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NOBODY'S GIRL

that I needed to ditch my juvie uniform-a navy polo and khakis-or

the cops would pick me up right away. So my first stop had been a

Marshalls discount store, where I quickly changed into a new T-shirt

and jeans and made a show of returning my prison-issue garb, neatly

hung on a hanger, to a rack. Then I exited the store without paying

and headed straight for Delray Beach.

I've always been good at talking to strangers. On the sand, I met a

stoner dude-way older than me, but with a mellow energy. He was

smoking a joint, which he offered to share as we looked out at the At-

lantic. 
.When 

I told him I planned to sleep outside that night, he said

I could crash on his couch. I worried that he wanted sex, but I was

wrong. When we got to his place, we just smoked some more pot and

then he found me a clean towel so I could take a shower. "Please be

gone by the morning," he said before he went to bed. "I go to work

early. And please don't fuck up my house. Do the right thing."

Not all men are monsters.

The next morning before dawn, I did the right thing, pulling the

front door shut with a quiet click. Then I headed for the train station,

where I took most of the money I had-a twenty-dollar bill I'd pan-

handled from a gas-station attendant-out of my ponytail scrunchie,

where I'd hidden it, and bought a one-way ticket to Miami. An hour

and a half later, I arrived at the Miami-Dade station, fifty miles south

of PaIm Beach. I'd run away dozens of times before, but I'd never

made it this far.

From the station, I headed east on foot, figuring I was about an

hour's walk from the ocean. Right away, I saw the pink and orange

glow of a Dunkin' Donuts up ahead. Back home in Loxahatchee, I'd

often begged for change outside the local Dunkin', so the sight of its

Iogo-a cheerful steaming coffee cup-felt like a good omen. I went

inside and bought two of my favorite chocolate-topped donuts. With

food in nn stonra.. . .
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NOBODY'S GIRL

opens, revealing the pasty face of a stlanger in his sixties. He is heavy-

set, balcling. I watch his eyes as they loam over my swollen, bruised

face and battered bodv. "Oh, you poor bab,v," the old man says. His

concern souncls genuine. Peeling into the car, I see a prett\ girJ in a

short led riress sittir"rg next to him. She smiles at tne. The old man

u,ears black slacks and a collarecl shirt. The nten irt m-v famih- tencl

tol,vard blue jeans or coveralls. I hope this strangel is diffelent from

them in other wavs too.

"Come in here so we can take care of you," the old lnan says. as

the girl nods encouragemenl-. I think of my attacker clriving around in

his white van, his gun in his lap, searching for the girl who got a'lt-ay. I

stand up, rvobbly. The limo door opens, and the old man slides over to

make room for me.

The old man tells the limo driver where to go, then introduces

himself. His name is Ron Eppinger, and he runs a modeling agency

called Perfect 10, he says. He gestures toward Yana, the girl next to

him, who is from the Czech Republic. Would I like to become a model

like her? He asks me how old I am, and at first I say sixteen because

it sounds better to me, less vulnerable. Eppinger shakes his head; he

isn't buying it. So I tell him the truth, that I'm fifteen, which seems to

please him. 'As long as you never lie to me again, I will take you in,"

he says. "What does that mean?" I think, but don't ask out loud. Then

Eppinger's fleshy face turns sad. He had a daughter once, he says.

Susan Marie. She diecl when she was fifteen, when the driver of a

truck she was liding in fell asleep and crashed into a utilit,v pole in

Pompano Beach. Eppinger has never gotten over it, he tells me, and

for a montent, I feel sorrv for him.

That's rvhen he reaches for me and strokes my hair'. "If you want,"

Eppinger says, "I can be your new daddy."

How quickly he does that, twisting the father-daughter bond into

something sickening. But I already know that trick, and I want to be-

lieve it doesn't work on me

fathers. I don't need a da

fending for myself. When

I'ye known that for as lou

construction worker in th
evil. I know I can't go hu
body aches, inside and qr
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NOBODY'S GIRL

Ir's uREAKFAST TIN{E, and my kids-ages eleven, fourteen, and

fifls6n-61s tearing around the house, almost late for school. At the

sunny end of our kitchen island, I sip a perfect cup of coffee, cherish-

ing the chaos. My husband, Robbie, hands out the lunches he's packed:

three healthy snacks and one oversized sandwich. (Robbie's family is

from Sicily, and his Italian subs are hard to beat.) My job is to confirm

that everyone has their homework, their permission slips, their gi uni-

forms for their after-school martial-arts classes. As Robbie herds

them toward the car, I hug my daughter and two sons tight, ignoring

hou the,v wriggle to get free. "Hurry upl" Robbie yells. "That bell is

about to ring!" Then, impulsively, I decide I want to come too. Though

still in my pajamas, I jump in the front passenger seat as Robbie opens

our electric security gate, and I marvel that this is my life.

Later, I'll take a Pilates class and make coq au vin for dinner, giv-

ing Robbie (our family's primary chef) a rvell-deserved night off. Brrt

first I must return to the job of examining what came Lrefore. It's no

fun, this task I've assigned myself, but it is necessary. Woukl it be

ensier to spend rny waking hours walking on the beach'w'ith Juno, rny

French bulldog, or taking my daughter, Ellie, shopping for earrings.

or getting ready to overdecorate our house for Christmas? (My hus-

band complains every year, but I can't help hut go overboard on

Christmas.) Yes. it would be easier. And I do all those things too'

Br-rt it's finally time, I've decided, to put all the puzzle pieces of my

life together. I couldn't do that as a child, which is part of the storv.

Children clon't have the luxury of that kind of reflection. Especially if
thev are in bad situations as I was, they must focus all their energies

on simply trying to survive. In the present, my life is organized around

two things: my devotion to my husband and children and my determi-

nation to hold my abusers accountable. Part of me would prefer to

start in the here and uon-

Santa Claus figurines- sar.

mands an audience. It h^re

So how did I end up ir

the age of fifteen? There a

you'd asked me in 1998-

much. Instead, I nould ha

awzf," I would have said- '
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