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Together Again


I longed to put my arms around Lenny, but I didn’t. How could I when he had been the one to break up with me?


Our hands made contact, and he clasped mine in his. I looked at him and he smiled. “It’s so nice here with you, Linda. I guess I forgot how much I liked being with you.”


I felt a stab of pain, remembering how many other girls he had chosen to be with this summer instead of me. “What about Nancy and Toni and Chrissy…?” I couldn’t help asking, even though I knew it would ruin the mood.


He put his arm around me. “Forget them. None of them meant anything to me. I had to go out with other girls to find out if what we had was really special.”


I wanted to let myself melt up against him, but part of me held back. “And what did you find out?”


He sighed. “That there’s no one like you for me, Linda. No one. All those girls could be lumped together in one meaningless blob for all the difference they make. We’re meant to be together, and that’s all there is to it.”


My defenses crumpled. “I want to be with you, too,” I whispered, “but…”


“No buts,” he said, bringing his face close to mine. And then he was kissing me, and I was kissing him back.
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To Shelton,


who got everything started




Crazy in Love





Chapter One






What do you say when you write a letter to the boy who used to be your boyfriend? To the boy you were going with off and on for almost an entire year and thought you were madly in love with? To the boy who dumped you before you went away to the country for the summer? In my mind, I still kept hearing the words he had said to me:


“I want you to believe, Linda, that no matter how difficult it is for the two of us, it’s better we’re away from each other for the summer. You can get to know some boys in the country, and I’ll be able to do my thing here at home. When we meet again in September, we’ll both have grown. Maybe we’ll be ready to start a relationship again, or maybe we’ll have drifted apart. But whatever happens, it’ll be for the best. Do you agree?”


Did I agree? A stab of pain went through me just thinking about it. Lenny Lipoff was the one I wanted, and I wanted him now. I knew perfectly well what the “thing” was that he wanted to do at home in New York City while I was away. He wanted to go out with other girls and find out what he had been missing during the time he had been going with me. The idea made me burn with jealousy.


But there was nothing I could do about the situation. I realized, painful as it was, that I was going to have to go through the summer without Lenny. I had no choice but to accept it. Accept it and wait and hope for the future.


“I agree,” I somehow managed to say.


“Good,” he said, grinning his mischievous grin that made my heart race. Lenny was more cute than handsome. He was tall and thin, with big brown eyes and brown hair that curled around an adorable, innocent-looking baby face. But Lenny was far from innocent. He was the prime wise guy, joker, and mischief maker in our neighborhood. If trouble was to be found, the chances were that Lenny had something to do with it. Lenny had a scar on the right side of his face that he liked to claim he received in a knife-fight. He was only kidding about that, but the truth remained that Lenny was entirely capable of getting someone mad enough to want to stab him.


Including me. Our relationship had been filled with stormy fights, breakups, and makeups. But Lenny had another side to him as well, a side he usually kept hidden. Lenny could be sweet and sensitive and feeling. He had more depth than I had found in any other boy. Sometimes Lenny could make me see things about myself that no one else could. When he talked, I could listen to his powerful, mesmerizing voice for hours.


I don’t know what it was that attracted me to Lenny more—his wild and crazy side or his deep and sensitive one. I only know that I had fallen so deeply in love with him that he had become the center of my world. And then, right before the summer, he had broken up with me and started hanging around with a new group of boys and girls. He began throwing parties and seemed to be having the time of his life. It was as if I had never mattered to him.


Right before I left for the country, I had found out this wasn’t the case. Lenny admitted to me that he really did care about me. But he also felt we were too young for the kind of relationship we had been having. I was just fifteen; he was turning seventeen. This was the time of our lives when we should be free, having fun, getting to know other people and ourselves. He didn’t want to wind up too serious, getting married someday, and then regretting it. We were better off parting now and waiting to see how things would work out when we met again in September.


“Well, since we’re parting as friends, will you write to me and let me know how you’re doing?” Lenny had asked, once I voiced my agreement.


“Okay; that is, if you’ll write back.”


“Sure I will,” he had promised. “But you write first. So, I’ll see you in September. Have a great summer, Linda.”


Then he had bent over and kissed me on my lips. It was just a light kiss, but it was still enough to set my heart hammering. Lenny always affected me that way. It was almost as if there were a strange force drawing me to him, a force too powerful for me to resist.


So now I found myself away in the country, a place where I didn’t really want to be. My mother, who worked part-time in a school, was off for the summer, and my father wanted someplace to come to on weekends and for his vacation, so they had rented a summer cottage in the Catskill mountains, in a place called Eden Gardens. If you asked me, it sounded like a cemetery. My social life there was sure to be absolute death.


But nobody bothered to ask me. My parents claimed that the cottage would give our family a chance to “get out of the city and breathe some good, clean country air.” It would give my brothers, Ira and Joey, who are eleven years old and twin pain-in-the-necks, a chance to go to day camp. It would give me a job as a CIT, or counselor-in-training, and a chance to “get good experience, make some money, and meet other nice young people.”


Those were the excuses my parents gave me when they were trying to sell me on the idea of going away to the country for the summer. I knew perfectly well that the main reason they wanted me out of the city was to get me away from Lenny.


My parents had been against my relationship with Lenny from the start. They didn’t like him because he had a fresh mouth and had trouble with his parents, who were separated, and with school. They never got to know Lenny well enough to find out his good points.


But I did. That’s why I sat here now, on the porch of my cottage, struggling to come up with the perfect letter to Lenny. I didn’t want to sound as if I cared too much or missed him like crazy, but I didn’t want to come off as totally disinterested either. I decided to start with the humorous approach:


To my Dear, Sweet, Lovable, and Cruel, Ex-boyfriend Lenny,


You might be happy (then again you might not) to know I arrived at the country without our vehicle’s crashing into such obstacles as trees, people, stray cats, railroad trains, or other vehicles. However, there is a chance that my sorrowful life will be snuffed out while trudging through the wilderness here en route to the post office to mail this letter. In case of such an occurrence, I hope you will mourn me for at least one day before throwing another party.


I read this beginning over and decided I liked it. It had a nice, devil-may-care ring to it, with just enough of a sense of the tragic to make Lenny feel a bit guilty for his treatment of me. And then there was the dig about his throwing a party, a reference to the one he had had the night before I left for the country, the one to which he didn’t invite me. Having said this, I decided to write something that sounded both sensible and mature.


Actually, I’m really glad we broke up when we did. Now we can meet new people and have fun without feeling guilty or sneaky. We can find out if we really like each other. In September, we can see how things stand with us. We can decide then if we want a relationship as boyfriend and girlfriend, as good friends, or as mere casual acquaintances, nodding hello when passing on the street, all traces of our past feelings gone forever. I hope that no matter what happens, we’ll never become enemies.


After adding this flowering-sounding stuff, I concluded by telling him how beautiful and peaceful the country was, and how there seemed to be quite a few interesting teenagers staying in our group of cottages. I was looking forward to getting to know them and having a great summer.


This description of the country was stretching the truth a bit. Oh, the country was beautiful all right, and peaceful. From my spot on the porch I could see a stretch of the Catskills outlined against the sky and hear birds singing in the mighty oak trees that shaded the cottage. Off to one side was an apple orchard, its trees heavy with ripening fruit. Behind the cottage was a playground, where some of the younger children were swinging and sliding, and a field where my brothers were already tossing a ball back and forth to my father. From inside the cottage, which had two bedrooms and a kitchen that also had a bed, drifted the smells of the grilled cheese sandwiches my mother had made for lunch.


The problem was with the “interesting teenagers” I had written about. Except for one boy, Pat, who lived in the cottage next door, I had met none of them. And Pat was only fourteen, a senior camper, too young to even be a CIT, much less of romantic interest to me.


Pat was interesting, however. He came from France and was spending the summer with his cousins, whose family had rented the cottage. He had been in America before and spoke good English.


As I was thinking of Pat, he made an appearance in front of my door. “Hi, Linda,” he said in his cute, slightly accented voice. “What are you doing?”


“Finishing a letter.” I licked the envelope and sealed it quickly. “I was planning to mail it at the post office. Do you know where it is?”


“In town, right next to the general store.” He smiled impishly. “I’ll walk you if you want.”


I was going to tell him not to bother, but then thought better of it. Pat was young, but he was a boy and a pretty cute one at that. None of the other kids in the area had come around to try to make me feel welcome. I might as well talk to Pat. “Okay, why not?” I shrugged.


I told my father that I was leaving, and Pat and I walked down the road that separated our group of cottages from the main section on the other side. As we walked, Pat filled me in on what he knew about Eden Gardens.


“That’s the recreation center up the hill to the right,” he pointed out. “We’ll be meeting there at nine o’clock Monday morning for the start of camp. The center has a snack bar, too, so most of the teenagers also hang out there at night.”


“Oh? Have you been hanging around with them?”


“No,” Pat admitted. “I only got here three days before you did, but no one even bothered to come say hello. I was told there are two boys who are CIT’s, five CIT girls, including you, and four girls and two boys in the senior group with me. They’ve all been coming to Eden Gardens a long time and know each other. The new people who come usually wind up in the area known as the ‘annex’—the cottages on our side of the road. From what I hear, the rest of the place regards us as outcasts.”


“Great,” I said sarcastically. “Not only do my parents drag me off to the country against my will, but I’m already considered socially inferior before anyone meets me.”


“Not by me,” Pat surprised me by saying. “I always admired older women!” He flashed me a sensual look.


I didn’t know how to take this. “Oh, so at the ripe old age of fifteen, I’m already considered an older woman!”


He laughed. “No, you don’t understand; it’s a compliment. In France, women are considered to grow even more beautiful as they mature. They have worldliness and become skilled in the ways of love, if you know what I mean.” He winked at me.


He looked so cute I couldn’t help laughing. “I know what you mean. But I’m sorry to disappoint you. The only skill I’ve acquired in the ways of love is the experience I had this year with my boyfriend, Lenny. And I couldn’t have been too successful in that department, because he broke up with me before I left for the country. He wants to be free to date other girls.”


“Well, he should be able to do that. But that’s no reason to give you up. In France, we have our own special girlfriend, but see others as well. Why limit yourself to just one flower when you can gather a whole bouquet? And you, you can do it as well as he can.”


“I know.” I sighed. “But I really don’t want to. I guess it would be better if I could take relationships lightly, but I can’t. As long as I’m in love with Lenny, I don’t even have any desire for anyone else.”


“No? That’s too bad.” Pat shook his head in a gesture of sadness. “But still, I don’t give up. Keep—how you say it—an open mind, Linda. You never can tell what this summer has in store for you!”





Chapter Two






Despite Pat’s words of encouragement, Eden Gardens was pretty much the way I feared it would be. I didn’t meet the other counselors until camp started. When I did, they were far from friendly.


I guess the girls weren’t happy about having another female around to compete for the attention of the two CIT boys, Roger and Evan, because all I got from them was an icy “Hello.” As for the boys, once they found I wasn’t about to play up to them and mush all over them the way the other girls did, they didn’t pay me much attention, either.


The group I was assigned to was called the Tumbleweeds. There were over twenty little kids, ages five to seven, under the direction of Tess, the senior counselor. Tess was a teacher during the school year, so she knew what she was doing. By watching and listening to her, I found I could learn a lot about dealing with kids.


Roger was also a CIT for the Tumbleweeds, and it didn’t take long to discover that he was a complete lamebrain. He messed up even simple stuff like art projects that merely required helping kids glue seashells onto cigar boxes. Somehow, all those kids helped by Roger wound up with their boxes glued completely shut. Roger couldn’t keep scores right when the kids played kickball; he spilled the juice at snacktime; and he ate so many cookies, there weren’t enough left for the kids.


Once Tess discovered what a jerk Roger was, she began giving him less and less to do, and she gave me more and more. I wound up having to do most of Roger’s job as well as my own.


I didn’t really mind that so much. I never liked to sit around doing nothing; I preferred to keep busy. It made the days go by faster and brought me closer to the time I could be with Lenny again.


Not that I had any guarantee that Lenny and I would wind up back together. He had made no promises to me before I left. I knew he would be going out with other girls while I was away, and it was always possible he would fall for one of them. Each day, I waited anxiously for a letter from the city so I could find out what was going on. I had written to my closest friends, Fran Zaro, Roz Buttons, and Donna Fiori, the day after I had written to Lenny. I was bound to hear from one of them soon.


Each day, when camp let out at five o’clock, I rushed to the rec hall, where the mailboxes were located. Each day I found nothing. I struggled not to show my disappointment. To be stuck in the country and cut off from everything going on in the city was pure torture for me. Why was the mail so darn slow?


Finally, on Friday, there were two letters sitting in my box. The one on top was from Fran—I could tell her messy handwriting anywhere. Slowly, I slid it off the bottom letter so I could see the return address. Was it? It was from Lenny! Joyfully, I rushed from the rec hall, looking for a secluded place to read my mail without being disturbed.


I found it in the apple orchard near my cottage. There was a big old tree with thick branches that hung low enough for me to grab. I hoisted myself up and settled in a comfortable nook created by two large branches that came together against the trunk. Anxiously, I ripped open the letter from Lenny first.


His letter wasn’t very long, and it wasn’t very satisfying. He started out by parroting the opening I had written to him:


To my Dear, Sweet, and Lovable, but not too Cruel Ex-girlfriend Linda.


He told me he was glad I had arrived at the country safe and sound, and he hoped I would like it there. Then he began to tell me what a great time he was having in the city.


It seemed that summer vacation was drawing kids from other neighborhoods to our crowd’s hangout—a wall that overlooked the baseball field of the park. There was always someone new showing up, always something interesting happening. Of course, summer school and his part-time job at a drugstore were far from exciting, but he and his friends more than made up for it at night when they hung around the wall or the poolroom, or organized a card game. Sometimes they had so much fun they would stay out all night. Not only that, he had dates with three different girls coming up. He hoped I was having as much fun this summer as he was.


When I finished reading, I sat there staring at the letter. My first reaction was one of anger. The nerve of Lenny to write me a letter like that! The nerve of him to tell me what a great time he was having in the city without me! The nerve of him to rub it in that he was going out with three girls in one week! How could he?


I took some deep breaths and finally began to calm down. After all, I had asked Lenny to tell me all about what he was doing in the city, and he had done exactly that. I would rather know the truth, painful as it was. Then at least I could make up my mind how to deal with it.


And, when I thought about it, Lenny was reacting just the way I would expect him to act. During the year we had been going together, one of the biggest problems we had to deal with was that Lenny felt torn between me and his friends. Some of Lenny’s friends didn’t have girlfriends. Those that did weren’t as involved as we were, and they always teased Lenny about spending too much time with me. So I guess it was natural for him to be running around with his friends as much as possible now that he was free.


It was probably natural for him to want to go out with a lot of different girls, too. Lenny had told me that the worst thing about going steady was that we would wind up wondering what we had missed by not finding out what other people were like to date. So here he was, making sure he found out.


Actually, this wasn’t so different from the way Lenny had acted the other times he had broken up with me. He would always start by going out of his way to prove he could have a good time. He would act wild and crazy and happy and carefree, as if he were glad to be rid of the burden that was me.


And then he would burn out. As soon as I would start making a life for myself, he would realize that it was me he wanted after all, then tell me he was sorry for the hurt he had caused me, and ask me to be his girlfriend again. And each time I would take him back, so happy to have him that I would forgive him anything.


But three girls in one week! As I thought about it I felt hot anger beginning to take control of me again, but I shook it off. I couldn’t do anything about the situation, and besides, I still had Fran’s letter to read. Maybe she had some information that Lenny hadn’t given me.


I opened Fran’s letter and couldn’t believe what I saw. She had typed the whole thing on a long sheet of pink two-ply toilet paper!


I had to laugh. That Fran was such a nut! Short, with wild frizzy black hair and a sprinkling of freckles, Fran could be actually pretty when she took off the thick glasses that hid her long-lashed violet eyes. Fran had been going with her boyfriend, Danny Kopler, who had at one time lived in my apartment building, for about one and a half years Recently, they had had problems in their relationship, too, mostly because Fran wanted to go out with other boys, and Danny was not happy about this. The fact that Danny’s parents had moved away from our neighborhood in Washington Heights and out to Queens had put more stress on their relationship. And now Danny, who was a mathematical genius, would be going away to college in Massachusetts. Fran was torn between letting go of him so she could have her freedom and holding on to him because she thought she still cared.


Fran’s letter reflected her mixed-up state of mind:


Dear Linda,


If you think you’re lonely up in the country, you should see what it’s like in the city for me! I’m surrounded by people who don’t understand me. My parents are hopeless, but what’s worse is what’s happening with Dan. He doesn’t want me to date anyone else, ever, but just sit in the house all day with him. On top of that, he makes nasty remarks about every boy who shows me the slightest attention. When I tell him it’s ridiculous not to date anyone else, he throws a fit. It’s awful! He seems to like me more than I want or deserve to be liked.


I don’t want to see Dan unhappy, but I do want to live my own life and not be tied down years before I’m ready to find a person to marry. I feel like I’m going insane. What do you think I should do about Dan?


What did I think she should do about Dan? What a question! I would love to be in Fran’s situation right now. I would like nothing better than to have Lenny want me so much that he didn’t want me to go out with other boys. There was no one I wanted to date, anyhow. If I were Fran, I would just love Danny back and be happy doing it!


Fran went on to tell me about some of the boys she had managed to flirt with when Danny wasn’t around. Then she finally got to the subject of Lenny:


I saw Lenny the other day when his friend, Joel Fudd, invited me to join a bunch of kids that were going up to his house. Lenny acted like a real hotshot, dancing with one girl after another, especially Nancy, who is very cute. When he danced with me, he mentioned he was taking Nancy out this weekend, and also Toni, and Chrissy. I’ll try to get to know the girls better and find out what they think of him, but what’s really important is: What do you think of him now? Do you still like him? Don’t waste your time; he’s only interested in having fun and doesn’t care whom he hurts. Forget the memories and see him as he really is.


Fran’s words really hit home. The picture of Lenny, dancing and flirting with these new girls, taking them out on dates, and making out with them was more than I could bear. And all this while I was rotting here in the country with nothing to do after camp but read and eat and hang around with kids who were all younger than I was. What a disgusting situation!


I wrote back to Fran that I wasn’t sure how I felt about Lenny at this point, and that she should listen to her heart in deciding what to do about Danny. I wrote Lenny a long, philosophizing letter about how it was great to be having fun, but he should think about where it was all going to lead him.


And I made up my mind that I would have to stop avoiding the other CITs after camp and start developing some sort of social life. I knew the CITs, along with some of the senior boys and girls, were planning a trip this week into the town of Monticello to see a movie. I had said I wasn’t interested in going, but now I would have to find some excuse and tell them I had changed my mind.


Lenny was obviously spending little time thinking of me back in the city. There was no way I was going to continue wasting my summer pining away over him.


*   *   *


I could see right away that this trip to the movies was not the solution to my social problems. It was the perfect illustration of the fact that it’s possible to be lonelier in the middle of a crowd of people than it is by yourself.


Pat was supposed to have come with us, but at the last minute he had to babysit for his little cousins and couldn’t go. So there was nobody in the group of seven girls and three boys I felt comfortable with.


I was the last girl to board the bus. All the others were paired off two to a seat, so I sat down by myself. Since there were three boys and the seats only held two people, Roger sat down next to me.


This earned me jealous stares from the other girls and remarks such as, “Don’t you have enough of Roger all day long, Linda? Do you have to hog him at night, too?”


I was about to mention that I had more than enough of Roger during the day, and anyone who wanted to sit next to his creepy, lamebrained body was more than welcome to it, but I thought better of it. This way, I could write to Lenny that I went to the movies with Roger and only be stretching the truth a little.


“Very funny,” was all I said. Roger blushed and immediately turned to talk to the boys in the row behind us about such exciting matters as the latest batting statistics of the New York Yankees. The other girls began whispering among themselves and giggling. I was sure they were talking about Roger and the other boys, so I had no interest in their conversation, either. I might as well have been by myself for all I had in common with this group of kids.


When we got to the movies I made sure to sit as far away from Roger as possible so as not to stir up any further animosity. After the movie was over, we had some time before our bus was due so we stopped in a store that had video games.


I never saw anything like it. The boys each went to play a game and the girls all gathered around to watch them and make flirtatious remarks. None of the girls seemed to have the slightest interest in doing anything themselves; they were interested only in those three nerdy boys.


It was disgusting to see. Although I didn’t really like video games, I decided it was preferable to play one than to stand around watching the girls watch the boys.


“I’m going down there to play a game,” I said to no one in particular, pointing to an empty machine in a corner of the room. No one even acknowledged me, so I went over, put in my money, and began to play.


Actually, it was kind of fun. The game consisted of a mock road that you had to steer your car down as quickly as possible, avoiding all the obstacles that appeared along the way. I wasn’t very good at first, but I found myself getting better. I became so engrossed in what I was doing that I didn’t notice the other kids leaving the video area. When I had finished my game, I looked around to find that everyone else had disappeared!


“Hey, where is everyone?” I called. The only response was a few stares from strangers; no one I knew was there.


I looked at my watch. It was 10:55. The bus was due at 11:00 to take us back to Eden Gardens. I had my ticket, but I had no idea where the bus terminal was. I had spent my last quarter on the video game. If I missed the bus I couldn’t even call anyone to come and get me. I’d be stranded here in Monticello, a perfectly strange town!


I felt panic overtaking me and raced outside the video store to see if I could spot the bus terminal. The street was deserted except for a few toughlooking characters hanging around the corner. There was nothing that looked like a bus terminal. A sick feeling of dread came over me. Anxiously, I returned to the video store. I would ask the clerk at the change booth. Anyone who worked in this town would have to know where the terminal was.


The clerk looked at me as if I were crazy when I asked for directions, then began to laugh. “The bus terminal? Where do you think you are anyway, kid? This is no big city with a fancy station. This is the bus terminal in this town. I sell tickets as well as supervise the video games. Go out the back door and you’ll see where the buses stop!”
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