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Gin took the slender shaft of the tube in her palm. She gave a gentle tug along the base and watched as the lipstick extended to its full length. Her eyes darted to the sides, making sure no one was watching as she tilted the ruby red tip to her lips.

“Gin, that’s disgusting!” Sandy shrieked as she came around the row of lipstick displays.

Busted.

Gin quickly pulled the red lipstick away from her mouth before she had a chance to test it.

“It’s not like they have testers here,” Gin hissed, shooting a look at the saleslady. The woman was staring at them, probably because of Sandy’s outburst.

She wouldn’t be having this problem if they were shopping at ULTA or Sephora instead of a tacky kids’ store like Pizzazz! This was the only place Gin could afford to buy the half dozen lipsticks she needed for the “party.” The store’s Teen Taboo line had a perfect selection of colors. It was convenience that had brought her there.

“I can’t believe you were just going to try on that lipstick,” Sandy said. “Someone else might buy that.”

“How else am I supposed to know if I’m a”—Gin checked the name of the color—“Harlot?” The obvious joke was just waiting to be made, but Gin knew Sandy wouldn’t go there.

“I think you’re more a Candy Apple,” Sandy suggested, proving the point. She held up a painfully bright color that was more suited to sports cars than body parts.

“Who gives a fuck?” Gin grabbed the lipstick from Sandy and dropped it into her yellow basket. “You can be boring red. I want something with a little more …”

“Pizzazz?” Sandy asked.

“Yes. That’s exactly what I was going to say, Sandra Dee,” Gin said.

“What?” Sandy asked. “What did I say?”

“Never mind,” Gin replied. Sometimes Sandy could be so juvenile.

They were almost at the end of sophomore year. Pretty soon they’d officially be juniors … upperclassmen … upperclasswomen.

Then again, Gin’s plan for the afternoon called for Sandy to become a woman just a little sooner.

“I want something wild,” Gin said, grabbing another tube. “Like Electric Orange.”

“Or Ginger!” Sandy said, holding a washed-out lipstick that looked more like a sunless tan gone wrong. “You know like—”

“Don’t say it,” Gin warned. “Ginger” was what her parents called her. She had given it up when she entered high school last year. But her parents just refused to let go.

At least they stopped calling me Ginny.

Gin dropped the Electric Orange into her basket and left the Ginger tube on the clearance table beside them. No one was going to pay full price for it, anyway.

“Check this out,” Sandy said with a giggle as she held up a purple lipstick. “Jammin’ Jam. Who would wear that on their lips?”

“Perry?” Gin suggested.

“Why would Perry … oh … I get it.” Sandy wasn’t laughing. “Is he really coming to the party?”

“That’s what Hunter said,” Gin blew off the question. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“Doesn’t seem like his kind of thing.”

“No … not exactly,” Gin said with a smile.

“Then why did you invite him?”

“Hell if I know,” Gin said. “Hunterwanted me to.”

“And you can’t say ‘no’ to Hunter.”

“Oh, I can say ‘no.’ I just haven’t found a reason to yet.” Gin held out another purple lipstick. “How about Plum? The name’s not exciting, but it’s a decent shade.”

Sandy examined the color. “That would look good on Rose,” she said thoughtfully.

“Yeah … whatever.” Gin dropped the lipstick in her basket.

“If you hate her so much, why did you ask her to come?”

“How else was I going to get Ash there?” Gin replied. “Besides, I don’t hate her,”

“You don’t like her either,” Sandy reminded her friend.

Honestly, Gin just had no patience for the female half of Harding High’s cutest couple of the sophomore class. Rose and Ash were the kind of sickeningly cute couple that made Gin want to puke. Especially when they acted all weird, doing things they thought were hilarious but were just stupid, as far as she was concerned. Gin didn’t know why Rose embarrassed herself in public like that.

“Let’s just say … I wanted to see if I could add a little spice to their relationship,” Gin smirked. And by “spice,” she meant conflict. Gin not-so-secretly hoped that the end of the party would also be the end of the cutest couple.

Bitter? Yes. But Gin was okay with that.

“You invited Jade, too,” Sandy said. “And I know you hate her.”

“‘;Hate’ is such a strong word,” Gin said.

Gin was smart enough to know if she had limited the party to just her girlfriends, it would be a very small one·: Namely her and Sandy. It’s not that the girls at school didn’t like Gin. It was more like they tolerated her. Not that Gin wasted any energy trying to be friends.

She was much more popular with the boys. Which is the way Gin wanted it.

Sandy was the only girl who actually hung out with Gin regularly. Followed her was more like it. But Sandy was the kind of girl Gin’s parents wanted to see her hanging with. And Gin liked to keep up appearances, especially where her parents were concerned. Sandy was a very good cover.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Sandy said, shaking her head.

“Shopping?” Gin asked, like she didn’t know what Sandy was talking about.

This Rainbow Party thing had seemed like a good idea when Gin first heard of it. Well, actually it sounded like a gay political group, but once she found out what it really was, her interest level shot up a thousand percent. But now, with only two hours until party time, she was actually starting to get nervous too. Normally, Gin didn’t “do” nervous. It was such a waste of emotion.

But so many questions kept popping up in her head.

What if no one comes?

Will I really be able to keep it a secret until it’s over?

If the girl/boy ratio is uneven, how will I balance out the equation?

That last question had come to her during algebra. Instead of wondering what would happen when two trains traveling at different speeds met (most likely death and destruction, if on the same track), all Gin could think about was what would happen if six boys showed up, but she and Sandy were the only girls. Aside from the damage it would do to her reputation, it would wreak havoc with all the devious plans she had for the party.

“Okay, we’ve got red, orange, and purple,” Gin said. “Now we just need yellow, green, and blue.”

“Don’t forget indigo,” Sandy said as she scanned the rows of lipstick tubes.

“What are you talking about?”

“Indigo,” Sandy repeated as if that explained everything. “You know: ROY G. BIV. Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet.”

“That’s seven lipsticks. Only six girls are coming. We don’t need it.”

“What if someone crashes? Or brings a friend?” Sandy asked the innocent question that was haunting Gin.

“That won’t happen,” she said, as if saying it out loud made it true. Gin didn’t know what she would do if anyone unexpected showed up. Every person on the guest list was chosen for a specific reason. There was no room for surprises.

“It doesn’t hurt to be prepared.” Sandy pulled a tube out of the display.

“Thanks for the Girl Scout lesson.”

“Actually, that’s Boy Scouts. The Girl Scouts—”

“Fine. Add it to the pile, just in case. But you’re paying for it.” Gin held out her basket, and Sandy dropped the extra one inside.

Gin focused on the colors she knew they would need, comparing Key Lime with Olive U. She put them both back, settling on the aptly named Envy.

I wonder if Jade will come, she thought.

“Check this out!” Sandy squealed, showing off a bright yellow lipstick. “It’s called Banana. Get it?”

Yeah. She got it.

Gin grabbed the tube and put it with the others. Banana, Electric Orange, Plum … it was beginning to look like a grocery store. On the bright side … five down, one to go … and a spare just in case someone unexpected shows up.

If Subset A is greater than Subset B, then …

“We need to find a blue that really stands out,” Gin said, checking out the rows. “Something like … Sapphire!” She yanked the lipstick off the display and tore off the lid. The color was bold but not overly so, with a touch of a shimmer effect.

Perfect.

“I love it,” Sandy said with just the right amount of awe in her voice. It was as if Gin had shown her the Holy Grail as opposed to a mixture of synthetic dyes pressed into an obscenely phallic shape.

On the way to the register, Gin threw a tube of Harlot in with the others. The bright red lipstick was for her personal collection. She deserved a treat for pulling this whole thing together.

Gin dropped her little basket on the counter. She wondered if the saleslady had any idea what she’d be using those colors for. Girls probably didn’t go around purchasing a rainbow selection of makeup at Pizzazz! every day.

Or maybe they did.

The weird part was that Gin kind of wanted the woman to suspect that something was going on. The best part of being up to no good is when people know you’re up to no good, but can’t do a thing about it.

“Have a nice day,” the saleslady said as she handed Gin a small plastic bag with a big PIZZAZZ! logo emblazoned on the side.

This party is going to be off the hook, she thought. As long as everyone shows up.

“Should we hit the party store?” Sandy suggested. “I think a few balloons and some streamers would really look great in your living room.”

Gin stopped suddenly, forcing a mother pushing a stroller to swerve to the left to avoid hitting her. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“What?” Sandy said as she stopped too. “Decorations.”

“This isn’t a balloons-and-streamers kind of event,” Gin said sharply.

Sandy didn’t think it was a bad idea. If you’re going to have a theme party, it makes perfect sense to decorate that way. That’s what she did when she had the Hello Kitty party for her last birthday.

Too bad it didn’t work out the way she had hoped.

In hindsight, Hello Kitty wasn’t a great theme for her first coed party. She didn’t realize how much fun the boys would have with it … and not in a good way. They started by putting her dolls in obscene poses and went from there.

But the girls had been much worse.

They all treated Sandy like a pariah for having picked such a childish theme. The worst part was that they didn’t even have the nerve to say anything to her face. They just all talked about it in loud whispers.

Boys always got a bad rap for being mean and cruel because they were so obvious about it. But nothing could match the vicious power of a girl armed with condescension and sarcasm.

Just because Gin’s Rainbow Party was a different kind of party, Sandy thought, didn’t mean they couldn’t have some fun. It was called a Rainbow Party, after all. It was like the easiest theme to decorate around.

“Why can’t it be a balloons-and-streamers kind of party?” Sandy asked. “I mean, first you didn’t like my idea about the invitations—”

“Are you still on that?”

“It’s a good idea.”

“It sucked. What exactly did you want us to put on the invites?” Gin asked.

“You know … the usual stuff,” Sandy replied. “The time … directions to your house … maybe draw some rainbows or some … oh …” Sandy’s mental picture of the invitations wasn’t exactly the kind of thing she wanted her mother to accidentally find. “I know … I know … ‘Sandra Dee.’”

“Exactly.”

Sandy was getting tired of that “Sandra Dee” nickname Gin had given her. It came from Grease, and Rizzo’s song about Olivia Newton-John’s character, Sandy, in the movie. To Gin, it was the worst possible insult. She considered immaturity the ultimate sin. And when it came to guys, Sandy’s maturity was at about fourth-grade level.

Gin’s stories always sounded so exciting. The things she did were almost so unbelievable that Sandy couldn’t help getting caught up in them. When Gin would describe what it was like being with a boy, Sandy couldn’t help but get a vicarious thrill from it. At the same time, Sandy hated to listen because all she could think about what how far she had never gone with anyone.

When Sandy stopped to think about the reality … the actual things that Gin did … she was almost disgusted by her. Sandy wasn’t so sure that she’d ever want to be like that. She was really not sure she’d be ready for it by three o’clock that afternoon.

When Gin first told her she was going to throw a party, a Rainbow Party, Sandy’s mind was full of Care Bears and Strawberry Shortcake. She knew it sounded odd, since Gin rarely liked childish things like that—even for their retro appeal. But Care Bears and Strawberry Shortcake stuff were sold at Hot Topic right next to Good Charlotte, Metallica, and Iron Maiden. Sandy assumed that rainbows from the 70s were the new “in” thing.

She was only partially right.

When Gin explained what a Rainbow Party was, Sandy had assumed she had heard wrong. She knew that Gin was … experienced … but this was something else. This was just plain dirty.

Sandy wasn’t experienced in the least. She had never even kissed a boy. Well, except for Johnny Carter. But they were both six years old at the time and he had pushed her in the mud afterward, so that didn’t really count. That one kiss was nothing like the deep romantic kisses she had dreamed of having. Those dreams never included … well … what Gin was planning. And now she was helping Gin prepare for it.

It was much easier to focus on balloons and streamers.

“I think I need a cookie,” Sandy said as she made a detour for Mrs. Fields.

As Sandy looked over the selection of semifresh baked treats, Gin said, “You know, the Spring Fling is coming up. You want to fit into a great dress, right?”

Gin was always making those kinds of comments about Sandy’s weight, which was just plain ridiculous. Gin was jealous, Sandy reminded herself. Gin was always dieting and exercising so that she could be as thin as Jade Lawrence, the hottest girl in their class. Only, Sandy couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to be that thin.

“Do you think Jade will come?” Sandy asked, hoping to change the subject. She pointed to a chocolate macadamia cookie. It was considerably smaller than the other cookies in the case. Just because she thought Gin’s comment about her weight was ridiculous didn’t stop Sandy from worrying that it might be true.

“Beats me,” Gin said.

“You don’t sound too worried,” Sandy noted, taking a bite of her cookie. Gin would never admit it, but Sandy thought she seemed a little freaked over who was coming. It was odd that she didn’t care about Jade showing.

“It’s a win-win situation, as far as I’m concerned,” Gin said. “If Jade comes, then everyone will be talking about how cool it was that she came to my party. And if she doesn’t come, then everyone will be talking about how much of a loser she was for not coming. See? Win-win.”

“Oh,” Sandy said. She couldn’t think of anything else to say, really. It was the most illogical “logic” she had ever heard. She took a second bite from her cookie and dropped the rest in the nearest trash can.

“As long as Skye comes, we’ll be fine,” Gin said.

“You think she will?”

“That girl needs some variety in her life,” Gin said. “So, yeah. She’ll be there. Besides, Skye knows the only way she’s going to keep Rod is to let him go, give him some action.”

Sunny knew that Gin was only interested in Rod because he had said “no” to her. Gin was always going on about how Rod wanted to be with her but he was just too afraid of Skye finding out. Sandy couldn’t stand it when Gin talked like that. It was like she was playing a kind of game and didn’t care who got hurt as long as she won.

“And you know Skye doesn’t go anywhere without Vi,” Gin continued. “So with Rose, that gives us five girls guaranteed to be there.”

“So they’re all coming?”

“Sure,” Gin said, not sounding “sure” in the least, as far as Sandy could tell.

Sandy wasn’t that sure herself. She couldn’t imagine why Rose and Skye would come to the party. Why risk what they had? If she had a boyfriend, she wouldn’t even consider it. And she certainly wouldn’t let him consider it either. It didn’t make any sense.

Then again, it didn’t make any sense that she was going to the party either. And here she was helping plan it.

“What about the guys?”

“Do you know one guy who would even consider not coming?”

“Rusty’s going to be there?” Sandy asked, trying not to sound too enthusiastic.

“Yeah,” Gin said. “It was the only way I could get Brikowski to come.”

That was the first time Sandy ever heard Gin say she was interested in Brick. Then again, Gin was usually interested in most cute guys she hadn’t been with yet. It didn’t really mean anything. But that wasn’t the important part. Rusty was who Sandy wanted to come.

Sandy was glad to hear that. She knew Gin and Rusty had hooked up once, but Gin wasn’t interested in him anymore. This cleared the way for Sandy. Not that this was the way to begin a relationship, but she always got so nervous when she talked to him. Maybe this would help her get over that.

Sandy’s longest conversation with Rusty had been when she was covering for Gin, who had taken off with Steve Jacobs. Rusty had looked so hurt. He must have really liked Gin. Sandy had no intention of telling him that her friend didn’t feel the same way. The only reason Sandy was able to talk to him for so long was because she didn’t want him to find out what Gin was up to. It must have worked, because—as far as Sandy knew—Rusty never found out about Gin and Steve.

Gin was always so calm around guys. Sandy wished some of that would rub off on her. Obviously she didn’t want all of Gin’s habits to rub off, but a few of the useful ones might be nice.

Sandy’s mind was full of Rusty when she realized they weren’t heading for the exit. “Where are we going?”

“To check out dresses for the Spring Fling,” Gin said, referring to the ninth-and tenth-grade equivalent of the Prom.

“I don’t know if I’m going,” Sandy said. “No one’s asked me.”

“Just wait,” Gin said. “Once word gets out about this afternoon, you’re going to suddenly find yourself very popular.”

Sandy wished she hadn’t thrown out the rest of the cookie. She wasn’t sure that this was the kind of popularity she wanted. It was fine for Gin, who didn’t seem to mind the reputation she had, but Sandy was different. She was very much aware of the way everyone felt about Gin. She didn’t want any of that for herself.

Then again, she was also tired of always being the “good girl”; the one everyone knew would never do anything even remotely considered wrong. Gin’s life seemed so much more fun … disgusting at times, but thrilling, too.

Sandy was ready for a bit of excitement in her life too. She was sick of being treated like she was so immature … like she didn’t know anything about boys or sex or anything. While it was true that she didn’t have any experience, she was more than ready to learn.

She was ready to say good-bye to Sandra Dee.

At least, she thought she was.
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“I swear, I’m never going to speak good English again,” Skye whispered as she closed her cell phone. She brushed a strand of her long brown hair behind her ear.

“What’s up?” her best friend Vi asked softly, glancing over her shoulder toward the back of the room.

“Take a guess,” Skye said. “Rod’s driving me crazy.”

“He couldn’t wait till class was over?”

“Apparently not,” Skye said, sliding her phone back into her purse.

“What did we ever do before text messaging?” Vi asked, just above a whisper.

“Write notes to each other. On paper.”

“Seems positively archaic now.”

“Pretty soon we’ll just be wired into each other and project our thoughts back and forth,” Skye said, thinking of her boyfriend three desks behind her and one row to the right. She wasn’t crazy about the idea of him knowing what was on her mind at the moment.

“Just get me in a room with Christian Bale,” Vi said. “I have a few thoughts I’d like to project to him.”

“Dirty.”

The two girls shared a secret smile.

The classroom they were in doubled as a science lab, so the desks were actually long tables with two or three people each. Skye preferred this setup to the cramped desk-chair combos in their other classes. It made conversations much easier.

Vi’s other best friend, Perry, usually sat with them, but he had ditched class—probably with his other best friend, Hunter. Even with the extra table space, Vi slid her chair closer to Skye so they could gossip.

Skye’s boyfriend, Rod, was seated in the last row. That’s where he sat in every class. He did that to avoid getting called on, but Skye knew that teachers were onto that old trick. She always chose a seat in the center of any room. Far enough from the teacher so she was free to talk, but close enough that she didn’t look suspicious.

“He keeps telling me he loves me,” Skye finally admitted out of the blue.

“What?” Vi said a little more loudly than she should have. “That’s huge news!”

And it would have been huge news, if he meant it. But Skye knew better than to believe that, especially considering why he kept saying it.

“Vi, is my lesson interrupting your conversation?” Ms. Barrett asked from the front of the classroom. “I can imagine how your topic of discussion is so much more important than mine.”

“Sorry,” Vi said brightly. She leaned back in her chair in silence.

Skye knew that was only good for about thirty-five seconds. Then Vi would be leaning in asking all kinds of questions about Rod’s recent declarations of love. Not that Skye had any answers.

Skye did want to talk about it with her best friend. She wanted to tell her mom about it. Hell, she wanted to shout it out to the entire school. It was the first time anyone real (besides family) had said he loved her. She tried to act likeshe was above such silly things, but deep down she was just as mushy as the girls she usually made fun of. Like Rose. Skye totally made fun of Rose behind her back, even though she really liked her.

The thing was, Skye was pretty sure that Rod didn’t really mean it when he said he loved her. It had just taken her a while to realize it. She couldn’t even respond the first time the words came out of his mouth. But the second time it happened, she realized the truth. It was just like when her little sister would say, “I love you,” or even “I hate you,” depending on the situation. Rod wanted something. And Skye knew what it was.

At first, she was angry. How dare he say those words when he didn’t mean them? Then, she realized that she had never said them back. And, truthfully, she wasn’t nearly as upset as she should have been. That was when the truth hit her harder than Rod’s first surprise announcement of love.

She didn’t love him. She liked him. But she didn’t love him.

She wanted to love him. She’d never admit it to anyone, but she wanted to have what Rose and Ash had: the kind of teen relationship that they wrote about in movies starring Lindsay Lohan (but not Hilary Duff). But there were no overproduced bubblegum pop songs playing in the background of her romantic scenes with Rod.

“So, tell,” Vi said after thirty-seven seconds. (Skye checked the time on her watch.)

“Nothing to tell,” Skye replied.

“Oh my God! You have got to be kidding! When? Where? How?”

“Why?”

“Skye! You’re killing me,” Vi said. She was taking this far more seriously than she should have been. She was also taking it far more seriously than Skye was.

“When … last week. Where and how … you don’t want to know. Let’s just say we weren’t exactly dressed at the time.”

“Did you tell him you love him back?”

“Why would I do that?” Skye knew she was being snippy for no reason. Well, no … there was a reason. The reason was she was frustrated because she couldn’t tell him she loved him back. Not to mention the fact that she suspected he didn’t honestly mean what he was saying.

“Why wouldn’t you do that?” Vi said. “Rod is perfect for you. Why don’t you—”

“Hold on,” Skye said. “I want to hear this.”

Skye really didn’t care what Barrett was talking about up at the chalkboard. She just needed a break. Vi was asking very logical questions, but Skye knew that logic had nothing to do with her relationship with Rod. And since she didn’t have any answers, she’d rather not talk about it at all. While it was true that ignoring problems didn’t make them go away, not dealing with them made them much easier to deal with. If that makes any sense.

Besides, the class discussion was on STDs. That was a topic that was kind of useful to her, as opposed to other stupid things she was supposed to be learning in school. It didn’t hurt to be informed. Although Ms. Barrett wasn’t really saying anything that Skye could relate to.

It was all so clinical. Sure, it was good to know these things, but she’d rather talk about what it was really like to have sex. When she and Rod were together, she wasn’t thinking of bacteria and viruses and repercussions. She was worried about if she was doing it right, how to tell him what she wanted … why he always seemed to finish while she was just getting started. Those were the real questions she had. Then, maybe if she had some of those answers could she think about the other things.

If anyone could have answered her questions about sex, it would have been Ms. Barrett. She was the only adult Skye knew who could deal with the “health issues” and still teach reality. The class had been much more helpful last week. Skye was actually learning about herself in terms she could understand and even relate to. But that was before the school brought down the hammer on Ms. Barrett in the form of Abstinence Only Education.

Thanks a bunch, Allison Monroe.

Skye knew it wasn’t really Allison’s fault. But everyone was blaming her, so it was just easier to go with the flow.

The problem had started innocently enough last week, when Ms. Barrett had harmlessly asked if everyone knew what masturbation was. The ensuing class discussion was actually interesting and informative. For the first time Skye even stopped worrying about the fact that she often preferred spending more time “with herself” instead of fooling around with Rod. Apparently, this was perfectly natural. Unfortunately, the discussion set off a chain reaction of events.

Allison was president and founding member of the Celibacy Club. At their last meeting, Allison had talked about what Barrett had taught that week. As the story goes, Allison was just trying to start another discussion. It wasn’t like she was ratting Barrett out or anything. But Mrs. Steiner, the faculty adviser, went ballistic over what Barrett had said, and it all kind of blew up from there.

And now everyone was blaming Allison and the Celibacy Club.

Of course, if this hadn’t happened, people would find some other way to make fun of the Celibacy Club. Never let it be said that the kids at Harding High didn’t know how to prepare a proper smear campaign, especially when presented with such an easy target.

On the surface, the Celibacy Club was one of the more contradictory groups at school. It was the kind of club where kids—mostly girls—would walk past the classroom a couple times before they went inside for the meeting. As if they were embarrassed to join a club whose members proudly declared their intention to wait until marriage.

Skye certainly had moments in her life when she wished she could rewind time and reclaim her virgin status. The loss of it had happened so quickly, she wasn’t sure she was even remembering what had happened correctly. Everyone always talked about knowing when the moment was right. Well, at the time, Skye thought she knew it was the right time. It certainly seemed right. But honestly, she wasn’t really thinking with her brain in the moment. Things hadn’t happened at all the way they were supposed to … the way she had planned it.
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