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Chapter 1

I DIDN’T START OUT MY JUNIOR YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL planning to lose my virginity to Benjamin Easter—a senior—at his parents’ cabin in Island Park underneath a sloppily patched, unseaworthy, upside-down canoe. Up to that point in my life, I’d been somewhat of a prude who’d avoided the outdoors, especially the wilderness, for the sole purpose that I didn’t want to be eaten alive.

I’M FROM IDAHO. The true West. And if there’s a beast indigenous to North America that can kill you, it probably lives here. My whole life, well-meaning people have tried to alleviate my fear of unpredictable, toothy carnivores.

But I was never fooled by the pamphlets handed to me by tan-capped park rangers during the seven-day camping trip that my parents forced upon me every summer. The tourist literature wanted you to believe that you were safe as long as you hung your food in a tree and didn’t try to snap pictures of the buffalo within goring distance. Seriously, when in the presence of a buffalo, isn’t any distance within goring distance?

And they expect intelligent people to believe that a bear can’t smell menstrual blood? A bear’s nose is more sensitive than a dog’s. Every Westerner knows that. In my opinion, if you’re having your period and you’re stupid enough to pitch a tent in Yellowstone Park, you’re either crazy or suicidal. Maybe both.

It’s clear why losing my virginity outdoors, in the wilderness, with Benjamin Easter should be taken as an enormous shock. I could have been eaten by a mountain lion, mauled by a grizzly bear, or (thanks to some people my father refers to as “troublemaking tree huggers”) torn to pieces by a pack of recently relocated gray wolves.

Of course, I wasn’t. To be completely honest, I may be overstating the actual risk that was involved. It happened in December. The bears were all hibernating. And the event didn’t end up taking that long. Plus, like I already said, we were hidden underneath a canoe.

But the fact that I lost it in a waterproof sleeping bag on top of a patch of frozen dirt with Benjamin Easter is something that I’m still coming to terms with.

I can’t believe it. Even though I’ve had several days to process the event. I let a boy see me completely naked, and by this I mean braless and without my underpants. I let a boy I’d known for less than four months bear witness to the fact that my right breast was slightly smaller than my left one. And would I do it again?

We did do it again. After the canoe, in the days that followed, we did it two more times. I remember them well. Honestly, I remember them very well. Each moment is etched into my mind like a petroglyph. After the third and final time, I watched as he rolled his body away from mine. With my ring finger, I tussled his curly brown hair. Then, I fell asleep. When I woke up, Ben was dressed again, kissing me good-bye. I find myself returning to this moment often. Like it’s frozen in time. Sadly, you can’t actually freeze time.

Last night, Ben told me, “You’re acting outrageous.” He said this while inserting a wooden spoon into the elbow-end of my plaster cast. He was trying to rescue the hamster. The hamster had been my idea. I’d just bought it for him. I wanted him to take it to college and always think of me, his broken-armed first love. But the rodent had weaseled its way into my cast. I hadn’t realized that hamsters were equipt with burrowing instincts. I also had no idea how to make a boy stay in love with me. Hence, the pet hamster.

It’s been hours since I’ve talked to Ben. Since the hamster episode. And the argument that followed the hamster episode. That night Ben told me to stop calling him. He was serious. I told him to have a happy New Year. And he hung up on me. The boy I’d lost it with in a sleeping bag in the frozen dirt had left me with nothing but a dial tone.

I swear, the day I woke up and started my junior year of high school, Benjamin Easter wasn’t even on my radar. I didn’t know a thing about leukemia. And because I was raised by deeply conservative people, who wouldn’t let me wear mascara or attend sex education classes at Rocky Mountain High School, I wasn’t even aware that I had a hymen or that having sex would break it.

Actually, in the spirit of full disclosure and total honesty, I should mention that my parents only became born again rather recently, at about the time I hit puberty, following a serious grease fire in the kitchen. Before that, they only ventured to church on major holidays. Hence, my life became much more restricted and we gave up eating deep-fried foods.

The day I started my junior year, I woke up worrying about the size of my feet. Once dressed, looking at myself in my full-length bedroom mirror, they struck me as incredibly long and boatlike. I squished them into a pair of shoes I’d worn in eighth grade, brown suede loafers. They pinched, but gave my feet the illusion of looking regular-size instead of Cadillac-size. Then I noticed a newly risen zit. Of course, under the cover of darkness, it had cowardly erupted in the center of my forehead. I held back my brown bangs and popped it. Then I dabbed the surrounding area with a glob of beige-colored Zit-Be-Gone cream.

I started the first day of my junior year of high school zitless and basically happy. I was sixteen and feeling good. I didn’t have any major issues. Okay, that’s not entirely true. For weeks I’d been growing increasingly concerned about Zena Crow, my overly dramatic best friend. She’d been going through a rocky stretch and had been talking incessantly about building a bomb. Not a big bomb. Just one that was big enough to blow up a poodle.


Chapter 2

THE DAY STARTED OUT THE SAME WAY AS THE FIRST day of my freshman and sophomore years. I stood at my front door, pressed into that small space between the screen and the door itself. This was how I waited for Zena. Initially, I had waited to be picked up in my driveway. But standing there, alone, in the dull morning light, made me feel way too vulnerable. I always thought of the wildlife out there that I couldn’t see: foxes slipping through hay fields, weasels hunting for farm cats or chickens, a rogue coyote scouting to take down any available prey. Why I had chosen to live my life in total fear of the wilderness was a mystery to even myself.

I pressed my nose to the screen’s mesh, closed my eyes, and listened for the sound of Zena’s squeaky brakes. Fortunately, the summer before my freshman year, the local newspaper had printed an article that explored the seedy underbelly of school bus violence, highlighting a recent incident in New Jersey where a Popsicle stick had been whittled to a point and used as a shiv. After that, my parents practically insisted that I ride with Zena. Hence, I was on my third year of being ferried to school via Zena and her Mercury.

In Idaho, the law states that you can get your driver’s license at fifteen. Upon learning this, my California-born parents stated that I could get my driver’s license when I was able to afford my own car insurance. Collision and comprehensive.

Ironically, when I turned fourteen, they did let me take driver’s ed. I think it was because the instructor had a reputation for showing videos that featured horrific car accidents. So the summer before my freshman year, I watched shot after shot of accordioned metal. Then came the testimonials. In one, a boy—still in traction—swore that he never should have been eating a cinnamon roll while attempting to make a three-point turn. For forty-five minutes the injured and maimed pleaded with us to turn down our radios and buckle up.

Then, the video closed with a montage of headstones, carefully zooming in on the birth and death dates, letting us know that beneath each stone marker lay a fallen fellow teen. Zena thought the video crossed a line. That it could steer the truly skittish among us right into becoming Amish. She made a good point. Still, at the end of that summer, for Tess Whistle, there was no license. There was no car.

Zena’s parents, on the other hand, had given her a green Mercury Cougar the second she turned fifteen. She took me everywhere, never charging gas money. And I assumed that she would pick me up and cart me around until the day I graduated. Go ahead and call me naive.

As I stood in between my screen and front door, in my tight loafers, I don’t think I had a single interesting thought running through my head. High school, for me, was a boring routine that I was forced to endure in order to get into the college of my choice: UCLA, a university located away from my parents and close to the ocean. Zena felt similarly. But she was interested in the opposite coast. She hoped to attend Barnard College in New York City, which she insisted was the better school.

Zena picked me up on time and things were pretty much normal. Her radio only plucked AM waves from the air, so we listened to bubblegum rock from the fifties all the way to school. Actually, Zena turned down the radio several times to discuss newly realized obstacles in making her bomb.

“One of my catalogs warns that, considering my ingredients, it’s tough to avoid creating shrapnel. But I’m not interested in taking down any bystanders. I’m only after the poodle.”

I nodded. Frankly, I didn’t know what else to do. Of course, I didn’t approve of her blowing up an animal. I guess I figured that the actual construction of the bomb was still in its early stages. I mean, the poodle could die of natural causes before Zena ever got the thing built. But it was a good sign that she was concerned about innocent people in the general vicinity of the blast zone. It was the first time she’d mentioned them. I wanted to say something more to Zena in defense of the poodle, but when I turned to confront her, her face looked so sad that I didn’t. I turned and looked back out the windshield.

Zena was an excellent driver. She gripped the steering wheel at ten and two o’clock and never took her eyes off of the road. Her eyes were one of her most attractive features—forest green with flecks of gold in them.

As Zena drove down the Yellowstone Highway to school, it was easy not to take her too seriously. Until last month, until the poodle had become her target, she’d been hung up on building a nuclear bomb. Everybody knows how hard it is for a teenager to purchase radioactive material. Then, overnight, she readjusted her aim and decided to blow up a small, furry dog instead. It came across as a joke. Even though Zena never laughed when talking about it.

“I want to blow it up soon, Tess,” Zena said, aiming the Mercury into an empty parking stall.

“I want advance warning,” I said, unbuckling my safety belt.

Zena turned her thin body to face me.

“Tess, I promise to give you advance warning.” She took my hand and gave it a strong squeeze.

I can’t say that this promise made me feel completely better, but it did take off some of the pressure. There wasn’t going to be any detonating without a warning. I guess I figured that deep down I could talk her out of it, that at the last moment I’d somehow be able to stop her.

We walked together into the windowless, brick building, our backpacks slipping off our shoulders. (Anybody who’d erect a brick building that blocked out all natural sunlight should have his or her head examined.)

Once inside, we went to a large table in the center of the commons to get our locker assignments. The commons was stuffed with sophomores, juniors, and seniors. Some—mostly sophomores—looked confused, while others looked tired. A large clump of seniors looked bored. Zena said they were stoned. I thought she was kidding. Again, because I came from a household run by two certifiable prudes, I’d never been to a single high school party or seen a human being who was high before. I’d never seen a drunk person either. Except on network television. But those people weren’t really drunk, they were just acting.

Zena was assigned a bottom locker. I was fortunate enough to be given a top one.

“I’m taller than you,” Zena complained, setting her backpack down and rummaging around for a pen. “And I wear short skirts. I can’t be bending over all the time.”

I shrugged. We may have been best friends, but I wasn’t about to surrender my conveniently positioned upper metal storage cage for her inconveniently situated lower one. Zena huffed at me and walked back to her locker, which wasn’t anywhere near mine. Alphabetically speaking, Crow and Whistle were too far apart. This is where fate stepped in. Easter should have been closer to Crow. Easter shouldn’t have been anywhere near Whistle. But because Ben Easter registered late, he ended up with the locker below mine, the one intended for Dudley Wiseman, who’d recently been hospitalized. His parents kept the nature of his condition vague. I suspected it was related to his psoriasis. Nobody heard a thing about him all semester.

I went to my top locker and noticed Ben Easter crouching down to open his bottom locker. His butt was sticking way out. I noticed his butt right away. I had never really noticed a guy’s rear end before. I’m not some freak hung up on posteriors. I’m not even sure if I was attracted to him at this point or not. All I knew was that I thought his backside was nice looking.

Okay, I need to be honest. I knew I liked him. The way his jeans hugged his cheeks drew me to him and made me feel warm. And unusually light. That’s when I realized I’d dumped all eight of my spiral notebooks, ten pens, four very sharp pencils, a dinky plastic pencil sharpener, and a chilled can of apple juice on his head.

You know you’re dealing with a classy guy when, after you’ve clobbered him, knocking him down to the freshly polished floor, he apologizes for being in the way and then picks up your things.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “It was an accident. A total accident.”

“Apple juice?” he asked, handing me back my can.

For some reason the apple juice made me feel like a horrendous nerd. Apple juice was for babies. Why couldn’t I have dropped a Diet Coke on him? Why didn’t I drink Diet Coke? Well, I was sure going to start, aspartame or not.

In my mind, the only thing that would have been worse than clunking him on the head with a can of apple juice was clunking him on the head with an enormous baby bottle filled with breast milk. I returned the can to my backpack. I felt ashamed. And juvenile. So I told an unnecessary lie.

“I’m a diabetic,” I said. “I was feeling woozy. That’s why I dropped my things.”

I don’t know where this lie came from. I’d never even met anyone with diabetes before. But it worked. Ben Easter looked very concerned. He gathered the rest of my things and offered to open my locker for me.

“I don’t give out my combo,” I said.

Ben smiled. I remember thinking his lips looked soft. Several perfectly formed brown curls fell like fringe onto his forehead, landing just above his light blue eyes.

“I didn’t mean to suggest that you did,” he answered.

I thought his reply was very adult. He seemed much more mature than the rest of the male high school baboons. That’s when he reached out his hand and wanted to shake my hand and introduce himself so we could greet each other like two civilized human beings and learn each other’s names so we could start dating, exclusively, of course, and be together forever, and have highly attractive and intelligent babies that we’d name after presidents. But not any of the ones who were assassinated. Because that would be too weird.

“My name’s Ben Easter. I’m from Michigan. I have a friend back home who has diabetes. If you ever need anything, let me know.”

I nodded. He waited. I nodded again. Then he nodded back. I kept nodding. He slammed his locker and walked off.

Yes, it was going to be very difficult for us to start dating each other exclusively considering I hadn’t even told Ben Easter my name. But this is where fate stepped in again. He learned it five minutes later in junior AP English. He sat in front of me. Zena sat behind me. Mrs. Hovel blew her nose and scribbled on the board in pale yellow chalk. I watched the back of Ben Easter’s curly brown-haired head, while Mrs. Hovel announced that she was going to reintroduce us to gerunds. Then the bell rang and my junior year began.


Chapter 3

EVEN THOUGH ZENA CLAIMED ON NUMEROUS OCCASIONS to be clairvoyant, I was certain she was just putting me on. Then, two weeks into our junior year, while we were at my house popping red seedless grapes into our mouths, she said something that upon reflection convinced me that she does possess a certain degree of psychic power.

“Tess Whistle, you are so hot for Ben. How long do you think until you hook up with him and officially get laid?”

When Zena said “get laid,” I nearly died. Seriously. A grape lodged in my windpipe, and Zena had to perform the Heimlich maneuver. She grabbed me from behind and pulled her fist into my stomach. On the third thrust, I spat out the grape, and it shot across the room at a high rate of speed, knocking my mother’s favorite pickle dish off the shelf.

I coughed and stared at the pieces. There were a lot of them.

“Relax. You can reassemble it using airplane glue,” Zena said.

I got a glass of water and tried to clear my throat. I even did some gargling. I must have released a sound that sounded like a dissenting opinion.

“You’re right,” Zena said. “That thing is beyond airplane glue.”

I swallowed hard and caught my breath. Then I launched into my defense, which had nothing to do with the effectiveness of adhesives.

“I don’t believe in getting laid. And you know that I want to wait until after I’m married, or at least engaged, until I’m officially in love, until after I have a ring.” I coughed a little, which made my argument seem less persuasive. Then I stomped back into the kitchen, red-faced, and grabbed the trash can.

I used to be 100 percent certain that I’d wait until I was married before I had sex, but recently Zena had convinced me that an official engagement was nearly the same thing.

“That is so lame,” Zena said. She fell back onto the couch and resumed eating the grapes. “You should’ve been alive during the fifties. Back then, pretending to be pure was fashionable. Now, people just find it annoying.”

“I’m not trying to impress anyone. Why not wait until you know you’re with somebody you love?” I said, lifting the broken pickle dish piece by piece into the trash can.

“A ring doesn’t mean love,” she said. “Unless your finger swells, it slips right off. Besides, love doesn’t last. People fall in and out of it all the time. You’ve heard the sayings. Love hurts. Love dies. Love bites.”

“A ring means something. And sometimes love does last,” I said.

“Sometimes frozen airplane waste falls through the sky and rips through a roof and lands in a living room in Indiana and a housewife thinks she’s found a meteorite. But all she’s really got is a wad of frozen crap.”

“What does that have to do with love?”

“Life is crazy. If you’re into somebody, and he’s into you, I say go for it. Get laid.” Zena raised her pointer finger above her head.

“I hope that motto brings you a lifetime of happiness,” I said.

“You are so naive, it hurts.” Zena looked across the room at me and wrinkled her face. “What is that? What did you break?”

“It’s a pickle dish,” I said.

Zena began laughing. “Who in their right mind owns a pickle dish? You did your mother a favor by breaking it.”

Zena could be so rude. She had a hard time understanding anybody who wasn’t herself.

“Don’t make fun of my mother,” I said. “She’s mine.”

I gave Zena a powerful stare, much the same way I imagined a mother bear glares at anyone or anything approaching her cubs.

“Touché,” Zena said, popping another grape into her mouth. “Hey, whatever happened to that picture of Jesus?”

Zena pointed to a bright, square patch of wall above the couch.

“It fell behind the couch,” I said.

Zena rolled onto the floor and thrust her hand under the heavy beige sectional.

“I can’t feel it,” she said.

“Why do you care?” I asked.

“I might be an atheist, but it still seems wrong to let Jesus fall behind the couch.”

I agreed and got Zena a flashlight. After several swings, her arm fully outstretched, she finally gave up.

“Do you know what I liked most about that picture?” she asked. “Jesus was blond. All that long, flowing hair. He looked Nordic. Maybe Danish. Your parents know He was Jewish, right? I mean, He was born in Bethlehem. That’s in the Middle East.”

“They know,” I said. “My mother bought it at the mall. It went with the sofa.”

Zena smiled. “But that picture didn’t even look like Jesus. You get that, right?”

“Okay, so my mother likes to think of Jesus as a blond. Religion is a very personal matter. So are mothers. Let’s drop it.”

“Yeah. Isn’t it lousy that we need mothers? What was God thinking? Hey, Tess—do you believe in God? Do you think God could be a woman?”

I didn’t like engaging in philosophical discussions with Zena. She was just way too opinionated.

“Yes, I believe in God. No, I don’t think He’s a woman.”

“God could be a woman,” Zena said, setting down her bundle of grapes. “Give me one reason why God couldn’t be a blond bombshell?”

Bang. Bang. Bang.

Somebody with a strong fist was knocking on the front door. But they didn’t knock on the wood part, they knocked on the screen door’s metal frame. It sounded like somebody was trying to shoot at us.

“I have an overnight delivery,” said the UPS man. “It’s for Tess Zena Crow Whistle.”

Zena jumped up and ran to the door.

“I’ll sign for it,” she said.

I didn’t understand what was happening. Was it my package? Was it hers?

“Have a nice day, Ms. Whistle,” the delivery man said.

The return address said the box was from Nevada.

“Who’s it from? Is it mine? What’s in it?” I asked.

“I don’t think you want me to answer that,” Zena said. She looked at me so hard with her gold-flecked, forest green eyes that I thought she was going to tip me over. “It has nothing to do with you,” she said. “It’s for that demonic beast.”

I knew instantly that she was talking about the poodle. I couldn’t believe that she was having bomb-making materials shipped to my house.

“This is insane,” I said. “You can’t do this. I don’t want to be involved.”

“Relax,” said Zena. “People order fireworks through the mail all the time.”

The package was the size of a shoe box. Zena didn’t want to set it down.

“It’s getting late,” Zena said.

“It’s four o’clock.”

“I need to go home.”

“Zena, you might not love that dog, but I bet its owner does. Really, you should drop this.”

“The poodle’s owner is of no concern to me.”

“If you’re that mad at it, maybe you could shave it or something,” I said.

“Hair grows back. I want to erase that dog from the planet.”

As she spoke, she didn’t look at me. She only looked at the box. Then, instead of rushing out the front door, she ran into the kitchen. She came back carrying a metal, rectangular cake pan.

“Do you want to borrow that?” I asked. I was a little worried that she planned to use it in the bomb assembly. My mom’s name was written on it in permanent marker. It didn’t seem fair to tie her to the crime.

“No,” Zena said. “I just hate to see a site for worship stripped bare.”

She stood on the couch and hung the metal pan on the nail intended for the picture of Jesus.

“Everybody should worship something,” she said.

“Cake?” I asked. “That’s so sacrilegious.”

Zena smiled at me the way I imagine a fox would smile at another fox.

“Not cake. Brownies,” she said. She stepped off the couch and walked to the front door. “I’ll call before I go to bed.”

Zena, with the package gripped to her chest, hurried out my front door, down the cement steps, and climbed into her Mercury. Before she drove off, she rolled down her window.

“Hey, Tess, do you believe in God because you believe in God, or because your parents brought you up that way?”

I didn’t answer.

“They also believe in a blond Jesus,” she said. “Why not believe in brownies?”

She could be so irreverent. She smiled at me, winked, and then drove home. Of course, I immediately unhung the brownie pan. I also considered pulling the nail out of the wall, but I didn’t. Then it would have left a hole. I peered into the dark crack that had taken the Jesus picture. I thought about trying to fish it out, but really, that was my parents’ job.

Later that night, just like she said, Zena called me before she went to sleep.

“Tess, I didn’t mean to be hard on you today. Do you forgive me?” Zena asked.

“Yes,” I said. First, I didn’t think she was that hard on me. And second, I always forgive Zena. Then our conversation drifted to one of the things that really bonds us together, our desire to get out of Idaho.

“Once you’re at UCLA, you’ll be able to go to Venice Beach every day after class. I’ve heard there’s a guy there who jumps in glass in his bare feet. Of course, if you watch him, you should leave a tip,” she said. And then she talked about all the places she planned to visit in New York: the Met, Central Park, Times Square, and the Federal Reserve Bank. She went on and on. We talked about her visiting Los Angeles and shopping with me on Melrose Avenue, and me visiting her in New York and taking the Staten Island Ferry to see the Statue of Liberty.

“The boat ride’s free, you know,” Zena said.

“I had no idea,” I said. “Is it safe?”

“It’s a short ride,” she said. “But if we must, we can stand by the box of life jackets.”

“I read about a ferry flipping over at least once a year,” I said.

“In New York?”

“No, I think it usually happens near Bangladesh.”

“Well, that’s so relevant, maybe we should both wear inflatable pants.” Then she started talking about taking weekend excursions to Santa Barbara and Boston. “We’ll see each other so much, it’ll be like we’re bicoastal.” And Zena was so happy when she said this that she squealed. Throughout our conversation, she didn’t mention my virgin state. Or Ben. Or the bomb. Or the poodle. Or any of her other problems. I found this suspicious and alarming.

Once, a redheaded, pink-faced counselor came to our seventh-grade social studies class to discuss teenage issues. She visited the Monday after the weekend that Lane Diggers tried to burn down the school. Lane claimed it was an innocent smoking-related accident. But he never was able to explain why he’d brought a five-gallon container of gasoline, or why he’d left a note taped to the flagpole that read, “Burn, baby, burn.”
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