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To Connie Wick, my justice-seeking, speak-her-mind, leave-the-world-a-better-place, bring-it-on grandmother.

Thank you for the love and lessons.

And to Dr. Joe Wick, the king of storytellers, who after hearing the title of book one told me he’d practice twitching his cheeks one at a time. How’s that technique coming in heaven, PawPaw? Got everyone trying it yet?
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Oh, Holy-Mother-of-High-Heels-and-Dropping-Balls, what does a girl wear to a New Year’s Eve party?

Stephen and I have been dating for about eight weeks. We don’t really go anywhere. Mostly we talk on the phone, sit together at lunch and meet at the movies. I’m not supposed to drive boys and he rarely gets the car. Correction: according to my mom, who watches way too many judge shows, I’m not supposed to drive any life-forms, including amoebas, who might be endangered by my skills. Fab skills, if I do say so myself. But she sees lawsuits and cardboard boxes in her future with me behind the wheel.

Tangent: sorry.

They don’t believe me when I say the mailbox had it coming.

Back to Stephen: to hear him talk, our great-grandkids will be showing up soon. We’ve been dating eight weeks. Ish. Does that sound fast to anyone else? Seriously. That’s like two months. I don’t really know how it got to be eight weeks so fast. I mean, time flies when you’re dating. Or seeing a guy. Or hanging out. Or whatever we’re doing.

I. Have. Nothing. To. Wear. I move a pile of clothes off my bed so I can sit down and contemplate the disaster that is my closet.

Here’s the deal: he wants to go to this party, and I’m sure the guy is hoping to get me drunk and take full advantage of me. I saw that on an after-school special. Those boys are all CIA operatives when it comes to planting the flag on virgin earth.

And if he’s not planning on trying to get somewhere, I will be crushed. What’s not to love about me? I’d want to do me.

I tug on an off-the-shoulder old-school sweater. I look like my mother’s favorite throw pillow.

“Mom!” I scream out my bedroom door. I’m desperate. I need assistance.

She comes barreling up the stairs. “What? What happened? Are you bleeding?”

“No—”

She presses her hand against her heart and glances around. “I told you not to light candles in your room. The curtains caught on fire, didn’t they? Where’s the fire extinguisher I put in here?” She pushes past me into my room. “Gert, what have you done?”

Why did I call for my mom? What demon possession caused that brief and deadly miscalculation? There’s nothing I can say that will get me out of a two-hour lecture about respecting my belongings and taking care of things that children all over the world, and down the street, would, and do, kill for.

“I don’t have anything—” I stop myself. Not a good idea to be honest. Really bad idea.

“What is it?” She turns and looks at me. “I like that sweater on you. It’s very grown-up and it reminds me of something.”

Your throw pillows?

I think fast. “Um, my period started and I don’t have enough stuff—”

“I’m going to the store in a few minutes, I can pick up whatever you need.”

“Thanks.” Crisis averted.

“But, Gertie, this is no way to treat things we’ve spent good money on.” She starts picking up and folding my clothes.

“I know, Mom.” Inspiration strikes. “I’m cleaning out my closet for a fund-raiser.”

“Oh, that’s lovely. What’s the cause?” She beams at me, all expectant.

Cause? Crap. Think. Think. “Teen pregnancy.”

“Good for you. I like my girl interested in making the world a better place.”

“Yeah.” I should feel bad about lying.

“When is your young man’s father coming to pick you up? Should you nap before the party, dear?”

“I’ll be okay.”

She shuffles back down the stairs. We don’t celebrate New Year’s Eve in my family. My parents may have clinked glasses one time before 1960, but we go to bed early around here. Geriatric early. Then, religiously, they get up to watch the parade the next morning. They wake me up to see horses and flowers, and horses made out of flowers, at an ungodly hour. I’m told I love seeing it every year. That’s good to know, considering how much I love sleep.

I have no clothes. None. They are all wool, plaid, strangely middle-aged. What happened on the hangers between the store and my closet? They morphed. Sex kitten to roadkill.

Must call Adam. He’ll have an idea. Plus, he got a fun new cell phone for Christmas. Of course, I’m not speed dial one. His boyfriend Tim is. That’s wrong. Really, really wrong. As the official best friend, I should be number one. Not two. Not six. One. Someday soon we’ll have to discuss my sucky speed-dial position. Now, must put clothes on for party so Stephen can drool and forget what we’re talking about.

“Yes, Gert?” Adam sounds like he has something more important to do.

“Why are you answering the phone like a snobby British receptionist?” He’s too cute for his own good.

“Because I knew it was you. I gave you a ring tone.”

Shakira? Rihanna? I won’t ask. I’ll be cool.

“ ‘Wild Thing.’ ” Adam barely gets the words out before cackling.

There’s a loud thump. I hope the roof caved in. I am not a “Wild Thing” ring tone. I will not dignify that with a response.

He huffs back into the phone. “Sorry, I fell off the couch.”

Break much? “Sure hope you didn’t get hurt.” I don’t even fool myself.

“What’s up, Gertie?”

“I said yes to the party.”

“Good, you only live once.”

“Oh, so you’re coming to make out with your boyfriend in public?” Two can play this Hallmark movie moment.

“Nope, staying here.” He doesn’t even sound insecure about his choice.

Hypocrite. “What do I wear?” Please, I don’t want to discuss Tim’s assets again. I really don’t want to have to—

“What do you want to say?” Adam must be doing crunches while we talk. There’s grunting in the background.

“I can converse just fine—help me with clothing.”

“Your clothes. What do you want them to say?” He acts like I’m the slow one.

“I am not writing on my clothes.”

He snorts. “Gert, hello, wake up, anyone home?”

If I wasn’t so desperate, I would hang up on his homo fashionista ass and pretend I’m starting a new fashion trend with whatever I pull out. Queer Eye need not apply. “My clothes must make a statement?”

“Yeah. Sexy? Party girl? Crazed sociopath? Cute? ‘Do me’?”

“No sex tonight.” Even the thought of sex with Stephen starts me shaking. I’ve seen the guy handle a stick shift; he’s not a soft and gentle lover. I read that tip in Cosmo.

“Cute?”

I consider. “Cute is fine.”

“Brows tweezed?”

“Yes, and I found out about this great new thing called deodorant. I thought maybe I’d try that, too.”

“No need to get bitchy. Just trying to get your back.”

“Cute. Yes. Fine.” How hard does this have to be? Clothing. Put on. Go. Voilà!

“Pay attention. You might want to write this down.”

“I think I can manage.” He knows me too well. I have pen in hand with a stick-figure diagram, who looks nothing like me, drawn on a pink Post-it.

“The dark denim, the tank from the lime green sweater set and your black velvet bolero jacket. Bangles. Go big on the jewelry, and flashy.”

Not what I would have chosen in a million years.

“Oh, and the strappy heels you wore to homecoming.”

“With jeans?” Am I channeling mid-eighties Madonna?

“Trust me.”

Hmm … “Perhaps.” Need I point out I couldn’t dress myself? Obviously, I trust him.

“Go dark and smoky on the eyes. Gloss on lips.”

Who am I—New Year’s Eve Barbie? “Yes, makeup maven. Anything else, maven?”

“What are you doing with your hair?”

Shaving it? “Kate Beckinsale in her last movie.”

“Chase scene or the party scene?”

As if there’s a choice. “Party.”

“Works. Tim’s here. I’ve got to go play host.” Adam doesn’t even try to make me feel as important as his boy toy.

“Your parents okay with this?” I’m dubious at best. They’re into coldly ignoring Adam’s gayness unless his mother decides to randomly slap him.

“They’re at the casino for an all-night bash.”

“They know Tim’s coming over?”

“Do I seem stupid to you?”

“Just asking.”

“I promised I wouldn’t have a party or drink and drive,” he says.

I understand. “And one person over doesn’t constitute a party. Gotcha.” Dealing with parentals requires omission. Don’t ask, don’t tell. Be honest, but only up to a point. Survival of the fittest.

“Right.”

I have seen less and less of Adam since Tim became numero uno. “Thanks.” I try very hard not to be jealous. Rarely do I succeed.

“Call me tomorrow.”

“Sure.” Maybe. Must ready self for sociality. I didn’t even ask Stephen where the party is. Maybe I should have. Maybe Stephen’s parents are at the casino and he defines “party” more intimately than I do.

I wonder what Lucas is doing tonight? Lucas is Tim’s twin brother and the most deliciousness boy in the world. I drool at the sound of his name. Like Pavlov’s bell with pecs and amazing shoulders.

Clothes on. Made up. Where’s Sephora when you need its specialists?

Hair is so not Kate Beckinsale party scene. More like hostage on the twelfth day.

“Gert, Stephen is here,” Mom yells up the stairs.

I spray on a last bit of hold-till-the-end-of-the-world hair spray. Tug. Tuck. Pinch. Heels. Must walk in heels like floating ballerina, not hippo.

Concentrate on stairs. Don’t trip. Don’t trip.

“Oh, hi.” I try to act nonchalant yet completely put together. I think he buys it.

Oh, Holy-Mother-of-Old-Spice, somebody got cologne for Christmas.

“Ready?”

“Sure.” I pick up my purse, which I’ve preplaced for optimal suave factor.

“Not too late, Gert.” I can tell Mom’s fighting the urge to scrapbook this moment.

And then there we are at the empty, parental-less car. Where’s his father? I thought his parental was driving us?

“Where’s the party?” I try to sound casual and slide into the car like Audrey Hepburn.

Stephen shuts the door and pretends he doesn’t hear me. As soon as he turns on the ignition, the bass makes conversation impossible. How can he think with this much reverberation?

“Got new speakers from my brother,” he screams in my direction. “Parents are out; Dad gave me the keys. No parents.” He has the smarmiest look on his face. Does he think parents are the only reason we’re not doing it like bunnies?

Good thing I’m adept at reading lips. I smile. Are we trying to break the speakers before MLK Day? ’Cause they’re maxed out.

I buckle my seat belt while trying not to vomit. The boy pulls more Gs in this rusty heap-o’-metal than the space shuttle. I don’t think cars are designed to do this. I hold on and pray. And try to look cute while keeping the vomit at the back of my throat.

Please tell me the party isn’t too far away. I can’t handle road-trip Stephen.

He’s slowing down. Thank God. I wonder if I can roll down my window without him thinking it’s because the entire bottle of cologne is asphyxiating me.

This looks like Jenny’s neighborhood.

I roll down the foggy window. I don’t care if it’s cold, I need the view.

This is Jenny’s neighborhood.

There are a ton of cars parked outside. It could be complete coincidence.

No. No, we cannot be pulling up here. He’s kidding.

“You’re joking, right? Messing with me?” I ask, but he motions he can’t hear me over Fluffy Pete’s acoustic rapping.

He brakes. Turns off the car. “This CD rocks. Did you say something?”

“Yeah, this isn’t the party, right?” Please tell me you’re really a serial killer. That works better for me.

He has the audacity to look perplexed. “So?” Now he’s going to act all oblivious to the undertones of bringing me here.

“This is Jenny’s house,” I try to point out without screeching.

“So?”

Must I paint him a mural? “This is the party?”

He doesn’t get it. “Yep. Let’s go.”

Is my reaction that hard to read? Could he possibly not know Jenny and I hate each other? Didn’t I tell him before we ever started dating? I mean, I wouldn’t put him up for a Mensa membership, but isn’t it clearly defined in the school handbook that Jenny Cohen and I cannot abide each other? Stephen was in a group project with us; he knows.

I close my eyes and try to inhale.

“Come on, Gert.” He acts like I’m the one with the problem. All he needs to do is tap his toes and he could be my father.

“Fine.” I’m sure there will be lots of people and I won’t have to face her at all. She’ll never know I voluntarily spent time at her abode on a holiday.

Stephen opens Jenny’s front door. Most of the school is here. Good. Lots of people. The stench of sugar syrup, cheap candles and alcohol blasts me in the face. Is that cigarette smoke? Pot?

Buttocks. Jenny, two o’clock.

“Hey, Jenny, thanks for the invite.” Stephen taps her shoulder like they’re on the offensive line together.

“Gert.” She nods at me.

I smile back. My brittle I-can’t-believe-I-have-to-play-nice-and-not-kick-you-in-the-shins smile. “Jenny.”

“Drinks are in the kitchen. Movies are on in the den and upstairs in the film room. Dancing in the living and dining area. A bunch of people are skinny-dipping in the pool. It’s heated.”

Skinny-dipping? I must be hallucinating. She did not just suggest naked swimming on December thirty-first. Stephen has the nerve to wink at me. If he thinks he’s getting me naked in front of half the school, he is so not even worth oxygen.

“Great.” I take Stephen’s hand and wander toward the kitchen.

“You want beer?” Stephen pulls the keg spout like he’s done it before.

“Not yet.” Disgusting. I don’t find fizzy horse urine that appealing. “Coke’s good.”

“Want rum in it?”

When did my boyfriend turn into the bartender?

“I see Maggie. I must go say hey.” I grab the Coke and move toward the dining area. I glance back to see if Stephen’s following me. Nope, he’s talking to some guys. Beer bonding.

“Drive your boy away already?”

Dear Lord, is she everywhere? It’s unholy. “Jenny, how nice to see you again.” Twice in five minutes must be a record.
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What is the etymology of the word “date”? Who looked at a wizened piece of brown fruit and thought, “Perfect. Girls and boys getting together can be called dates. What an inspired idea!”

Did cavemen growl about fire and then decide tupping was fruity? And what’s with the fruity thing being gay? If heteros go on dates, then aren’t we fruity too? Who of dating age isn’t fruity?

And if we’re going for obscure fruits for naming get-togethers, why not a hot fig? Or a spicy kumquat? Or a durian?

The obvious would be to call them bananas—or if we want to be biblical, we could call them apples.

To Australians, “date” means “anus.” So what do they call a date? And do you have to be really careful around Aussies and clarify that you’re using the other meaning? And seriously, how did that evolve? Did someone get focused on anal sex and start a whole word revolution? Can you imagine being the first person who said yes to a date and got a surprise at the end of the night? That makes my toes, and my date, curl.

Personally, I think I’d like a kumquat. Can’t be nearly as confusing as dating. Although now that I consider it, what exactly is a kumquat?
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“Great party,” I say. Lying is a necessary skill for high school.

“Isn’t it.” Jenny’s eyes glow red.

I wish I had my camera with me; no one will believe me when I say she’s a demon. “So?” Why isn’t she moving on to the next victim? Don’t I look paralyzed enough?

“So. Stephen?” She quirks a brow at me. I’m not sure if that’s a precursor to the deathblow or if she’s trying to be chummy.

I stick with noncommittal. “Uh-huh.” Has she forgotten we’re not friends? We will never be friends again. Ever. She killed my favorite stuffed animal at a sleepover in fifth grade. Drowned him in urine. I will neither forget nor forgive.

She crosses her arms. “He’s cute.”

Why do I feel like I’m dating her boyfriend? She seems like she’s trying to make me feel guilty. I don’t even understand why. “Yes, he is.”

She nods, never breaking eye contact. “He’s nice, too.”

What’s with the catalog of Stephen’s assets? “Oh, look, there’s Maggie. I should—”

“I don’t see her.” Jenny must have demon eyes in the back of her head, since her front set is still piercing my brain.

“I do. And I promised I would say hello immediately. So thanks. Great talking to you.” I walk away slowly, waiting for her fangs to sink into the back of my shoulder. Talk about an angry cobra. I am mongoose.

Too bad I have no idea where Maggie is. My saying yes to this darn party was all her fault. She thought I should spend New Year’s with my boyfriend instead of her. I didn’t want to, but she made me. She got this sad face and said, “I wish I had a boyfriend to spend New Year’s with.” Well, then what do you say? Too bad—want to borrow mine? I’m sure I should feel more possessive about him. I mean, I’m not likely to slit my wrists if he doesn’t call me—isn’t that real love? The melodramatic, kill-myself-on-theatrical-cue kind of love? I so don’t love him up to that standard.

Of course, I think secretly Maggie was thinking about this guy Jesse who started new this year and whom she casually brought to my surprise sixteenth birthday party. She gets all dreamy talking about him but then flatly refuses the idea that she might want to date him.

I move around a pile of bodies playing naked Twister. I’m not old enough for this party. I will never be old enough for this party.

What is that smell? “I’ll take Dead Beer for six hundred, Alex.”

I step in something sticky and crunchy. It oozes over the toe of my shoe before I can step away. It’s between my toes. I hate these shoes. I will back the car over these shoes, after I put different ones on; I’m not going to back the car over these shoes with my feet in them. I don’t think that’s possible. Plus, it’d be painful.

Smiling at guys with Cheetos stuck in their braces. Avoiding groping hands and almost avoiding pinching fingers. I rub my butt cheek. That hurt. I shoot a glare over my shoulder, but the perpetrator could be one of many guffawing baboons. Forced chuckling at jokes I can’t catch completely. Probably for the best that I can’t hear much over the bass and amped-out guitars. Cats in heat, anyone?

I am so over acting like I want to be here. Whose idea was this? And why was I persuaded that I’d have a good time? Momentary lapse in my otherwise stellar judgment.

There must be someone here to talk to. I swivel, trying to manage the cool-vibe-photoshoot-in-Paris twirl. Nicely done. Still no one up to par.

Someone. Anyone?

I catch a glimpse of hair. A curl over the collar of a black polo shirt.

Could it be?

Lucas. Lucas is here. My heart races. My toes tingle.

He’s here. That hair. That mouth. I push through a few random hookups and almost slip on a puddle of—God, I hope that was beer—trying to get a better look.

Those shoulders. My breath hitches as my gaze follows the way the shirt caresses his lean muscles. Long strong arms. Those unbelievably manly hands that are on another girl’s butt. What?

Quick. Close eyes.

Reopen. Crapping buttocks! Same butt.

Oh, Lucas, why do you do this to yourself? With Sophie? Senior Sophie? Rumor has it she has three kids in a Swiss preschool high in the Alps. Sophie has the body of Angelina Jolie with the face of America’s Next Top Model. However, since this is her fifth year as a senior, I take comfort in knowing I probably outscored her on the PSAT. Very cold comfort.

Lucas obviously doesn’t know how important brains are to a relationship. I should enlighten him. I should bring him up to speed. Yep, I’m going to march over there. As soon as he and Sophie unmeld their tongues, I’ll explain it real slow.

“Watch it! I’m walking here.” Thing with a keg of beer on board beefy back bumps into me; it’d be a swishy piggyback ride if the keg had legs. How charming.

I can’t help pointing out, “You’re weaving. It’s a whole other sport.”

“Bitch.” The shade of green tingeing his cheekbones isn’t attractive. Though I’m guessing he doesn’t care if I find him sexy. Neither is the stench: vomit-filled ficus tree. Wonder if that makes good fertilizer, or can plants get alcohol poisoning?

Lucas and Sophie have disappeared. Just as well. I’d hate to vomit without the benefit of being drunk first.

Stephen. I should find Stephen. I look around, hoping to spot him without having to wander through the downstairs again. And here I was thinking he’s clingy. He wants to talk all the time.

Are there right answers to his questions? I always feel like I’m in an interview for the role of girlfriend and at any moment I can be fired for not measuring up.

No Stephen, so I’m wandering. Drunk people are so drunk. Do you start with fewer brain cells to want to get that way, or is it a cumulative effect of parties like this? I mean, a good buzz I can see. Haven’t ever touched the stuff, but I can appreciate the appeal. The beer bong, pass-out-in-less-than-five-minutes approach to responsible drinking? Not so much. I am no one’s mother, but I’ll just keep my eye on that chick over there whose chest is barely rising and falling. Maybe I should call 911. Maybe not. How do I know if she’s dangerously drunk? I didn’t hand her plastic cups of fun. And frankly, do I want to be the-chick-who-called-911-on-the-sober-sleeping-girl? I’d never live that down.

Where’s Maggie? She promised to come. Where’s Clarice? She thought she might come. Where’s my bestest friend, Adam? He is at home smooching his honey and I’m here trying not to get vomit on my sexy bare toes. I’m fairly certain I have someone’s Cheetos and Cuervo as nail polish on my left foot.

Oh, I see Stephen. Relief abounds. He’s talking to a bunch of guys I don’t really know. Relief is replaced with panic.

“Hey, Gert!” Stephen yells, waving at me. He wants me to come over. I can tell this from my fabulous powers of deduction. “Get over here so I can introduce you.”

Or perhaps he just thinks I’m stupid and don’t know what the waving means.

“Hi.” I do a girly simper and three-finger twiddle.

Stephen puts his arms around me from behind and smashes his chin against my very complicated and now flat hairstyle. “This is Gert. My girl.”

Your girl? Are you an ape now? But I manage to keep my cool and simply smile pithily in the general direction of the rest of the silverbacks.

“You in high school?”

Nope, just graduated med school. I’m a neurosurgeon; can I drill into your skull right now? “Sophomore.”

A rather cute dark swarthy type asks, “You play football?”

Do I look like I play football? Diet Coke, here I come.

Stephen laughs at my expression. “Ricardo is from Colombia. He means soccer.”

That explains the funky, though slightly erotic accent. “No.” Soccer? Me?

Stephen tries to whisper in my ear. “You want another drink?” But it comes out sounding like a loud demand.

The fumes on his breath alone could kill roaches.

“No, I’m good.” And I won’t be driving anywhere with you tonight.

He wiggles against my butt. Oh my God, he actually rubs an erection against me. What am I, Aunt Irene’s ottoman? Are you a shih tzu on Viagra?

“Be right back.”

“Take your time.” The crowd of he-men thins. I’m stuck staring at Mr. Exchange Student. At least he’s an attractive diversion.

“You like it here?” I ask.

“Party is good.” He nods.

Where is he from again? “You like the U.S.?”

“Party is good.”

Okay then. I can adjust the conversation. “Good party, huh?”

“Yes. You know football?” he asks.

I know nothing about football, but dear God don’t make me mingle anymore. “It’s a great sport.” I try to appear interested and, more importantly, interesting.

“I like.” The relief on his face is blinding and frankly, I’m not sure if he’s saying he likes me or that he likes soccer, but I’m in party hell, so I’ll take either one.

“Who do you like to watch play?” I smile encouragement.

He lets out a torrent of Spanish (I think). Could be Portuguese, or Russian. It’s unclear.

Nodding and smiling seems to do the trick to keep him going. I throw in a few “Sí, sí’s,” which about sums up my Sesame Street bilinguality. At least I can ask for agua if I get desperate. Foreign languages aren’t my thing.

I tune back in to the conversation, hoping I haven’t missed anything I can understand. Ricardo seems to be waiting for me to respond. I try widening my eyes. No dice. Who was he talking about? Who, who, who? I dive in. “Jaime is a good player.”

Ricardo bristles. He even starts to turn a daring shade of red. I’ve said something wrong. I thought we were talking about how good Jaime is. Obviously not. I laugh and wave my hands around like I’ve made a big joke. “Sometimes. But mostly Jaime is a bad player.” I wrinkle my brow and put my hands around my own throat like I’m choking myself. Maybe overkill, but his face lightens back up.

Better. Much better. I should be a UN ambassador. This multicultural stuff is easy.

Crapping buttocks, I know that look. Ricardo is waiting for me to take over the conversation. Now he thinks I have as much to say as he does. I grab at any foreign-sounding name with the hope he might think I’m mispronouncing something familiar. “Personally, I really like Sephora. This side of heaven. Really.”

He gives me the confused you-stupid-American look. I guess Sephora doesn’t come from wherever he’s from. I try to broaden our discussion. Other popular names … think, think, think. “Jesus?”

He smiles, a quick show of teeth; then he’s off to the races again. “Jesus.” Another torrent of fast coolness I completely don’t understand.

I nod and smile. I answer a question. “Yes, Jesus made a big impression on history, didn’t he? All blessings and healings and stuff.” I don’t think we’re discussing the same guy.

“Gert. It’s almost midnight.” Stephen grabs my waist and leans into me. Thank the Holy-Mother-of-Boyfriends, there are no bulging parts this time. I don’t really know what to do with those yet.

“Sorry.” I give Ricardo my best apology face. The one I’ve practiced in the mirror in case a cute cop pulls me over for speeding.

“This is the best party,” Stephen gushes while pulling me down a long hallway. Sure, drunk boy, whatever you say.

“Yeah.” Here’s the deal, I didn’t think lying was part of the whole dating thing. Aren’t we supposed to be completely, totally honest with each other? Isn’t that what a healthy relationship is? Holy-Mother-of-the-Self-Help-Section, am I sabotaging this relationship? Do I want to end up alone, wearing housedresses and talking to parakeets? Must fix. I open my mouth to tell the truth when I hear—

“Jenny is so cool. Great chick.” Stephen doesn’t even turn around while delivering this info.

Okay, we’ll start the honesty stuff tomorrow.

He keeps dragging me along the world’s longest hallway. “They’ve got five big screens set up in here to watch the new year come in all over the world.”

It’s a technology shrine. I am doomed.

To add to the technological haze, the only lighting comes from the sets themselves. Which is probably more light than you’d think, but still not enough to sober anybody up. I need a spotlight to shine in Stephen’s pupils.

Stephen’s had a few too many. I can tell because the fumes are overpowering the cologne he got for Christmas. The combination could be a WMD, as it’s making my eyes burn.

He’s nuzzling my neck like I’m his favorite pillow.

Bodies are intertwined all throughout the room, and I’m busy trying to figure out how Jacquie is able to hold that position. Doesn’t she have a neck cramp or something? I catch a glimpse of flesh as she sits up. Was that a—Holy-Mother-of-the-Cartoon-Network, is that a penis?

I slap at Stephen’s hands and turn my face back toward his. I’m not done here. Dude’s all zipped up now. Jacquie is downing a beer like she’s been in the Sahara for weeks. Interesting. Must file this info.

But Stephen’s hands are everywhere.

Everywhere. Good God, he’s grown more hands. I swear there are four distinct palms groping. None of which has heard the term “tender love.”

Stephen breathes across my face. “It’s almost midnight, Gert. You know what that means?”

I gulp air and try to shove myself over toward the wall as more people pile into the room. “It’s a new year?” This has to be against fire codes.

“Ten!” everyone but me screams.

Oh, Holy-Mother-of-Stopwatches, we have to count down now? The house actually reverberates. “Nine!”

Stephen looks really happy as he finds my butt cheeks with the palms of his hands.

“Eight!” I’m too stunned to move.

Decidedly, deliriously happy as he squeezes like he’s found a new toy.

“Seven!”

Goofy, but at least he has let go of my butt; it can breathe now. Where are his hands going? Tell me he’s not going to grab my boobs. Please don’t grab, please don’t grab.

His hands keep moving up, past my breasts. “Six!” he yells like he’s howling at the moon.

He gazes back at me while cupping the cheeks on my face. Why is he bracketing my face like I’m in trouble? Like Aunt CiCi used to do when she babysat and I swiped a cookie.

“Five!” He is so strong.

Eye contact. We have eye contact.

I anticipate the next number. “Four!”

Thank God, he lets go of my face. That’s my butt. Again.

“Three.”

He smashes his face against my ear. “You have the best butt. I am so into you.”

“Two.” The crowd keeps pressing around us. What do you say to that?

“I’m into—” I start to say.

Stephen smooshes his face against mine. He has super-tongue, all big and strong, pushing past my lips. The shock makes my jaw drop. Big mistake.

His tongue is in my mouth. If I had tonsils, he’d be fondling them.

Is this it? French kissing? This isn’t romantic; it’s revolting.

Swallow. I have to swallow spit or I’m going to drown. I so don’t like the taste of beer, which is why I didn’t drink any. I had no idea I’d have to taste it anyway.

I can’t retract my tongue any farther. I’m trying to stay out of his way, but I feel like someone’s got a tongue depressor in my mouth fit for an elephant.

Where’s the sound track? Where are the gooey feelings? Where’s the liking this?

He pulls back. His hands are still on my butt. Squeezing like I’m taffy.

“Wow. Happy New Year!” Stephen smiles at me. He appears to think that was a fine first French. Was it?

I think my first French kiss just sucked. Does it get better? Or, oh my God, am I gay?
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