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Where do bad girls go? 

They go to Helle. 

Helle, Vermont. East of the sun, west of the moon, north of the last cell phone tower, and so close to Quebec Province you hear more French than English.

Bad girls go to Helle in an olive-colored bus with Department of Corrections stenciled on its sides. The windows are covered in wire mesh and a matron named Mrs. Nails sits in the front seat, semi-automatic in holster and Mace in hand—just in case anyone has any notions of  hijacking the ride. 

I’m the only passenger today. We’re bumping along a narrow highway between hills crazy-quilted with fields and tufted with sheep. The barns are red, the houses are white, the woods are green. It’s scenic as all get out. 

I hate scenic.

I’m a city girl. How am I supposed to survive in a place where they don’t know falafel from a fish filet and a subway is a sandwich shop and the air doesn’t smell like bus exhaust? 

The farther north we drive, the darker it gets, until the whole sky is filled with clouds the color of roofing asphalt. Thunder grumbles as we reach the outskirts of a small town. 

Welcome to Helle, reads a sign. 

Helle’s dwellings are strung out along the highway. There’s a gas station, an auto body shop, a café, a post office that probably gets a lot of requests for postmarks, and a straggle of houses with beater cars parked out front. No sidewalks, no stoplights, no taxis, no buses.

In a blink we’re out of the town, driving uphill on a road that follows a high stone wall. The bus finally pulls up at a gate whose sign reads: Good Shepherd Home for Delinquent Girls. Beyond the gate is a rambling, three-story house that looks as though it started life as a resort hotel but has since come down in the world. Shutters hang, porches sag, windows skew. High atop a roof with missing shingles, a weathervane shaped like a goat spins frantically in the stiffening wind. The bus driver speaks into a call box and the gates creak open.

A detonation of thunder and the storm blusters in, sending a warning volley of rain across our bow: this is just a taste of what you’re going to get! Then the deluge. Rain jackhammers the bus roof and the windshield wipers go into thwunking overdrive. The downpour continues as the bus rocks to a stop at the foot of a front walk. 

Nails doesn’t waste a second. Unlocking the chains that tether me to the floor, she snaps, “Take your stuff—get out.”

My stuff. A crud-load of state-issued toiletries plus the few things I managed to salvage when they took Mom away, all of it crammed into a plastic garbage bag.

“Maybe we should wait until the rain stops,” I suggest.

She gives me a look that says Maybe I should wring your scrawny neck?

Right. Shouldering my bag, I lurch up the aisle. Since Nails outranks the driver, whom I know only as Bob, he's the one stuck with escorting me to the house of happy horrors. 

Unfurling a Winnie the Pooh umbrella, Bob holds it over us as we jog through the downpour, using his free hand to keep a grip on my arm in case I decide  to make a swim for it. 

Bob is short and I’m tall, so he mostly stays dry and I mostly get rain up my nostrils.

It's the first time I've been outside in months, because at the juvenile detention center there was no exercise yard. It smells like wind and wet leaves and that nostril-prickling odor the air gets when there’s lightning around. We splash through puddles the size of swamps, then we’re clumping up the front porch stairs, my stomach sinking lower with each step. This is going to be like Juvie all over again. I’ll be the new kid, low girl on the totem pole, bully bait for every pyscho in the joint. Taking a deep breath, I screw my face into its do-not-mess-with-me mask. The door opens and a man stands there, rain whipping into his face.

“Here she is.” Bob thrusts me into the foyer like a Fed Ex guy dumping a package. “Rowan Mahoney. All yours.” I half expect Bob to hand the guy a clipboard and ask him to sign for me, but he just gives my shoulder an awkward pat and trots off, umbrella bobbing in the rain.

The man ushers me into the foyer and closes the door. He offers his hand and I shake. Good dog. “Hello, Rowan. I’m Reverend Ted Beckford. Welcome to Good Shepherd. I think you’re going to like it here.”  

I’ll just bet.

Ted Beckford is small and narrow-shouldered, with sparse hair combed across a wide forehead, an Adam’s apple like a golf ball, and a scruffy goatee. He wears a cardigan sweater and pants that come nowhere near his ankles. An air of shrinkiness clings to him—he looks like every psychologist who’s ever tried to shrink my head. Smiling, he says, “Why don’t we go back to my office and see to your paperwork?”

It’s posed as a question, but it’s really an order. What if I say no? What if I say, “See ya, Rev,” and walk out that front door? He doesn’t have a gun, and this place would be as easy to bust out of as a cracker box. But I’m tired, hungry, and wet; I might as well stick around, see how things shake out. I follow Beckford down a hall to an office that appears to have once been a library. The ceiling is high, the windows are arched, and there’s a six foot-tall fireplace which the Rev probably used to burn all the unapproved books. It smells like mold and mouse poop.  

The Rev picks up a manila folder. Flipping it open, he begins leafing through the forms. “Rowan Mahoney. Age sixteen. Most recent residence in Queens, New York. Father deceased, mother . . . umm . . .  institutionalized. Series of foster homes . . .  ran away . .  . “ He shoots me a stern look. “You seem to have  accumulated quite a record, Rowan. Retail theft . . .  breaking and entering . . . assault . . . " His eyebrows shoot up. “Arson?”

That sheet doesn’t tell you anything, I want to say. It contains whats, wheres, and whens; no room for whys. But what difference does it make? Who cares whether I committed my crimes for cheap thrills or to fill an empty belly? People believe what they want to believe.

He tosses aside the folder, leans his butt against the edge of the desk, folds his arms. “Let me tell you a little about Good Shepherd, Rowan. We’re a minimum-security facility, operated on the honor system. If you choose to run away, you will be caught and reassigned to a more—shall we say—traditional—facility. You’ll find that we don’t burden our girls with a lot of rules, but Mrs. Beckford and I expect you to take those rules seriously. No drugs, no smoking, no drinking. No fighting or bullying. You will not be permitted to use a cell phone or computer.” 

Heard it all before. Already I’m tuning out.

“You will be expected to assist with the housework, as well as with outside chores. A lot of girls discover they enjoy tending our goats.” 

Not going to be me. “Do I get a choice?”

He looks at me. “Rowan, you always have a choice.”

Choice! This guy is so clueless. “Fruit-picking,” I say.

“Fine. I’ll put you down for orchard detail. Now a few other things. You’re not to leave the grounds without permission. That includes the adjacent woods. Our property borders land that was once a state forest.” The Rev gazes out the window, which gives onto a spectacular view of densely wooded hills. It’s only early September, but this far north, fall comes early and there are already patches of bright color among the green. The sky is clearing; the storm is 

grumbling off toward the east, leaving the trees rain-washed and fresh. 

“Why are the woods off-limits?” I ask.

“They’re dangerous. The trails aren’t marked; it’s easy to get lost. There's swamps, snags, quicksand, wild animals. . . "

“What wild animals?” I cut in.

“Bears, coyotes, rattlesnakes. . .  other things.” 

Now I’m wildly curious. What can possibly be in those woods the Rev is so anxious to keep people away from? What are the other things?

I make my first resolution as a Good Shepherd girl: find out what’s in the woods. 
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Chapter 2
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“How’s the weather up there?” calls Izzy, who is safely down on solid ground, while I’m teetering atop a twelve foot-tall ladder with a caterpillar crawling down my shirt.

“Hot. Sticky. Any time you want to switch—“

“Nah, I’m fine.” Izzy is supposed to be bracing the ladder for me, but every now and then she jiggles it because she thinks hearing me scream is funny. “Course I’d love to be up there picking my heart out, but since you’ve got those long arms—“

I lob an apple at her. She ducks, laughing. “At least it’s better than goats.” 

Anything’s better than goats. Izzy and I have bonded over goat-hating. Also, we’re both from New York—she’s from the Bronx; I’m from Queens. We talk the same, we both miss the city, and neither of us would be caught dead milking a goat. 

“Y’know—you don’t look as white as you used to,” comments Izzy, whose skin is the color of hot cocoa with marshmallows and whose jet black hair frames her face in corkscrewed tangles. 

She’s right about my not being as pale. I’ve been at Good Shepherd for three weeks now, outdoors for most of each day, and I’m losing my Juvie pallor. Any geneticist who tries to unravel my gene pool is just asking for trouble. Ethnically, I’m a hodge-podge—Puerto Rican and Irish on Dad’s side; Finnish and Italian on Mom’s—a combination that has left me with olive skin, black eyebrows, blue eyes, and stick-straight reddish-blonde hair so coarse it breaks combs and blows up barrettes. I ought to just hack it all off. Only then, being as flat-chested as I am, people would probably mistake me for a boy. I need all the girliness I can manage. 

I don’t know much about my family because both sets of grandparents are dead. There was no one to take me when Mom was shipped off to the state hospital for the criminally insane, so I became a ward of the courts. A judge decreed that I be placed with a foster family. It was the first in a series of fosters and group homes, each a little worse than the previous one, until the last place, where my foster dad told me I could earn extra food by “being nice” to him. Deciding that I'd rather take my chances on the streets than in a bedroom with no lock on the door, I ran away.

Good Shepherd isn’t that bad for a detention facility. The food is decent, I’ve got a room to myself, and no one’s tried to bully me. In fact, I’m the oldest girl here. Most of the girls are so young they still have crushes on boy bands. What possible kinds of crimes could they have committed to get sent here—shoplifting Hello Kitty hairbands? Trafficking in bubble gum? Izzy and I have become friends even though she’s a couple of years younger. Both her parents are dead. 

There are scores of orphans around these days, kids whose parents died from drug overdoses, infected cuts, TB—even the flu. The free clinics have all closed and  the hospitals won’t accept charity patients any more. A lot of these kids are from New York, Philly, Newark—big east coast cities whose overflowing juvie jails force them to farm out their youthful offenders to rural facilities. 

Even though Izzy and I kvetch a lot—it’s what New Yorkers do best—I don’t really mind this job. Having bugs drop onto your face or accidentally sticking your hand into a caterpillar web is creepy, but there’s something satisfying about the heft of an apple in your palm, round and heavy, as though expressly designed for the human hand. Besides, crawling up and down these ladders has whipped my thighs into amazing shape. 

Here’s my totally stylin’ outfit: gray T-shirt under baggy blue denim bib overalls, red cotton bandana to keep my hair out of my face, and black high top sneakers so uncool they’re retro-cool. The whole ensemble is topped off by a canvas apple sack slung across my chest.

“Hey!” Izzy calls up. “I gotta  run in and use the can. Don’t fall on your butt while I’m gone—you might damage your brain.” 

I chuck another apple at her and she laughs. Ignoring the flies that buzz around my sweaty face, I keep on picking, stretching farther than is safe because I’m too lazy to climb down and move the ladder. As I work, a hair-prickling sensation begins to crawl over me. I’m being watched. As a street kid, you develop a sixth sense for it. You may not see the eyes, but you can sense them. I’ve learned to trust that feeling because it’s saved my skin more than once. 

I stop picking and gaze around, but can’t spot anyone spying on me. From my vantage point I have an eagle’s eye view of  the woods. The trees rustle and whisper, as though they’re telling secrets. I’m far from being a nature girl, but  there’s something alluring about the woods. I’d like to walk beneath the trees, touch their trunks, listen in on their secrets—and find out what’s in there that Reverend Beckford doesn’t want us to find.

The sensation of being spied on grows even stronger. Could someone be out there in the trees, maybe scrutinizing me through high-powered binocs? No, I tell myself; you’re being paranoid. It’s probably just the goats, who have crazy-intense stares. In the nearby pasture a gang—herd?—of baby goats are noodling around, their bleats like high-pitched chuckles. They bounce about as though their legs are made of Slinkys, just for the simple joy of catching air. Sometimes they knock into each other, butting heads to see who’s boss.

Grudgingly, I admit they are cute. I even know their names: Clover, Cinderella, Daffy, Dotty, Frappuccino—but   my favorite is Charlie Brown, who despite the name, is a girl, the most adventuresome of the herd. She’s skittering away from the others to investigate a clump of thistles along the fence between pasture and woods. Deciding that the grass is greener on the other side, Charlie Brown wriggles beneath a loose fence wire and vanishes into the dense shrubbery.

The perfect excuse! Already I’m spin-doctoring why I went AWOL: I had to save the goat or she might have gotten eaten by a wolf. In seconds I’m down the ladder, squirming beneath the wire, snagging my overalls strap on a rusty barb before managing to crawl under.

I am now officially Off-property. After three weeks of being good, I’ve broken my first rule. I feel more like myself.

The goat bleats from the nearby undergrowth  “Hey, Charlie Brown,” I call softly. “Come back, bad girl!” Just don’t come back too soon.  I need time for sightseeing before my heroic goat rescue. Exactly what does the Rev have snugged away back here? A grow-it-yourself patch of pot? Maybe when us girls are all tucked in for the night, the Beckfords fire up doobies the size of Roman candles. 

The trees seem to close around me. It’s ten degrees cooler here and it smells amazing. Like pine and wet earth and decaying leaves and that Old Spice aftershave my dad used to wear. There’s no such thing as taking a straight line in the woods, I discover, blundering around fallen tree trunks and brambly thickets. When I’ve finally picked my way around an obstacle, the place I was aiming for has disappeared. Murky water seeps into my shoes. Vine tendrils snag at my clothes. No-see-ums get up my nostrils; black flies sample my sweat;  blood-crazed mosquitoes dive-bomb me. With each step, my sense of being watched intensifies. In fairy tales, nothing good ever happens to kids who wander off into the woods. Red Riding Hood meets a wolf; Hansel and Gretel stumble across a witch’s cottage; Bilbo Baggins encounters giant, carnivorous spiders.

I’m hungry, covered in bugs, and although I don’t want to admit it—slightly scared. I’m going back. Charlie Brown can find her own way; animals have internal compasses, don’t they? Doing a one-eighty, I retrace my steps—and discover that nothing is where I thought it was. Why didn’t I fix landmarks in my mind?

Because there are no landmarks; every tree looks like every other tree.  By now I should have come within sight of the fence, shouldn’t I? The woods know I don’t belong here. Go away, they whisper menacingly, tossing their branches. I want to go east, which means the sun should be behind me, but with the thick tree canopy who can tell? Something shrieks in the trees above me—a large blue bird with a crest, hopping from branch to branch. Stupid noisy thing won’t shut up; it just jeers: Jay! Jay! Jay!

The underbrush rustles. Something large is back in there.

“Charlie Brown?” I quaver. “Come out, you dumb goat!” 

What I’m hoping will emerge from that thicket is a giant St. Bernard with a miniature barrel of Red Bull tied under his cheerful chin, who will slurp my face, pant doggy breath in my face, then guide me back to civilization. 

A twig snaps behind a large oak tree. Or possibly maple. Those two trees exhaust my range of tree names. But something is back there; I can sense it. Probably a deer—a curious deer who’s never seen a human before. Deer don’t eat humans. Bears, though. Bears will swipe your head off if you so much as peek at their cubs. Bears are the paranoid What’re you lookin’ at thugs of the animal world—I saw it on the Nature Channel.

Now totally focused on getting out of the woods, I break into a jog, then into a full-tilt run, tearing through thorny bushes, bulldozing through thickets, leaping deadfalls. My blood pounds in my ears and my lungs feel as though they’re being skewered with barbecue forks. Somehow, I’ve lost my bandana. Convinced that the Something is close behind,  I turn to look over my shoulder, trip over an exposed root and fall. 

Rolling into fetal position, I wait for the thing to pounce. Please, let it be quick! Not like those lion-on-gazelle videos I’ve seen, where the creature has its guts torn out while it’s still alive and bleating. When nothing happens, I haul myself to my feet, open my eyes one at a time, and stare slowly around. There’s no sound now. No rustling bushes, no shrieking birds. An icy hand plays along the bony knobs of my spine. The thing is lurking in the undergrowth about ten feet away. I can smell it.

It smells like coconut. 

Coconut?

And it has an eye. 

A green eye, fixed on me. 
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Chapter 3
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Someone laughs.

It’s a human’s laugh.

A human male’s laugh. 

A young human male. 

A figure steps out from the trees.

It is a human, isn’t it? In that first confused moment he appears to be part of the forest itself, sprung up out of leaves and fronds and moss. His legs and chest are bare, and for a second I think he’s completely naked, then realize he’s wearing tan shorts nearly the color of his skin. Dots of sunlight dance across his body, stippling him like a fawn, and tiny, lime-green leaves dapple his shoulders and upper arms. A vine is snagged in his long, curly hair. He takes a step toward me, his thigh muscles rippling and flexing, moving with the unconscious grace of a young animal.

I take a step backward. 

“Don’t move,” he growls.

I freeze, one leg ridiculously outstretched.

“Poison ivy behind you.”

He points to a spot two feet to my left. “That spot’s okay.”

Never taking my eyes off him, I move to the indicated spot.

“Sorry if I scared you,” he says. “Why were you running?"

I’m still too speechless to answer.
His eyes aren’t green after all, I see; they’re golden brown, flecked with olive, and fringed with long, black lashes. High-bridged nose, wide mouth, glossy brown hair that grows in a glorious tangle to his shoulders. He’s an inch or two taller than me, on the thin side, but wide-shouldered, well-muscled, and flat-stomached. His body hair is unusually dense, although I have seen hairier guys. I’m guessing he’s about my age, maybe a year or so older. 
His gaze slides all the way down my body and back up, sending a prickle of heat racing through me. I don’t have the kind of big booty Judy figure boys are supposed to go for. Besides which, I’m muddy, mosquito-bitten, and scratched. 

“You’re beautiful,” he breathes, reaching out, touching my wrist. His touch is light as a butterfly’s wing, but my skin glows in that spot. All my blood surges to the surface and I tingle all over, a full-body blush. 

“What’s your name?” he asks, quirking an eyebrow at me.

“Rowan.” It’s the first word I’ve managed.

“Rowan,” he repeats. “Like the tree?”

“Tree?” Usually what I get is: I thought that was a boy’s name. 

“Rowan is mountain ash,” he says. “The tree with the bright orange berries?”

I nod, even though I have no idea what he’s talking about.

“People used to think rowan had magical powers.” 

I’ve never been crazy about my name. But I love the way it sounds coming from that deep, rich, butterscotch sundae of a baritone. I actually feel magical. And he think I’m beautiful! 

Of course, he may have some kind of visual impairment.

“You’re hurt.” He takes my hand, examines my palm, bleeding from a dozen thorn cuts.  

“It’s nothing,” I mumble.

“I know something we can put on that,” he says. 

Like your lips, for instance? The thought intensifies my blush. I’m a human torch.

Still holding my hand, he tugs me forward, toward a tree. A gigantic tree with twisting roots the size of freeway pillars, and for a weird second I have the feeling that he’s going to melt right into the tree—because, let’s face it, this incident is so bizarre I may have gotten a concussion when I fell and may be hallucinating this whole thing, when in actual fact I’m having a conversation with a tree stump. 

But at the last moment we duck between the tree’s  massive roots, emerge on the other side and I discover there’s a path. It winds uphill between a sort of tunnel formed by overhanging tree branches. Trudging behind him, I have a lovely view of the narrow ridge of spine that runs between the sinewy muscles of  his back.  His shorts ride low on skinny hips, revealing a light pelting of hair below the waist, running down toward his gorgeous butt. 

I’m tired of thinking of him as “him. “So what’s your name?” I ask.

“Theo Corbin.”

Theo. I’ve never known anyone with that name. “That's not another kind of tree, is it?" 

He chuckles. We’ve reached the top of a ridge and now are descending a hill so steep we have to hang onto saplings to slow our descent. “Theo’s short for Theseus.”

“Like Theseus and the Minotaur, that Theseus?”

“Yup. Blame my parents, not me.”

The ground flattens out and we’re  in a part of the forest that feels ancient—maybe primordial. Pine and spruce trees tower fifty feet into the sky, blocking out the sun but allowing ferns to flourish on the forest floor—lush, lacy ferns that’d fetch fancy prices in New York florists’ shops. Nearby, I can hear running water. We walk through the pine grove and come out into a clearing. Here, a narrow stream splashes down between jagged boulders and froths into a pool whose banks are sprigged in bright orange wildflowers. Theo pulls up a handful of the flowers.

“Jewelweed,” he says.

The flowers look like tiny, transparent butterflies stuffed with melted orange Jello. Theo has me sit on a moss-covered rock at the edge of the pool. He produces a jackknife from a pocket of his grungy shorts, slices off the plant’s stems and leaves, and kneads them in his palms.

“If I wanted to be authentic, I’d chew them,” he says. “But I don’t want to gross you out, so I’ll just squeeze out the juice.” A gel-like sap oozes out of the green glop in his palms. Theo begins spreading the gel over the cuts on my hands. The throbbing stops almost immediately. 

“Better?” he asks.

“Mmmhmm.” Who cares about the stupid sap—I’d crawl through a barbed wire hedge to feel those hands on mine. He’s so close our heads nearly touch. I can smell him. Guy-sweat and a familiar coconut odor. 

He notices my sniffing. “Sorry—do I reek?”

“No. I just—is that sunscreen?” I wouldn’t be surprised to hear he’s cultivating a grove of coconut palms.

Theo makes a face. “My mom makes me wear it. She’s a doctor—always harping about skin cancer. I try to rub the stuff off as soon as I get out of the house because the smell scares away the animals." 

“Is that why you’re out in the woods? You’re like—studying wildlife?”

He shakes his head. “I’m ‘seng hunting.”

“Seng? Is that like Bigfoot or something?”

“Ginseng. I’m looking for wild ginseng.”

“Oh.” It takes me a few seconds to process this. “Umm . . o-kaay. So, by seng you mean pot?" 

Theo laughs so loud it scares away a tiny black and white bird that’s been hovering around us. “I wish. No—ginseng’s a root. Worth twenty times what you could get for dope.”

“Why is it so—“

He holds up his hand. “Let’s not talk about me—I’m boring. Tell me about you. You’re from the big house with all the girls, right? Some kind of detention center?”

“The Good Shepherd Home for Delinquent Girls.”

“So you’re a delinquent girl. What’d you do to get sent there?”

In my world that inquiry would get you a busted nose. You just don’t ask. But Theo is clueless about the etiquette of incarceration, so I give him a pass. “I burned down a house.”

His eyebrows shoot up “You're kidding."

“It was an accident,” I say hastily. “It’s kind of a long story.”

“I like long stories.”

“Well, it was on this really cold night, and I was freezing my tail off, and I didn’t want to go to a shelter because if you’re under eighteen they sic Social Services on you—“

“Did your parents kick you out or something?”

To give myself time to think, I examine my hands, amazed to see that the bramble cuts are already vanishing under the curative powers of jewelweed. I decide to give him the Readers Digest version of my life. “I’m a military brat, okay? My dad was in the Navy, so we moved  around a lot. Three years ago my dad was killed . . . “

Theo nods, his eyes steady on mine, making me lose my train of thought. I could get lost in those extraordinary eyes. I have to look away before I can go on. “Dad couldn’t talk much about his job, but I think he might have been on some secret military mission when he was killed." I say all this very fast because if I let myself think about it I start to cry.

“How old were you?”

“Thirteen."

Without my being aware of it, my fingers have been scrabbling through the pebbles rimming the water’s edge. A smooth flat stone finds its way into my palm. I send it skimming over the water. Two skips—I suck at rock-skipping. “We were living on a base in Maryland then, but when Dad died we no longer qualified for base housing and they kicked us out. We moved to Queens because that’s where Mom used to live. She found us a flat and got a job waiting tables. We thought we’d get Dad’s military pension, but it was denied—I guess it’s because my parents never got legally married.” 

I take off my shoes and peel off my socks, roll up my jeans legs, and dangle my feet in the water. It’s so cold I gasp in shock. “Mom and I were just scraping by, but then I came down with this weird flu that landed me in the hospital, and we got buried under medical bills. Mom had to borrow the money from one of those lenders that charge like ninety percent interest, and when she couldn’t keep up with the payments, they threatened her. Mom took on another full-time job, but that meant she wasn’t getting enough sleep. So she started taking these pills. Pills to help her sleep during the night and pills to stay awake during the day. It made her weird.”

Theo picks up a stone and wings it across the water. Six skips. 

“There was a guy at the café where Mom worked who was always ogling her and making crude remarks. This one night he started groping her and she punched him the way Dad taught her to punch. But he turned out to be some bigshot in the CP—“

“The what?” Theo asks.

“The Citizen Patrol.” I look at Theo in surprise. “They're all over the place these days. Like auxiliary police or something. Anyway, this creep had a lot of connections. Instead of him being arrested, my Mom was charged with assault. She was sentenced to a jail term, but her lawyer got a shrink to say she was mentally incompetent. That way she’d get sent to mental hospital, which is way nicer than jail. But we didn’t know that once you get stuck in one of those places, they put you through a hundred hoops to get out.”

Leaning over, Theo sticks his fingers in the water and waggles them around as though he’s trying to entice a fish. “So what happened to you when your mom was taken away?”

I wing another stone across the water, cocking my elbow the way Theo does, and managing three skips. “I became a ward of the state. They put me in a foster home. It was okay for a while, I was even able to go back to school, but then things—well they got pretty bad."

I stop, swallowing hard. Thinking about it is painful.

“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” Theo says quietly. He's so close to me I can feel his body heat. Our upper arms brush; my arm hairs quiver.

“No, it’s okay.” I take a deep breath. “So Protective Services gave me a new placement, this time with a woman who used the money she was supposed to use for food to buy drugs. After me and the other kids starved for a couple of months, they moved me again.” 

“How’d that work out?” Theo looks genuinely curious. 

“I didn’t think it could get any worse than the place where they locked the fridge with a padlock, but it did. Kids were shooting up in the bathrooms, a girl got stabbed—I got moved again. The new place had this creepy foster dad who kept coming in my room at night. I had to haul the dresser against the door. I'd lie awake all night, waiting for him to break in. I decided I'd had enough of foster care—I'd take my chances on the street." 

Theo glances sideways at me, eyes alight with interest. “What was that like?”

“Horrible.” I close my eyes. “I thought it’d be cool. Being on my own, nobody bossing me around. But my very first night two women robbed me at knifepoint and took all my money. Most days I was so hungry I ate out of garbage bins. I started shoplifting. Steal or starve, that was my motto. At night I’d break into condemned buildings, abandoned shopping malls, houses—any place I could get a few hours’ sleep.”

“So that’s what you were doing when the house caught on fire?” 

“It was in February. Freezing, wind chill minus thirty, and I was desperate. The homeless shelters were turning people away and my usual squats were full up with gang members. I wandered into this residential neighborhood with all these foreclosed houses—the banks own them; nobody lives in them. I managed to break into one, but it was almost as cold inside as out. The living room had a fireplace, so I decided to build a fire in it. Only I didn’t know you had to open this kind of vent thing.”

“A flue?”

“Yeah, a flue. Smoke started pouring out of the fireplace and a rat fell out of the chimney, into the fire.

“A rat?”

“Yeah. A big one, nearly a foot long. Must have had a nest in the chimney. Its fur was blazing—it ran up the curtains and they started burning. Then more rats started falling out of the fireplace.”

“A rain of rats.” Theo starts to chuckle.

I’d never been able to see the humor in the situation before, but now, reliving it—it was pretty hilarious. “In seconds the whole place was up in flames. I ran out of the house, but a couple of cops busted me on the spot and charged me with arson. I already had a record for shoplifting and stuff, so they sent me to Juvie." 

“Juvie?”

“Juvenile detention,” I explain. “Jail for kids.”

“Was it bad?”

“Trust me—you never want to go there. Bugs in the food, filthy sheets, drugs. Two girls died from overdoses while I was there. Not enough beds, so we had to sleep in shifts. And there was a lice epidemic and we all had to shampoo with this stuff that smelled like tar. Queens is desperate to ship kids out to any place that’s willing to take them—that’s how I got sent to Good Shepherd.” A sigh escapes me. “I guess I ought to feel grateful. If I behave myself, I'll get out when I'm eighteen.”

”Is Good Shepherd pretty bad?”

I haul my feet out of the water because they’re beginning to feel like ice cubes. “Not really. To  be honest, it’s the best place I’ve been at.”

“So when you were in the woods today, you weren’t running away?”

“No. I just wanted to explore. The Rev—the director of the place—“

“Beckford? I know him. He seems to be a decent guy.” 

I give my I’ve-known-worse shrug. “Yeah, I guess. He said there were scary things in the woods and forbid us to come in here.” A thought occurs to me. Could Theo be what the Rev doesn’t want us finding in the woods? “Does he know about you?”

“Possibly.” Theo’s eyes glint with mischief. “I don’t think he knows how often I sneak over to watch you girls.” 

“You mean you spy on us?” That’s kind of stalkerazi, but somehow I don’t mind.

“I watch you. I didn’t know your name, so in my mind I called you Apple Girl. I’ve been neglecting my ‘seng patches, trying to figure out a way to talk to you. When you chased that goat into the woods I figured it was my chance, but I sort of . . .  umm . . . lost my nerve.” Color creeps up from the base of his neck until his whole face is awash in scarlet.  

In my freshman year at St. Jude’s Academy they held a Sadie Hawkins dance on Valentine’s Day—a girls-ask-boys dance. I wanted to ask this boy named Aaron. The day I planned to ask him, I took an extra hour getting my mascara and lip gloss just right. I kept going over and over what I was going to say. Then suddenly, as I came out of homeroom, there he was in front of me. He smiled at me, like he knew what I was going to ask. It was the perfect moment. 

You know how this comes out, right?

I froze. My tongue swelled, my throat closed, and my mouth opened with no sound coming out. I stared at Aaron while my entire body felt like it was being jabbed with tiny hot needles. And then I bolted for the girls’ toilet, locked myself in a stall, cut classes for the rest of the day, and stayed home the next three days, pretending I was sick. 

Is it possible that someone as self-confident as Theo can suffer from shyness? Trying to put him at ease, I punch him lightly on the arm. “So you thought you’d scare me to death, right? I thought you were a bear or something.” 

He grins. “Sorry. But I have to admit it was entertaining, watching you bash around.” He glances up at the sun. “It’s getting kind of late. Shouldn’t you be getting back?”

“Yeah, sure.” Disappointment washes over me. Obviously, he can’t wait to get rid of me. Scrambling to my feet, I put on my Everything’s cool face. “Just point the way.”

He takes my hand. “You think I’m letting you wander around by yourself? You’d probably end up in Quebec.”

Still holding my hand, he leads me back the way we’ve come. It’s amazing how he finds his way through the woods—all the trees look alike to me—but he navigates as easily as I could go from 99th Street to Queens Boulevard. Before I know it—before I’m ready for it—we’re back at the fence. From here the pasture is visible, and there’s Charlie Brown, bouncing around with the other baby goats—not a single bleat of apology.

“Thanks for fixing my scratches,” I say, all casual, as I scramble between the strands of wire, tears prickling my eyes because I'm probably never going to see this boy again and I have already developed a desperate crush on him.  

“Wait!” Theo catches me by the bib strap. “When am I going to see you again?”

My heart leaps like a gamboling goat. “I donno. Uhh . . . tomorrow?”

“I’m working during the day. Can you get out at night?”

Despite the Beckfords’ loosy-goosy way of running things, the place still is a detention facility. “They lock all the doors at night,”  I tell Theo. “The gate in the wall, too.”

Theo makes a pfft sound, as though locked doors and gates pose no more problems to him than the average box of animal crackers. “Do you have your own room?”

I nod, my dumb, gullible heart caught in my throat.

“Which window is yours?”

“Third floor, second from the end."

“Does it have bars?”

“No.” It's never occurred to me that maybe it should.

“What time do the Beckfords go to bed?”

“Around ten-thirty.”

Theo flashes a smile. “Okay, then. Eleven o’clock, tomorrow night. Be watching for me.”  
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EVEN BAD GIRLS GO TO school.

We do our chores in the morning and have classes in the afternoon. A teacher named Mrs. Kennedy teaches the little girls, while an overweight man with sweaty hands and thyroid problems named Mr. Barnstable waddles in every day to teach us older girls algebra and geometry. The Beckfords, both of whom have teaching degrees, handle the other subjects. 

With my criminal record, you might expect me to suck at school, but in fact, I was a good student back at St. Jude’s, with an A- average. I had to keep my grades up, because I was a scholarship student and if my grades dipped the school would have dropped me. My mom said that years ago, there were public schools, paid for by taxpayers. Kids got bussed to and from school in big yellow buses. They got free lunches; they got to join sports teams and orchestras and clubs and extra-curriculars—all at no cost! That sounds way too pie-in-the-sky; Mom probably remembers it wrong. Nowadays all schools are private. If you can’t afford to send your kids, they just don’t go.

In a way, being arrested was the best thing that could have happened to me, because juvenile detention facilities are required to provide five daily hours of schooling to their charges. 

“They haven’t plugged up that loophole yet,” Mrs. Beckford says darkly, “but they’ll get around to it, count on it.” She teaches American history and the best way to sidetrack her from that threatened quiz is to goad her into a rant on how the present administration has destroyed our country. She raves on about how it was back in the old days when there were highways you didn’t have to pay tolls for, free medical care for sick people, taxpayer-funded police and fire service, health inspectors who made sure that your food was safe. There were thousands of acres of national parks, open to the public—until they were all sold off to private developers. There were libraries where you could borrow as many books or videos as you could carry. There were programs to help poor people buy homes. It all sounds like fairy tales to me.

Usually I enjoy Mrs. Beckford’s field trips down memory lane, but today I’m too jittery to focus on anything except counting down the hours until I see Theo again.

Finally classes are over for the day. I manage to get through dinner—vegetarian lasagna, spinach salad, whole wheat bread, and chocolate soy milk pudding—before dragging through an evening doing homework, followed by a game of chess with Izzy. She trounces me spectacularly because I can’t concentrate. At long last it’s time for bed and I can escape to my room. 

Most of the Good Shepherd girls share rooms, so I’m lucky to have a room all to myself, even if it’s a converted storeroom so crammed with broken desks, tables, old books, and other junk there’s barely room for my lumpy twin bed and cardboard dresser. The eaves slope so sharply I smack my head every time I stand up, the roof leaks, and squirrels rampage in the attic above. Compared to sharing a squat with drug addicts who’d slit your throat for a subway token, though, it’s paradise. 

I’ve decorated the place with the few things I managed to salvage from my old life—the little stuffed panda holding a pink heart Dad once gave me for Valentine’s Day, a fringed scarf Mom knit for me—I’ve draped it over my lamp—and a photo with a frame made of  seashells, taken at Coney Island the summer I was six. Dad was home on leave. He’s wearing a T-shirt, jeans, and a ball cap. Mom’s in clam diggers and a halter top. I’m wearing a blue bathing suit that shows off my knock knees, my hair sprouts from both sides of my head in scraggly pony tails, and I’m grinning ear to ear, revealing a row of gappy teeth. Dad and Mom are laughing, as though the photographer has just told them a joke. All three of us look so happy. 

None of us knows what’s coming.

Feverishly I set to work getting ready for Theo. I take a hot shower that probably empties the entire boiler, using half a bottle of shampoo on my hair. I blow-dry with an old dryer that zaps me with mild electric shocks every ten seconds and takes forever to dry my thick, stubborn hair, but finally it’s done—parted on the left and sort of falling over one side of my face. On to makeup: lipstick, eye liner, a touch of blush. Outa the way, girl in full war paint comin’ through! Clean bra and panties (because you never know!) and a red top because I read somewhere that men are attracted to women in red. 

Finally I pull on the black denim skirt I filched from the laundry room. It belongs to Mrs. Beckford, who for some reason never wears pants, preferring to wear skirts she runs up herself on her Singer sewing machine. She must spend a fortune on panty hose. Luckily for me, Mrs. Beckford is on the tall side, so her skirt is not a bad fit on me even though it rides three inches above my knees. My clunky Keds don’t go with the outfit, but they’re all I’ve got.

I halt as I’m lacing up my right shoe. Why am I getting all dressed up? What if Theo wants to show me the woods by moonlight? Brambles will tear this skirt to shreds, I’ll get poison ivy all over my bare legs, and my makeup will go to waste in the dark.

No time to change now—it’s already two minutes to eleven. I fling open the window and peer out. The grounds are quiet, the overgrown lawn shabby, the wall surrounding the property looks pale in the watery moonlight. Distantly, I can hear a goat bleating.

By eleven fifteen, I start to give up hope.

By eleven thirty it’s official. I’ve been stood up. Jilted. Voted off the island. 

This is good, I tell myself. What do I even know about Theo Corbin? Why was a guy his age wandering around the woods at midday? Shouldn’t he be in school? Why was he so tight-lipped about himself? For all I know he’s a crazy psycho who plans to bludgeon me to death and slice up my body with a chain saw. Years from now I’ll be a Good Shepherd cautionary tale: the girl who disobeyed the rules. The boy lured her into the forest and no one ever saw her again. Years later hunters found a little pile of gnawed bones . . . 

A low metallic buzz in the distance, the sound of an engine. A motorcycle engine. It gets closer, then the engine cuts out. I poke my head out the window.  A half-moon sails out of a bank of clouds, casting silvery light on a head that has just appeared atop the outside wall. Theo’s head! He hoists up the rest of his body, then jumps down. Glancing toward the house, he spots me and waves. He sprints across the lawn and dives into the overgrown shrubbery beneath my window. Dropping to his knees, clapping a hand over his heart, he looks up at me and in a low voice recites, “It is the east, and Juliet is the sun!”

Is this for real? The balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet! No wonder people think the heart is the seat of emotion because my own seems to be a miniature sun inside me, spreading a glow through my entire body. In that single instant, with no thought for the consequences, I fall head over heels for Theo Corbin.

“Quiet!” I hiss at him. “The Rev’s a light sleeper. Are you coming up or am I coming down?"  

“Both.”

“Does this involve knotted bed sheets?”

He shoots me a cocky grin. “Bed sheets later, sweet Juliet. Don’t move.” 

He disappears and I duck back into my room, trying to calm the jitters in my stomach, hunting for my purse, finding it, forgetting where I put it, touching up my mascara and managing  to stab myself in the eyeball with the wand. A scraping noise outside. I rush to the window, see that Theo is levering an apple ladder against the house. The top rung bumps against my window sill. Theo anchors the bottom of the ladder firmly into the muddy ground, then clambers up with the grace of an acrobat. 

He pokes his head through the window, whispers, “Sorry I’m late. Engine trouble.” 

Belatedly, I get a case of cold feet. Am I really going to climb down a rickety ladder and over a wall with a boy I don’t one hundred percent trust?

He regards  me with those long-lashed eyes, holds out a hand. Oh what the hell—I’ll settle for ninety-nine percent. Trying not to picture how one misstep will send me plunging toward the ground, where a twig will impale the eyeball I haven’t already jabbed,  I crawl backwards through the window, giving Theo a nice view of my backside—what possessed me to wear a freakin’ skirt? He steadies my quivering body, guiding my feet onto the ladder rungs, staying close behind me, until we reach the bottom. 

He takes down the ladder and slides it into the bushes, and then we’re holding hands, darting across the lawn. We reach the wall. It’s about eight feet tall, made of crumbly fieldstone that looks as old as the earth. 

“Here.” Crouching, Theo links his hands. I hesitate for a second before setting one foot into his hand-stirrup, then emit a strangled squawk as he trampolines me upward. I scrabble a handhold atop the wall—which I’m grateful to discover contains no barbed wire or jagged glass—then haul up my legs and perch there, breathless and dizzy. An instant later Theo is beside me; he leaps down and gestures for me to jump. I hit the ground with all the grace of a toppling tree; he steadies my stagger and sets me on my feet.

I’m squirting gallons of adrenaline; I feel like I’ve just gone through commando training. 

We scurry over to Theo’s motorcycle, hidden in a patch of weeds at the side of the road. 

Hard to tell in the dark, but I think the bike is dark red.

“It’s a Mohawk,” Theo says proudly. “The 1989 model. Vintage.”

I pretend to admire the bike, but secretly, I’m sneaking peeks at Theo. His hair is its usual tangled mess and his eyes shine with excitement. He’s wearing a beat-up leather jacket over a black T-shirt, jeans, and boots that come a couple of inches above his ankles. 

“You’re cold.”  Theo rubs my goose-bumpy arms. “Here.” He shrugs off his jacket and slides it on over me as though I’m a recalcitrant toddler.

I try to give it back. “No—I don’t want you to freeze.”

“I won’t—you’ll  be snugged up against me. Wait—you need a helmet.” He takes a helmet out of a compartment and helps me into it, adjusting the straps. I spent an hour on my hair and it's smushed flat in five seconds.

Theo straddles the bike, pats the place where I’m supposed to sit. Awkwardly I climb on behind him, grateful that my skirt is cut full enough to handle this maneuver. “There’s no seatbelt—just wrap your arms around me and hold tight," Theo says. 

I can definitely handle that.

Theo, I notice, is not wearing a helmet. Now I feel even more guilty because I've taken his helmet too. Before I can protest, the Mohawk snarls to life. Then we’re off!

I’ve never ridden a motorcycle before. At first I’m terrified, clutching Theo for dear life, hunching my head against his back, emitting sissy little shrieks at every bump. The wind buffets my body, making my hair plume out beneath the helmet. This is nothing like the protective bubble of a car. Here I’m part of everything around me, breathing in the fragrances of the night, snorking bugs up my nose.

“You okay?” shouts Theo.

“Yeah, great!” By which I mean catatonic. 

“She was a wreck when I bought her.” He raises his voice above the roar of the engine. “This guy who owns the auto body shop in Helle was going to sell the chopper for junk. He let me have it in exchange for helping with repair jobs. That’s why I couldn’t see you during the day. I work at the body shop three days a week.” 

We round a bend and there’s Helle spread out below us. All the houses and shops are dark except for one right on the highway—Frenchie’s Bar and Grille. Half a dozen cars are parked out front, as well as a couple of big Harley battleships—the kind of chopper favored  by the Civilian Patrol, which makes me nervous. But as we park, I see to my relief that neither of the bikes has the axe or rattlesnake insignia popular with the para-militaries.

Theo helps me dismount and we head into Frenchie’s. The music hits us like a shock wave when we step inside, a bass thump from an old jukebox with pulsing neon lights. This isn't just a café, I see—it’s a community center where you can buy hunting licenses, snacks, groceries, road maps and touristy stuff like moose poop earrings. We find a table and sit down, and a woman whose nametag reads Frenchie comes over to take our orders. She’s in her mid-fifties. Frizzy gray hair, bright red lipstick, a bosom like a shelf. “Finally got yourself a girl, eh, Theo?” she cackles, slapping his back.

“Rowan, this is Francesca Laveck,” Theo says. “The unofficial mayor of Helle.”

“Frenchie, okay? Francesca makes me sound old.” She really does have a French accent. A lot of people in this part of Vermont do, according to Mrs. Beckford, because it’s so close to Quebec Province. “You from that reform school up on the hill?" 

Frenchie doesn’t strike me as the kind of person you fib to, so I nod. 

“Don’t keep her out too long or she’ll get in hot water,” Frenchie warns Theo, shaking a finger at him. “Now do you guys want something to eat or are you living on love?” 

Why do adults say things like that to teenagers? Because it’s so much fun to embarrass
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