

[image: images]




True Love At Last?


“Ooh, Louie! That tickles!” I heard Ellen giggle. “Hold my hand, don’t play with it!” My heart dropped.


So this was it. I had wanted proof of how Louie felt, and now I had it. He was obviously choosing Ellen over me. Tears burned my eyes. I tried sniffling them back, but they kept on coming.


I don’t know if Louie heard me crying or just sensed that I was upset. But at that moment his hand touched my shoulder. Then his arm went around me.


I couldn’t believe it! I quickly wiped my eyes and snuggled up to him. It was the most wonderful feeling to be so close to Louie. He must like me. He must!


Louie’s face was right up against mine. I was afraid to breathe. Was he finally going to kiss me?




Also by Linda Lewis:


Unbreak My Heart
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This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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To Joyce and Kenny—


the best to come


from me and Lenny





Chapter One






ONE THING I’VE noticed about life; it’s filled with all sorts of surprises. The littlest incident—a change of plans, a chance meeting—can start a whole chain reaction of things happening. Before you know it, your life has changed and will never be the same again.


That was just what happened the day Jan Zieglebaum and I decided to take the subway home from Huntington, the school we go to, instead of our customary bus. There, in the very car we wound up in, was sitting none other than the great Sheldon Emory. And it was that chance meeting that really started everything.


To understand the importance of all this, you have to know what is so great about Sheldon. He’s sixteen years old and absolutely gorgeous! Not only that, but I get the credit for having discovered him in the first place. It was way back when I was in sixth grade, and still having silly crushes on immature boys my own age, that I spotted Sheldon playing baseball in the park.


He was so good looking he absolutely took my breath away. I watched him running, tossing his head to flip away the thick black hair that flopped forward into his eyes. I saw him scoop up the ball and skillfully fire it to home plate in time to get the batter out, his strong muscles rippling under his T-shirt. Then I heard him yell in victory, with an adorable crackling in his voice that had already started to change.


His voice made me realize that, even though he was short, he had to be older than I was. It turned out he was three years older—too old to be interested in a girl just turning twelve. But now that my friends and I were past thirteen and official teenagers, three years didn’t seem like so much. We found the boys our own age, whom we used to like, to be too immature and babyish for us now. We were interested in older boys—boys fifteen and sixteen years old to be exact—boys like Sheldon. We figured they should be interested in us, too.


Unfortunately, Sheldon did not yet seem to be aware of this fact. Oh, he graced us with a few words now and then, or threw us a quick smile. But that was about it. Obviously, we were still just cute little girls to him instead of girlfriend material. Something had to happen sometime to change all that. And maybe that sometime was now.


“Look, Jan, there’s Sheldon!” I whispered excitedly. “And there are two empty seats next to him. Let’s go sit in them!”


“Sit? Next to Sheldon?” Jan’s brown eyes widened and seemed to fill her tiny face. “B-but then we’ll have to TALK to him. And w-what are we going to say?”


“We’ll find something,” I said with more confidence than I felt. After all, I don’t think I’d ever said more than two or three sentences at a time to Sheldon. And it had always been at times when there were other kids around. To carry on a conversation with him on the whole ride home meant thinking up twenty-two minutes’ worth of things to say. It would be pretty embarrassing to run out in the middle of the trip!


“Okay, Linda, it’s up to you,” said Jan. So she followed me through the car as I made my way toward where Sheldon was sitting.


That’s the way it always was with Jan and me. She was always looking up to me to take the lead and give her courage.


Jan was only a few months younger than I was, but she looked more like eight or nine than almost thirteen. With her big brown eyes and her brown hair cut like a pixie’s, Jan was actually cute, in a mouselike kind of way. But she was also skinny, completely flatchested, and shy, and boys never seemed to be aware that she was around.


For me, fortunately, it was different. Although I’m not much taller than Jan, my body at least has started to develop. My figure is in proportion, and my shoulder-length light brown hair is nice and thick. And while my nose that’s one size too big for my face absolutely ruins my looks, as far as I’m concerned, people tell me that my big blue eyes more than make up for it.


At any rate, I’ve at least had some limited success with boys. In sixth grade there was Jeff, but that relationship died a slow, torturous death when we wound up going to different junior high schools. Then, last year, I fell for Mark, the first older boy to pay enough attention to me to make me feel important. Not important enough, however. Over the summer, Mark met another girl when he was away in the country. He wound up going steady with her, and that was the end of our relationship.


So here it was, a new school year. Jan and I were in eighth grade, and Sheldon, who was sixteen, adorable, and had lots of cute friends as well, was prime boyfriend material. And here we were, with a perfect opportunity to get something going by talking to him on the train.


I took a deep breath and started making my way toward where Sheldon was sitting. Jan followed slowly behind me. Sheldon was engrossed in some math textbook and didn’t even notice we were there.


I stood in front of him for a second, trying to come up with some cool and clever introductory remark. Then, without warning, the A train stopped short in the station. This caused me to lurch forward and lose my balance. My books dropped to the floor, and I wound up sitting in a startled Sheldon’s lap. Jan wound up down on her knees, leaning on top of me for support.


“Hey! What’s going on here?” was Sheldon’s angry reaction.


“Sorry, Sheldon. It was the darn train,” I apologized. I pushed Jan off me and struggled to my feet. I busied myself with picking up my books and papers as fast as I could. I didn’t want him to see that my face was burning with embarrassment. And to think I had been trying to look cool!


“Well, if it isn’t Linda Berman,” Sheldon said, letting out a big laugh at my predicament. “And little Jan. What are you girls doing on this train anyhow?”


“Coming home from school—just like you!” I explained as I stuffed my papers back into my looseleaf. I brushed myself off and sat down in the seat next to him. Jan plopped down beside me, gazing at Sheldon through love-glazed eyes.


“Oh. How come I never ran into you on the train before?” Sheldon asked logically as the train started up again.


“We usually take the bus,” I explained, placing my books on my knees where I hoped they would stay put. “But we went to our club after school today. It’s at the Manhattan School for the Blind, and from there it’s easier to take the train.”


“School for the Blind? Why do you have a club there?”


I was surprised that Sheldon was interested enough in our activities to bother asking. But since he had, I took full advantage of the opportunity to keep the conversation going. I explained all about the service club at our school, Huntington, that did volunteer work at the Manhattan School helping out with the blind kids. I told him Jan and I worked with the Manhattan School’s art club, since we were both good in art.


“Art—huh?” Sheldon didn’t look too excited. “I’m not much good at art, myself.”


“Well, we can’t be good at everything,” I said. “And after all, you’re so-o-o good at sports.”


“Yeah? You think so?” Sheldon positively beamed. Then he went into this long description of how the team he and his friends played on, the Royals, would soon be taking part in the baseball finals, and how his position, shortstop, was so important.


I listened to Sheldon as if what he was saying was the most fascinating bit of information in the world. When I first started liking older boys, my father had given me a piece of advice I always tried to keep in mind. When talking to someone else, it was important to pay attention to and be interested in what they were saying. If you didn’t and just started thinking of yourself and what you were going to say next, the chances were you’d wind up all self-conscious and self-centered, and mess up the conversation anyway. It was better to just relax, listen, and be yourself.


So that’s what I tried to do with Sheldon. It must have worked. Because from talking about baseball, we went on to talk about sports that guys and girls could all do together. We decided one of the best was ice skating.


“It’s the one sport where size and strength doesn’t matter,” I told him. “Girls can skate as well as any boy.”


“I don’t know about that,” he grinned impishly, showing a full mouth of braces that, on him, actually looked cute. “I’ve only ice skated a few times, myself. But I bet after a little practice, I’d be as good as any of you girls who’ve been ice skating for years.”


“Oh yeah?” I felt my face flash angrily at that. It made me furious when boys acted so darn superior! “I’d love to take you up on that one, Sheldon. My friends and I will meet you and your friends at the skating rink any time you like. Then we’ll see who are the better skaters!”


Sheldon laughed, and I noticed his eyes were not brown, but hazel, flecked with specks of green and yellow. “I’ll accept your challenge, Linda. In fact, I just heard that the rink in Central Park is opening up soon for the season. Why don’t you get a few friends together, and so will I. We’ll show you girls that boys are just naturally better at everything!”


“I can’t wait to prove you wrong, Sheldon. It’s a deal!” I extended my hand out to him. He grabbed it, then sprang up and pulled me to my feet. “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” I demanded.


He laughed again. “I just thought you might want to get up now, Linda. This is our stop you know!”


Jan and I waited until Sheldon took off in the direction of his house. Then we grabbed each other and jumped up and down with joy. We had a date with Sheldon! It was practically too wonderful to be true! Wait until we told our friends, Roz and Fran, about this one!





Chapter Two






A LONG WITH JAN and I, Rosalie Buttons (better known as Roz) and Fran Zaro formed a group we called the Gruesome Four. Why the Gruesome Four? Well, when you’re twelve years old, feeling awkward and ugly, and are unable to get anywhere with older boys, it’s easy to start feeling gruesome. At any rate, one day last year when everything was going wrong, I came up with the name, and it stuck.


Fortunately, we don’t feel gruesome most of the time. As a matter of fact, I really don’t think we’re gruesome at all.


Roz actually is pretty, with long sand-colored hair and eyes that match. Not only that, she’s got an older sister who teaches her stuff like how to put on makeup and dress, and how to act around older boys. So Roz does pretty well for herself.


As for Fran, well, she’s kind of weird looking with her frizzy black hair, freckled face, and thick glasses. But when she takes her glasses off so you can see her violet eyes, you suddenly realize that Fran is pretty, too. Anyhow, whenever the four of us get together, you can be sure that something is bound to happen.


Roz practically flipped out when I told her the news about the date with Sheldon. Although it was I who originally discovered him, it was Roz and Jan who really fell for him in a big way. While Fran and I had been involved with Mark and his friend, Gary, Roz and Jan had invested many hours trying to get Sheldon to notice them. But Sheldon had always given the impression that we were nothing more than cute little girls. Until now that is.


On the day of the big ice-skating date, we waited with nervous anticipation for Sheldon to show up at our appointed meeting place. This was at the park wall that overlooked the baseball field—the very spot where I had discovered Sheldon in the first place.


The park was always a meeting place for kids in our neighborhood. Washington Heights, the part of New York City where we lived, was full of apartment buildings, most five and six stories high. The park was a wonderful area of grass and trees that overlooked the Hudson River, where we could forget we were in the city. But the most wonderful part of it had to be the baseball field. Because in it could always be found an assortment of wonderful boys.


“I wonder who Sheldon’s going to bring with him,” Fran said excitedly, as she climbed up to sit on the wall. “I hope they’re all cute!”


“Me, too,” I agreed. “We need some new blood around!” Ever since things burned out with Fran and me and Mark and Gary, the two of us hadn’t been able to find anyone to like, much less to like us back.


“Well, don’t look now, Linda. But if you’re counting on this date to get you acquainted with some new boys, you’re going to be sadly disappointed,” said Roz, pointing down the block.


I looked where she indicated, and my hopes fell. Because walking next to Sheldon was just one other boy.


“Norman Banner,” Fran said disappointedly. “What a waste! He hardly counts as a boy at all!”


“I know,” I said glumly. For we all knew Norman from hanging around the baseball field. Despite his glasses, he really wasn’t bad looking. But Norman had one big fault. All he ever thought about was sports. He was quiet and shy when it came to girls. Going on a date with Sheldon and Norman was like going on a date with Sheldon by himself.


We tried not to let our disappointment show. But Sheldon must have picked up on our feelings because no sooner had we sat down on the A train that was to take us downtown than he announced, “I told some of the rest of the guys about the skating today. Everyone else was too lazy to get up this early, but a few of them may show up at the rink later on.”


“A few?” Fran and I looked at each other and our spirits picked up. Maybe this day wasn’t going to be a waste after all!


When we finally got out on the ice I found myself having a hard time getting used to skating again. My ankles were wobbly so I had to stay near the railing where I had something to grab on to when I lost my balance.


Sheldon and Norman were having no such problems. In no time at all they were zooming around the rink. They were both better skaters than I had thought they would be. I was sorry to see that when it came to speed they were way ahead of us girls.


But not when it came to finesse. That’s where Roz stood out. Her parents had given her professional skating lessons and it showed. She whirled around doing all sorts of fancy spins and maneuvers. Sheldon kept watching her, and he looked very impressed with what he saw. Then he actually put aside his masculine pride and asked her to teach him to skate backwards!


“Sure! Just hang on to me!” Roz’s face positively glowed as she took hold of Sheldon’s hands and spun him around. She pushed forward while he slid backward awkwardly. Roz was definitely making progress with him.


As for me, I was making no progress at all. I struggled out to the middle of the rink where I finally began to pick up speed. I was determined to show Sheldon and Norman that I was a decent enough skater in my own right. I had just caught up to where Roz and Sheldon were skating when someone came slamming into me from behind. I felt my feet sliding out from under me and struggled wildly to regain my balance. It did no good. Thump! I landed flat on my backside in a hard, wet, and slushy portion of the ice.


“Why don’t you watch where you’re going, Linda Berman?” a voice called out nastily.


I looked up and saw a boy laughing at me as if my sitting there sprawled out on the ice was the funniest sight he’d ever seen. He was the boy who had rammed into me in the first place, and he was a boy who, unfortunately, I had seen before.


He was Lenny Lipoff, who had to have the biggest, loudest, nastiest mouth in the entire neighborhood. Lenny was the type of kid who loved to make trouble. He was wild and crazy, and you never knew what he was going to do next.


Like ramming into me in the skating rink. I just knew Lenny had done it on purpose! Now, here he was, laughing at me and making me look like a fool in front of all my friends, who had gathered around.


I felt my face flush with anger. “Why you rotten—you did that on purpose, Lenny Lipoff. I know you did!”


“Who me? How could you say that, Linda?” The look on Lenny’s face was one of pure innocence. “It was an accident—I merely lost my balance. Here, let me help you to your feet.” With exaggerated politeness, he reached out his hand to help me up.


And I was dumb enough to give him the benefit of the doubt and let him! I gave him my hand, and he pulled me up to my feet. Only, no sooner had I started to get my balance than he gave my hand a jerk and then let go. Before I knew what was happening, there I was sprawling on the ice again!


Somehow, everyone found this to be very amusing. All my friends, plus Sheldon, Norman, and Lenny, were practically rolling with laughter, while I was burning with rage. I scooped up a handful of wet slush and tossed it at Lenny. I missed and he went skating around the rink, still laughing away.
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