fine, and to be careful at recess and gym.

“Oh, I’m careful already,” I unconcernedly answered, feeling that I was a step ahead of her. “Don’t want to muss my hair all up and have to walk around the rest of the day looking like a messy baby.”

My mom’s eyebrows were up. She gave a slow nod.

The problem with grades like the fourth was that even though we weren’t babies anymore, sometimes teachers still dealt with us like we were. For instance, it didn’t make any sense for each student giving valentines to classmates to still have to bring a card for every single student in the class. That was kindergarten stuff, wasn’t it? You wound up getting mushy messages from people you didn’t like, mortifying both the giver and the recipient.

The way for us students to redeem some of our Valentine’s Day sovereignty was to pass out special cards outside of class. Anyone with “outside” Valentine’s bestowments to show off after school let out, before everyone left, was given a boost in his or her social status. Being in separate classes that year, Sara and I exchanged cards and secret packs of candy at first recess. That was all of the outside Valentine’s activity I had on my agenda, and I was gratified.

I wasn’t prepared for what happened at the end of lunch that day in the school cafeteria. Classes had been dismissed from their tables for lunch recess, and groups of students were passing my table to head out of the building. I was finishing my orange, about to get up with some of my classmates, when I felt a hand touch my shoulder. I brought my head up and saw Isaiah standing there at my elbow, smiling down at me with his braces, and he placed a red package of Valentine’s cookies on the table beside the scraps of my lunch. I looked down to see that on a heart-shaped sticker on the front of the package, he’d written “IT-BIT” in bold letters. An amazed response was only beginning to form in my mind when Isaiah, after taking a speedy look around to make sure none of the adult lunch monitors were watching, dropped down and planted a blatant kiss on my forehead. He then straightened up and disappeared into the throng of students exiting the room.

Well, I wasn’t sure if it quite counted as a kiss “on” my forehead. I was wearing bangs, so Isaiah’s lips hadn’t exactly contacted my face. Nonetheless, it had definitely been a kiss, and I wasn’t at all worried about whether he may have mussed my bangs or not.

Loud gasps were heard from some remaining girls at my table. I grabbed up the package of cookies, stowing them safely in my lunch bag, which I’d intended to throw away with my lunch scraps a minute ago but instead chose to stuff inside of my coat.

“Lorraine! Isaiah’s your boyfriend!” a girl across the table announced to me, and then her brow wrinkled. “I mean, right?”

I didn’t answer her, mainly because I didn’t know.

My hair was styled to accommodate play that day, but out at recess, I sat with Sara, not feeling up to running around now. Sara hadn’t seen what happened in the cafeteria, so I told her about Isaiah’s kiss and the cookies in my coat.

“Are you going to go out with him, Lori?” she excitedly asked me.

I looked way across the playground, seeing Isaiah over in the play court, engaged in a basketball game with Earl and some other boys. And I felt very much like a girl, sitting with another girl, staring over at boys. Older boys, at that.

“I’m not allowed to go out with anybody,” I told Sara.

I’d once mentioned something to my dad about kids at my school going out with each other, and he’d shaken his distinguished, prematurely gray head, laughing, “Going out? Out where, Raindrop? To recess?”

Yes, kids did indeed pair up and go out to recess, as well as to other places where kids could commonly be found, but not all adults understood those things. After Valentine’s Day, I ate my gift of cookies and wondered for a few days if Isaiah and I were “together” now, but he seemed to be the same old rascally Braces Boy, a pain to put up with, fun to ride to the park with, good to have around, and a joy to keep in my prayers, coming to our house to hang out with Earl and helping me with my math and going to church with us and all.

I could hardly have known that he and other boys around were watching me at the same time my mom was, and at the onset of the next school year, she admitted, with the trace of a sigh, that I was changing too fast not to start wearing bras.

“So much for you looking like my ‘baby,’ always,” she murmured, in a certain tone that only mothers have.

~*~
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Earl and Isaiah were in sixth grade, their last year before they would head off to middle school. There was an increase in homework for them, and Isaiah became more prone to bring books with him on the afternoons he came to our house, instead of bringing a basketball or a baseball bat. He stayed over for dinner one particular evening, he and Earl retreating to Earl’s room upstairs to finish their homework after the meal. I was out in our wide upstairs hallway some time later, perusing the bookshelf there, paying little mind to the jazz music that had begun down in the living room. I was pulling out a large book full of pictures from decades of Broadway musicals when Isaiah emerged from Earl’s room, closing the door behind him. He meandered over to take a look at the cover of the book in my hands, asking me, “Got a report to do for school?”

I wiped my palm over the book’s dust jacket. “No, I just like this stuff. Sometimes I imagine myself onstage.”

“Mm. You ever going to do it in real life? Do you want to?” Isaiah inquired, still looking at the book over my shoulder, and I tried not to feel weird about him standing there.

I pondered the question before answering. “I wish I could. But I can’t sing a lick. I mean, I guess I can hold a note, but that’s it.” I opened the book. “You taking a break from homework?”

“I’m done. Earl’s got more.”

“Oh.” I started examining the pictures while Isaiah walked over to stand at the railing near the stairs, at the edge of the hallway.

We were both quiet for a while until I heard Isaiah ask behind me, “Where’s that coming from?”

“What?” I looked up from the book and turned around. “The music? From the living room.” I went over to stand next to Isaiah at the railing, bringing my voice down. “My parents pull it out, sometimes.”

Isaiah lowered himself into a crouch, I did the same, and we each had a partial view of the living room down there. My parents themselves weren’t visible, but their combined shadows could be seen on one of the walls, gliding slowly back and forth together.

Isaiah and I were again silent for a time, watching the dancing shadows, listening. “Wish my mom and dad liked each other like that,” Isaiah finally remarked, a somberness in his voice that I’d never heard from him before.

Naturally speaking, his voice was different now than it had been when I’d first met him, but I’d never heard him sound this serious. I looked at him, but he was still staring through the railing as he said, “Or I wish my parents would fight. Get loud, or something. Anything’s better than just not talking. Feels like I’m in the house by myself, even when they’re both there.” He rested his elbows on his knees, one pensive fist going up to pound softly against his mouth. “You guys are like my family, Bit. I’m gonna have one like this, when I’m grown.”

His words were giving me an impression of loneliness, or something similar, and I didn’t want Isaiah to feel that way, or anything like it. I mulled over his words, reaching back some years through my memory. “You guys won’t be heathens?”

Isaiah appeared to be irked by that question, until he peered over and found me smiling at him. He gave a hushed grunt, smiling back a little. “Nah.” His head faintly shook. “We’ll know better.” His gaze returned to the swaying shadows in the living room, his fist continuing to thoughtfully bump against his mouth. Then he came to a pause, as one ballad had ended and the amorous lyrics of “Sweet Lorraine” began smoothing their way upstairs. He listened motionlessly before lowering his fist and leaning closer to the railing. “Hey. Are you named after that song?”

Knowing the song, I shook my head. “That’d be cool. I’m named after my grandma, though. My mom’s mom.”

Isaiah was squinting now, as if he could no longer see the shadows well enough. “You ever danced?”

“Danced? Well, yeah. I mean, like how?”

After one more moment of listening, Isaiah rose to his feet, stepping away from the railing. He held a hand out to me. “Come on.”

I looked over at his hand, rather incredulously, and then my eyes moved up to his face. “I don’t know how,” I said.

He shrugged. “Neither do I.”

Hesitantly closing the Broadway book and laying it aside, I stood up to join Isaiah.

And, yes. There I stood.

Isaiah’s braces glimmered at me. “Well, come here, girl.”

I wavered a few more seconds before I moved toward him, both of my uncertain arms reaching up for his neck, as I’d seen teenagers do at dances on television shows.

“No, like this,” Isaiah instructed me, taking one of my hands in his and placing my other up on his shoulder.

“What if Earl comes out?” I whispered as Isaiah’s free hand went around to the back of my waist. He commenced to move about to the music, evidently willing for me to do likewise, and so I did, albeit without the greatest amount of grace.

We wound up laughing a lot at ourselves, doing our best to keep our noise down, and the corresponding flashes of braces that I saw throughout this youthful semblance of a dance turned out to be the next-to-last I would witness from Isaiah. After a momentous visit to his orthodontist, he came back with a mouth devoid of its metal.

Following that dental adventure, I didn’t stop to take a good look at Isaiah until our subsequent ride to church, while I was sitting between him and Earl in the backseat of the Tyson car. Isaiah was looking out of his window, and I patted the Bible he was holding in his lap, commanding him with an impulsive “Say cheese.”

Isaiah whipped his head around, offering a comical, exaggerated presentation of his teeth and then easing into a laugh. I initially missed the twinkle I’d grown so used to, but I kept on looking at him, seeing that, all things considered, he was a genuinely good-looking boy. And I was glad he was there.

“Hm. Good job,” I told him, with another pat on the Bible.

“Sure thing, Bitty.” He turned back to his window with a chuckle.
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Middle school. So far and away above elementary school. There were different classrooms with different teachers for every subject. Uniforms had to be worn in gym. There was something called homeroom. There were dances. There were breaks and lunch—no “recess.”

These were only a few of the reasons why it was accepted among middle school adolescents and teenagers that they didn’t have much business mixing with elementary school kids. When and where would they mix much anyway? The kinds of activities they were interested in and authorized for were so far removed from each other, most certainly.

However, that guy Isaiah could do what he wanted. He was a math whiz, voluntarily participating in middle school/junior high mathematic tournaments against other schools, oftentimes placing for a ribbon or a trophy. But there was nothing geeky about him. He was down-to-earth, good at sports, and well-liked by many of his peers and teachers. He was being placed on a growing number of seventh grade girls’ wish lists, but when it became apparent that he wasn’t exactly looking to meet any of those wishes, rumors started circulating that Isaiah was pretty much set on Earl Tyson’s sister, who was still in elementary school. It was fine though, if that was the case, since Isaiah was Isaiah, he was well-liked, and he could therefore do what he wanted. Besides, Earl’s sister was in sixth grade, so that wasn’t so bad.

Oh, how much an elementary school girl could gather when she made a habit of spending time and keeping her ears open at the community center where a lot of middle school kids hung out.

Late into a Friday afternoon in the winter, I was twelve and out and about, feeling extra good because, although I had yet to reach the condition of month-to-month “regulation,” I’d braved the battle in my inaugural confrontation with womanly cramps, earlier that week. I’d heard stories about girls feeling down in the dumps when it came to these matters, but I thanked God for mine, and as soon as I was no longer sick, I was elated about the whole experience. Sara was happy for me (and admittedly a little envious, since she was unsure about whether she would be able to receive her hallmark of womanhood with gusto, one day), and this was added to the fact that my mom had bought me my first real makeup set back in the fall, which I was putting to good use.

That is, the set included lip glosses in a range of shades, nail polishes, and mirrors. The glosses had to be applied with lip brushes, so the set was, therefore, real enough.

Anyhow, I was out on one of my visits to the community center on a Friday. Earl, who had brought me and Sara here with him, was off playing basketball while Sara and I were in the reasonably crowded game room, engrossed in a round of ping-pong. Sara then had to go take a restroom break, so I went to wait in one of the chairs near the game room doors, swatting my ping-pong paddle between my hand and my lap while I watched a foursome of guys and girls competing over at the pool table.

I didn’t realize that I had company until something grabbed and shook my arm, the shaking complemented with an abrupt “Aaagh!” that made me drop my paddle.

“Aaagh!” echoed my startled shriek, and I jerked around to see a grinning Isaiah there, dressed in a T-shirt and basketball shorts. He released my arm as he slid himself into the chair beside mine.

“You scared me!” I breathlessly accused him, backhanding him in the chest.

“Ow. Yikes, girl. Always so touchy,” Isaiah snickered. “But, you? The fearless queen of wall ball? Scared?”

“I don’t play wall ball anymore,” I enlightened him.

“Oh. No? Why not? Wait, let me guess. You don’t want to break a nail at recess.”

“No, I’ve just run out of interesting competition.”

Isaiah laughed at that. “I guess that makes sense. Here,” he said, reaching down to scoop my paddle from the floor and handing it back to me.

“Thanks.” I glanced over Isaiah’s clothes once more. “I take it you’ve been out there playing basketball with Earl and them. What’re you doing in here?”

“Taking a timeout. Earl said you were here, so I came to see you.”

“Oh.”

I looked downward, observing more of my preoccupied paddle swatting until Isaiah, after uneasily shifting in his chair, murmured, “L-Lorraine?”

I lifted my head back up, still swatting while I watched Isaiah inelegantly scratch at the back of his neck prior to inclining himself toward me, likely so that he wouldn’t have to raise his voice. “You,” he began, breaking himself off and clearing his throat before he came out with, “Um, you know I like you. Right?”

My paddle swatting stopped. I felt myself growing warm. I said nothing.

Isaiah stirred in his seat, hurrying on. “I mean, you’re, like, not too scared to try stuff. You’re down to have fun and stuff, and you’re not, you know, catty. But you’re not a tomboy either. And you’re just—well, I don’t know. I mean, I do know, but, uh, you know. You’re real. I’ve liked you for a long...well, from jump.”

I’d been embarrassed around Isaiah an adequate number of times, but I’d never felt out-and-out shy with him. Not until now. I was sure I was blushing.

Isaiah may’ve been reddening too, but his keenly cinnamon-ish complexion made it hard to tell. “So, um,” he stumbled, clearing his throat again, “do you like me?”

Oh, I thought he was so cute, sitting there. Suddenly, the idea that the mischievous, once-upon-a-time Braces Boy could be this nervous while divulging something to an itty-bitty chick struck me as hilarious. I had to contain my amusement, as I didn’t want him to think I was laughing at him. It would be hard to imagine life at that point without Isaiah around, and if I would have thought of a precise way to articulate it to him, I would have done just that. As it was, my bout of shyness was short-lived, and a smile spread over my face while I slowly replied, “Well...you’re all right.”

Isaiah delayed before smiling back, skeptically. “I’m all right? I just spilled out everything I got to you, woman. Is that a yes or a no?”

No one had ever called me “woman” before. In personal view of my present circumstances, I thought the designation was most appropriate. I kept on smiling, not answering.

“What, you got a boyfriend at your school now or something?” Isaiah asked, yet looking skeptical. “Is that it?”

“Hey,” I all but interrupted him, shaking my head. “You know I wouldn’t.”

That was enough to make his skepticism dissolve. I heard him let a breath go, one that I wouldn’t have known he was holding. He seemed eager to say something else, but Sara returned to the game room then, and so Isaiah got up from his seat, telling us he’d see us later.

Nothing too out of the ordinary occurred between me and Isaiah for the rest of the winter. Then came a Saturday when he stayed over at my house after Earl had left. Our church no longer gave us Sunday school assignments to work on at home, but our custom of pulling out our Bibles for a while on Saturdays had continued. We’d done that this afternoon, and Earl was now out at the mall while Isaiah and I were on the rec room couch, playing video games. We were right in the middle of one game’s thrilling car chase when Isaiah put the chase on pause, setting down his game controller and turning to me to blurt, “Bitty, I want—can we kiss?”

My hands tightened around my own controller, which had quickly become slippery in my grip. “What?”

“Can I kiss you? I want to.”

“What for?” I automatically asked, then felt like a little kid for doing so.

“Because,” Isaiah replied, looking off kilter but determined to go on, since he’d already plunged in. “You’re so pretty. And I’m not the only guy who thinks so. But I don’t just think you’ve got nice boobs, or whatever. I mean, you do, but that’s not—”

I cut Isaiah off with a gasp. “What do you mean? Don’t talk about that.”

Isaiah shook his head. “Sorry. I don’t mean it in a nasty way. I figure maybe some guys have tried to talk to you by now, but I don’t think you’re pretty just because of—’cause I know guys look and think, ‘Wow, she’s got...’ But for real, you’re the prettiest girl around here.”

“Around here?” I repeated, my gaze briefly circling around the rec room.

Isaiah gave an unsteady laugh. “I’m trying not to say something corny, like ‘the prettiest girl in the world,’ even though you might be. You have the best hands, the best nose, definitely the best hair. Just, everything.”

I was thoroughly flattered, but not without feeling a measure of shock. Isaiah paid attention to my nose and hands? How long had he been looking at me like that? “My—my mom and dad are home,” I haltingly pointed out.

“Well, yeah,” Isaiah responded with a single nod. “I don’t know, Bit, I probably wouldn’t ask you to, if they weren’t here. But can we kiss? Please?” he requested another time.

I thought about it, my shock managing to subside enough for me to calmly answer, “No, no.”

“No?” Isaiah’s brow creased. “Why not?”

“Because.” I put down my game controller. “You’ll probably want to do it again tomorrow, or the next day. Or whenever.” I stopped, but then decided to go ahead and say, since I didn’t know how else to put it, “I can’t kiss all the time.”

I was surprised when Isaiah’s face was overtaken with an understanding grin. “We don’t have to, if you don’t want to.”

Although I was encouraged by that, I still grappled for my last shred of insecurity, whispering, “I don’t know how.”

Isaiah’s grin softened, and he moved closer to me on the couch. I reached up to hastily run the back of one finger along the edge of my mouth, making sure my lips weren’t wet. Or were they supposed to be wet? Maybe. I moistened them a tad but unintentionally left the bottom one partly sucked in, and Isaiah was leaning toward me, but he paused once his eyes dropped to my mouth. He brought a thumb up to my chin, giving it a light tug, and my lip came back out.

“Oh,” I mumbled with a self-conscious chortle, sensing Isaiah’s amusement as I closed my eyes. Having next to no knowledge about what I was doing, I basically expected the kiss to be over as soon as it began, but it wasn’t. I hadn’t expected that Isaiah’s thirteen-year-old lips might actually feel good on my twelve-year-old ones from the start, but they did. I hadn’t considered what it would be like to smell him so up close, to inhale his natural boy scent, but I liked it.

My insides were melting into warm honey. Isaiah hadn’t wanted to say anything corny, and I in turn didn’t want to think anything corny, to think that this was “the sweetest moment in the world” or anything, even though it might have been. My eyelids drifted open before I pulled my lips from Isaiah’s, and I was pleased to hear the gentle, distinctive smack that followed. It even sounded like a kiss. Isaiah’s eyes opened as well, but he didn’t back his face totally away from mine yet.

“Sepia” was a newer word for me, at the time. I judged right then that that was the hue to describe the beautiful brown of Isaiah’s eyes.

I had the strong, unplanned urge to tell him that I loved him, but I held the admission back. It would most likely be corny too, and perhaps premature, even if it might have been true. I fleetingly wondered what my dad would think, if he’d been present in my juvenile head to hear what was going on in there, but I asked myself just as fast, why couldn’t I love Isaiah? The Bible wouldn’t command us to love if it was impossible for some of us, would it? Of course, that had to be a different kind of love, the commandment to love your neighbor as yourself. I wasn’t sure which type of love it was that I felt the need to express. Would it simply be better not to say anything?

“You’re my girl, for real,” Isaiah told me then. “In case you didn’t know.”

Here, now, was paradise, right in my family’s rec room.

I still wouldn’t be able to kiss all the time, though. It would be too much.

And, as it turned out, I wouldn’t have to worry about it.

I was reading in my room one day during spring break, and I heard Earl’s and Isaiah’s voices entering the driveway outside, coming back from wherever they’d gone that morning. I tossed my book aside and bounded up from my bed, all enthusiasm, but I paused on my way to the door, taken off guard by the sound of Isaiah yelling. I was unable to make out his heated words, but, feeling alarmed, I dawdled inside until after the yelling had stopped. I got out there in time to see Isaiah taking swift leave of our driveway on his bike, and a clearly troubled Earl was standing there, watching his friend disappear down the street.

“Early, what happened?” I wanted to know, thinking that the boys had had a dispute.

Earl turned to look at me, glumly shaking his head. “His parents. They’re separating. His dad is moving out of the house.” Earl’s gaze drifted back to the empty street. “He’s taking Isaiah with him.”

“Oh.” I froze. “Oh, no.” I was immediately disturbed by that disclosure, even while I didn’t know what it would mean.

Notwithstanding the fact that the move didn’t require Isaiah to switch schools, he was soon living too far away to make his frequent visits to our home. With this new, abnormal quality of absence, no one had to mention aloud that something was missing at the Tysons’ for us to feel it. Isaiah seemed to have less to say at school, and he started hanging out places less in the afternoons, Earl reported to me. My parents were still committed to picking Isaiah up on Sundays, and Sundays accordingly became the only days that I got to see him. Church, Sunday dinner out at a restaurant or at our house, and then Isaiah would be gone again, driven back to his dad’s before evening.

I didn’t think that it was okay when I told Isaiah it was okay, as he was getting ready to leave our house after one Sunday’s soup and sandwiches. “We still get to see you,” I said, little conviction in my voice. “You still get to see us.”

My dad was heading out of the front door with his car keys, and Isaiah put an arm around my shoulders. “It’s not the same though, Bitty.” He was almost scowling. An unwelcome tear snuck out of his eye, and he impatiently swiped it off with the back of one hand. Giving my shoulders a doleful squeeze, Isaiah let go of me, shaking his head on his way to the front door, mumbling, “It’s not the same.”
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​Lorraine: Chapter Four
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“It’s okay,” I told myself after Earl had let me know that Isaiah would be away all summer, out of state. His dad wanted to visit his side of the family, and he was taking his son along with him. So I wouldn’t get to see Isaiah at all during vacation. “It’s okay.” It was only one summer, and then Isaiah and I would finally be going to the same school again.

Middle school did, however, turn out to be different from elementary school. The various wings of this new building felt too big at first, like they would up and eat me, somehow. Finding my way around the campus itself was one thing, but learning to navigate my way with these new people to see where I fit was another. I didn’t have anything like wall ball to get me into circles I didn’t really belong in, and encroaching in on other people’s circles seemed less safe, here. I had Sara, and our own little circle of seventh grade girls was beginning to form, but despite my relief and degree of delight over this, I was growing discouraged. It took about two weeks for me to even contemplate facing the fact that I wasn’t going to see as much of Isaiah here as I thought I would.

I couldn’t figure out why. Even if it wasn’t my place to go toddling after him, he could come seek me out, if he wanted me. Wasn’t he that guy Isaiah, well-liked, who could do what he wanted?

I got a glimpse of him during break one day, sitting casually, impassively, in a circle of loud eighth graders I dared not approach, and I couldn’t help noticing that, wherever Earl was, he and Isaiah weren’t hanging around in the same circle. I put up the argument to myself that seeing Isaiah one day for one second during one break didn’t necessarily mean anything, but I decided to ask Earl at home that evening, just to be sure, “You and Isaiah still hang out at school, don’t you?”

Earl was sprawled out over his bed. He didn’t look up from the book he was reading. “Nobody ‘hangs out’ at school. School is school.”

“Come on, Earl, you know what I mean.”

My virtual twin still didn’t look up as he shrugged a shoulder, giving a sigh. “Things are bigger than your—than anybody’s one little bubble. Stuff changes. He hangs around folks, and I hang around other folks.”

What kind of an answer was that? I didn’t bother asking anymore questions, already generally upset by the fact that after a whole summer of our Sunday routine being disrupted, Isaiah hadn’t started coming to church with us again when he got back from his trip. Earl wouldn’t say too much about it, but I knew that there wasn’t unwillingness on my parents’ part that had brought this change about.

I expected that, much like it occurred on television shows, the first upcoming dance of the school year would be big news around the halls on campus, but I heard nothing about the event until I happened to see a flyer announcing it, posted up on a bulletin board that, apparently, nobody looked at. Sara and my circle became curious about it when I mentioned it; no one seemed to have much information on it. More flyers started appearing on school walls and doors, and I was looking at one of them as I exited through the school entrance at the end of one day, on my way out to the school buses, when, in the crowd of other students leaving the building, I bumped into Isaiah.

He only looked at me for a second, his expression unreadable, and then his eyes lit up in a surprised way. “Hey, Bitty Tyson!”

Why was he greeting me like some long lost person? I tried not to feel weird. “Hey!” I replied, a nervous but authentically glad smile finding its way to my mouth. “Sorry, I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“That’s all right.”

We moved on outside with the rest of the crowd, and I indicated the flyer behind us with my head. “You heard about that?”

Isaiah briefly glanced back at the flyer. “Oh, sure.”

He made no further comment, so I asked, a bit awkwardly, “You...think you’ll go?”

“Nah. Probably not.” Isaiah shook his head. “I stopped by a couple of them last year. I don’t know if it’s the same at all middle schools everywhere or if it’s only ours, but those things are, I don’t know, kinda weak. Afterschool get-togethers with most people just standing around, drinking soda.”

I felt my shoulders drop. “Oh.” The melody of “Sweet Lorraine” had begun playing somewhere in the back of my mind, accompanied by the remembrance of muffled ripples of laughter and ebullient flashes of metal. I tried to tune it all out, and failing to do so, I could hardly help coming out with, to an Isaiah who’d grown silent, “I never see you anymore.”

Isaiah’s dark eyebrows shifted closer together. He stared at me.

“How come you haven’t been coming with us on Sundays?” I pressed him, hoping the urgency I felt wasn’t making me sound desperate.

Seconds passed while Isaiah’s gaze roamed through the groups of students boarding buses. “I haven’t felt up to it, lately,” he answered, looking back to me. When I offered no remark for that, he lowered his voice. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back eventually.”

Eventually? I was feeling some disbelief as a welling emotion, that I did indeed hope was not desperation, was insisting upon its presence in me. Isaiah had fallen silent again. Was he really going to make me say it?

“But...” I stopped before continuing, wishing to ensure that I had as much of a handle on my voice as possible, even if that much wasn’t much. My head vaguely shook of its own accord. “But, you said...”

Isaiah stood there, staring. But his look wasn’t blank. One memory was touching him right as it was touching me, I knew. He bit one side of his full bottom lip, the essence of nostalgia in the minor slanting of his head and in his tone when he quietly conceded, “Yeah.” His eyes, though clearly regretful, did not attempt to shrink back from mine. “I know I did.”

That was all. Just like that. I could only stand there.

I felt a tug on my backpack then, and I was startled to find Earl now standing at my elbow. “We’ll miss our bus, Raindrop.” He and Isaiah exchanged a sociable “Hey” of acknowledgment before Earl drew me away and Isaiah walked off to head to his own bus.

That afternoon, my mom found me sitting at the kitchen table, facedown, with my arms loosely folded over a math assignment.

I was crying.

No, I didn’t see as much of Isaiah that year as I’d thought I would. The following year, he moved on to high school, and I heard scarcely a thing about him, only seeing him when I went with my parents to some of Earl’s freshman basketball games and track meets, as he and Isaiah were teammates.

If it was possible for Isaiah to become even better-looking over a year, he managed to do so. When I entered high school, I knew I wasn’t invisible as a freshman girl, greatly due to the long locks of hair I was still serious about keeping in good order with irons and curlers and conditioners, oftentimes wearing my hair in soft waves but now and again parting it in the center and letting it hang, uncurled with no waves, straight down to the middle of my back: simplicity with a striking effect. I received a good amount of compliments on it from guys, along with words of praise here and there about some of my other physical attributes, one crude remark, obviously aimed at my passing posterior, nearly earning the audacious male issuer a slap in the mouth, but ever-faithful Sara was there to catch my hand as it flew into the air.
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