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To “Zoe”


I’ve said there is no loyalty in money but you are the one exception.


Through all the trials and tribulations,
 I found the most exceptional soul in you and will love,
 appreciate, and cherish you forever.


You are my best friend, my only family,
 and the most beautiful person I have ever encountered.


No matter what life has in store for us,
 just know that you will forever remain in my heart.
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The Education of a Very Young Madam














Prologue







It was summertime and I wanted to get out of New Jersey. A circuit seemed like the perfect way to do it. I’d thought about starting my own circuit for a long time, a sort of traveling ho show where I’d set up business in a city temporarily, advertise a few places, build up a local client list, and then move on to the next location before things got too hot. I’d never tried it before because it’s too much work to handle on my own, but with my friend and new partner, Zoe, along to help book appointments and take most of the calls, I knew we could pull it off. And we did. We traveled all over the country, sometimes just the two of us, sometimes with another girl or even two or three meeting us in places like D.C., New York, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and Boston. And we made some serious cash that summer.


It was in Boston where my luck took a bad turn. Zoe and I had been riding high and managed to save more than $20,000 in cash, and that’s after we went on a serious shopping spree. Newbury Street in Boston is one of my favorite places to shop in the whole world, and I have a serious designer shoe habit. Zoe, on the other hand, was not only a cheap and clueless ho when she started working for me, she dressed like one too. I had been slowly teaching her the difference between Prada and Payless, and the clients were beginning to notice the change.


We stayed in one upscale hotel while Zoe worked out of another one nearby. At the end of the week, however, I told Zoe to just use our room for her appointments since I wasn’t going to be there. I planned to drive to New York to spend the weekend with a guy I had just started seeing. Scorpio, as he called himself, was a dancer—my favorite type of man—and I was really into him. Fully expecting to return a couple of days later, I packed up only a few clothes to bring with me. I left the rest of my belongings, including my computer, our stash of cash, and even my gun, behind with Zoe.


I got into New York Friday night and had a great time with Scorpio. On Saturday morning I woke up late and called Zoe’s room just to check on her. A man answered the phone.


“Who’s this?” I demanded, figuring Zoe had booked an early client who was cheeky enough to answer the phone. Either that or she’d gone out the night before with some friends and met someone.


“This is Officer Dan of the Boston Police Department. Who’s this?” the man demanded right back.


I hung up the phone and freaked out.















CHAPTER 1


A Very Young Madam







Now’s probably the time to tell you, I’m a madam. I run an upscale escort agency that caters to professional clientele in suburban New Jersey. In fact, by most small business standards, I’ve been very successful. With up to ten girls working for me at a time, my agency generates up to $40,000 in income each week, mostly in cash.


When people ask, I tell them I’m in the service industry or in marketing, and that’s really pretty close to the truth. Girlfriend Experience (GFE for short), which is one of the names my agency goes by, is about more than just sex. It’s about customer satisfaction, about creating a pleasurable experience for our clients.


We are no wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am kind of organization. My girls treat clients as if they are on the best date of their lives. They use videos and mood lighting, they wear lingerie, they ask about your fantasies. In the employee handbook that I give to all of my “entertainers,” I offer a dozen different suggestions on ways they can personalize each encounter. That’s right, we have an employee handbook, just like any other business, which should indicate to you that I am serious about the way I do things. It lays out what my girls are responsible for (paying for their own travel arrangements, being on time for appointments) and what’s expected of them (treating customers with respect, cleaning up their hotel rooms before the next client arrives). It also offers some hints and tips about how to deliver truly exceptional service, from what to wear, to what kinds of background music are appropriate, to how to create a seductive atmosphere that will please any client.


Of course, what we’re offering is a sure-thing date, which adds to the appeal. But my “sure things” are not always as sure as you might think. I book all the appointments, but every one of my girls has absolute veto power. If someone shows up at the door and turns a girl off in any way, for any reason—she gets a bad vibe or the guy scares her or he’s too old or too drunk or even too black (I have one girl who is half black herself but will only do white guys…go figure)—then I let her off the hook without any questions. It’s her life and her body, and she should be able to say no whenever she wants to.


When that kind of thing happens, I have to scramble to make the rejected guy feel better. We’re a customer-service-oriented organization after all. I’ve found that the best thing to do in situations like these is to humble myself. I call the guy up and say, “I’m so sorry, honey, the girl just has some issues,” which is not too hard to believe since most girls in this business have some issues. Then I say, “I should have known better. Let me make it up to you. Your next appointment is on me.” (Or possibly just half price, depending on how mad he is.)


That always works. I’ve never had a guy say no to a freebie.


Girls in this business come in all sorts—different races, ages, economic backgrounds, religious affiliations, even education levels. Some are married; some aren’t. Some have kids; some don’t. Some have been married multiple times and have kids with multiple guys. They do this work for all sorts of reasons too—for money, for drugs, to get back at someone in their lives, to assert their independence, because they like it, because they don’t like themselves—but one thing they seem to have in common is that they are all a little (or sometimes a lot) fucked up in the head.


One of my girls, for example, got stuck in Manhattan once and was looking for a way back to New Jersey. My driver was in the city and I didn’t need him, so I called her up and said, “Why don’t you just go back with my assistant?” She was really appreciative on the phone, but the next time I talked to her, she was furious with me.


“Why would you recommend that guy to me?” she screamed. “He was such a lousy lay. It was one of the worst nights of my life!”


“You slept with him?” I asked her. I was stunned. He was only nineteen, a reliable driver but kind of a tool, so I didn’t understand why she’d do that.


“Of course I did. You told me to.”


“I was only suggesting you get a ride with the guy, not that you actually ride him!” I said. “What were you thinking?”


“Oh,” she replied, much more calmly now, “that makes more sense. I couldn’t understand why you’d give me such bad advice about something like that. I thought maybe you were mad at me.”


Who else but a ho would think I was offering her anything other than transportation? The girls I work with are even more likely to be nuts than your average hooker because I hire only professionals, which means they’ve been doing this for a while—no first-timers or girls who just want to see what it’s like. Maybe it’s not their exclusive profession—I’ve had housewives, students, artists…lots of women who do it only part-time—but none of the women who work for me are new to this. If they were, I wouldn’t hire them, because I want only girls who know how to give good service.


A business like mine that offers high-end service didn’t even exist in this corner of the world until I got here. When I first came to New Jersey, the highest price anyone paid for a girl was around $175 an hour. Nobody charged anything close to what I do now—typically $300 to $350 for an hour or less—because they never would have gotten away with it. The agencies were all using untrained girls and booking them into seedy motels in bad neighborhoods. It wasn’t that hard for me to get customers when I moved here, especially the kinds of regular, stable, upscale customers I wanted.


There is plenty of money in New Jersey, so that was never the problem. I can only assume that the kind of agency I run didn’t exist then because no one knew how to run one. (Of course, now that I’ve had a successful agency for several years, copycats have begun to pop up all over the place.) I did very simple things to distinguish myself, like hire professionals who are experienced and know how to give quality care. I use only three-star or higher hotels, which, ironically, are often cheaper than those seedy motels when booked through discount Internet sites. It wasn’t brain surgery, but still, customer service, discretion, and reliability are all qualities that can be difficult to come by in this business, and clients appreciate them. They also happily pay more for them. In fact, if you devalue your girls by offering discounted rates, it can take some of the thrill out of the whole experience for the client (not to mention the fact that girls, just like employees of any kind of business, won’t work as hard if they’re being paid subpar wages). A guy wants to feel like he’s paying for something special, and, obviously, lessening the thrill is the last thing I want to do.


Price points are always a balancing act, and it’s certainly possible to charge too much as well. Right across the water from us in New York City, there are a number of agencies that regularly charge $1,500 an hour or more. I’ve done my homework on the subject and have basically come to the realization that, as alluring as they may be for both the entertainer and the agency, prices like that are just a mistake.


Let’s face it, despite what men would like to believe (and what I would like them to believe), for the most part pussy is just pussy. Trust me, I’ve dealt with enough of it to know. At $300 to $350 an hour, most of my entertainers—who get two-thirds of that fee plus any tips they earn, and at this level, most guys tip—are going to feel well paid for their work, and most of my clients are going to feel like it was money well spent. But at $1,500 an hour, it’s difficult for the client to be anything but disappointed, unless he’s the kind of guy who can throw $1,500 around without flinching. And there just aren’t enough of those guys around to really make a business.


Getting caught is always a concern in my line of work, but the business is not as risky as some people might think, as long as you’re smart about it. In order for me to get caught, someone who has witnessed illegal activity, usually a client or a girl, has to turn me in. Since I’m never there when the illegal activity takes place, finding a witness can be very difficult. And since both the clients and the girls have participated in some illegal doings themselves, they aren’t, generally speaking, so anxious to talk to the authorities. On top of that, I’m extremely careful about who I do business with on both sides of the transaction.


Usually, if a girl has worked before, if she has already established a reputation in the business—and these days every girl who has been around the block has her “reputation” posted on special peer review sites on the World Wide Web—you know it’s safe to hire her. After all, no undercover cop would actually do the deed just to bust someone.


Besides, let’s face it, the cops know we’re out there. Everyone knows were out there. Prostitution is the oldest business in the world, and it’s no secret that it exists all around us—in every state, in every city, in every country around the globe. When the cops arrest a girl for working, they usually just fill out a report, hold her for a bit, and then let her go. They have better things to do with their time than worry about who is screwing who.


Generally, as long as business stays low-key—and I’ve mastered the art of low-key business—people leave us alone, unless the cops are motivated to make a point. It happens every once in a while…they decide to make a show of how tough they are on crime, how they’re working to clean up the streets and protect the children and all that. It happened to me several times in New York, where I used to run a brothel, and that’s why I got out of the city. Giuliani had just become mayor, and he had promised during his campaign to clean up New York. Curbing all the conspicuous prostitution going on all over town became a top priority for the police department when he took office.


Of course, in the long run the effect was mostly cosmetic. The cops would make regular sweeps of businesses like my brothel, which was out in the open and easy to find, forcing them to shut down. Business calmed down for a while, but then it came back as strong as ever, just in a different way—on the Internet instead of the street corner. Giuliani only succeeded in driving it underground so that the taxpayers could pretend it wasn’t happening all around them. (I heard he did the same thing with the homeless.)


I don’t do business like that anymore. I don’t have a physical location that cops can bust whenever they feel like it. I’m mobile, which makes me harder to find, and much more careful and discreet. Having to go underground was actually better for me and for a lot of people in this business. It forced us to become smarter. Now I’m making more money and I feel safer.


Still, I know that I’m never entirely safe. When that cop answered Zoe’s phone, I didn’t know how much danger I was in, but I knew I couldn’t take the risk. I shut down my business. I took down my Web site and Internet ads, which is something I would do only in extreme situations, because it means my clients don’t know how to find me. I thought the police might be able to trace me through the SIMM card in my cell phone, so I threw it out, which meant I lost all of my phone numbers. Thank god I have a good memory, especially when it comes to client info. Then I put what was left of my things in storage so I could travel light and so I wouldn’t have anything on me to be used as evidence if it came to that.




Without two very important things—my cell, which was now in storage, and my computer, which I could only assume was in police custody—I can’t work. My business is built around the idea that my identity must be protected at all times, so almost nothing is done in person. My clients, most of my girls even, know me only as a voice on the phone or a message in their in-boxes. I use a pseudonym and I try never to show my face. When something does need to be done in person, like exchanging money, I have assistants who act as go-betweens, which is another reason why it would be hard for the cops to pin something on me.


If I couldn’t work, then there would be no cash coming in. I didn’t want to go to my safety deposit box, because I was afraid someone could be waiting there for me. Call me paranoid, but you just never know. So I had to live off what I had on me. I found a quiet hotel room back in New Jersey and stayed put, just me and my dog, Max. I didn’t go out or talk to a soul.


It’s times like these when I usually decide to pick up and start my life over. Drop me down in the middle of any large to midsize city, and within days, I will be self-supporting. Within weeks, I will be on my way to setting up a profitable business.


But this time, even though I was risking getting caught, I didn’t leave town. I don’t know why I decided to do things differently. It went against everything I had ever learned about this business. For better or worse, I found a place to hide and waited to see what would happen.

















CHAPTER 2


What $100,000 Can Buy You







It’s no accident that I’m so good at picking up and starting over. I’ve had lots of practice at it, starting when I was very young, before I had any choice in the matter.


My earliest memory is from Korea, where I was born in the mid-1970s. My grandmother was beating me with a baseball bat. At least I think she was my grandmother. I was so young when I saw her last I don’t really know for sure who she was.


My grandmother, my big sister—or at least someone I called “Uhn-nee,” which means “big sister” in Korean—and I all lived together in the back of a restaurant that sold hot dogs. We had only one room for the three of us to share, so we must have been poor. Grandmother was senile, so she couldn’t really care for me. In fact, the only time I remember her paying attention to me at all was when she was beating me or telling me what to do. Big Sister was the one who looked after me, when she had the time. She was usually very busy cleaning, working in the restaurant, and taking care of Grandmother. I remember sometimes leaving the restaurant out of boredom and wandering the streets by myself for who knows how long.


Other memories from that time are still vivid in my mind. I remember eating one bowl of soup a day and cleaning, always cleaning. I’m a clean freak to this day, and I think that must be why. I especially remember one of my recurring childhood nightmares because I still have it sometimes: A normal-looking man is talking to me when, suddenly, he does a kind of somersault and turns into a vicious vampire wolf. Whenever I dream this, I wake up screaming, covered in sweat, and shaking with fear.


Eventually I ended up in an orphanage. I don’t know if someone took me away because Grandmother was too sick or too old, or if she put me up for adoption herself, or if she sold me. It was the people at the orphanage who explained what had happened to my real parents. My mother, they said, had died in childbirth, and my father was in the military, always traveling, so I couldn’t live with him. That was what they told me, but they offered no proof. Many years later, as an adult, I sat next to a Korean woman on a train and we started talking. It turned out that she had worked in an orphanage in Korea, so she knew how these things typically were handled. Back then there was no formal adoption process in the country, so everything was done on the black market. It wasn’t considered normal for Korean people to give up their children, so stories were often made up to explain away the situation. You can’t blame a mother for dying and leaving her child behind, so that was a popular excuse. Of course, some mothers do actually die in childbirth, so I’ve never really known whether to believe the story I was told or not.


I also remember being on an airplane with one or two other Korean kids. They must have been orphans too. We were on our way to America, although at the time I had no idea what was happening to me. I don’t remember feeling scared exactly, just confused and out of place. When we landed, my new family was waiting for me at the airport gate—Mom, Dad, and my new big sister, Michelle, my new parents’ natural daughter. That’s when I got Teddy, my very first teddy bear, who meant so much to me that I’ve kept him to this day. I couldn’t remember having ever been given anything before, so I was very excited by the concept of toys.


I was six years old, and my new home was in a very upscale town in suburban Connecticut. We lived in a huge house next to a large apple orchard near a pond. There was a guesthouse on our property, where a sweet couple lived with their baby. The husband was our groundskeeper, and he maintained all the land, which included a well-kept front yard, a huge backyard with trees, a swing set, and a sandbox, and, behind the guesthouse, the main stretch of orchards, which just went on and on. It was about as picturesque as you can get.


I don’t remember arriving at my new home, but I do remember a dinner party we had a few days later in celebration of my arrival. Everyone was so big and so white. While sitting in the dining room, I wondered if there was going to be enough food for all of us or if we were going to have to eat our dog, Figi, who looked like a big hairy hot dog with little legs. It’s funny what stays with you. People kept coming over to me and hugging and kissing me. I think they were family members; some may have been neighbors. Our neighborhood was a very friendly place.


Across the street from us lived the Addamses. I liked them so much I named the father in my new dollhouse after Mr. Addams. They had a pool in their backyard and threw great pool parties. Since I’d never really had friends before, I spent a lot of time at their house playing with their two kids, who were about my age. That is, until one day when we were playing doctor and one of them cut my nipple with a plastic knife while trying to perform “surgery” on me. That’s the last time I remember being at their house, although the scar from where the real doctor stitched me up still reminds me of them.


I used to hear my mother gossiping about the Addams family. Mr. Addams, she said, was having an affair with his secretary. Later he divorced his wife and moved to some state that didn’t enforce child support, or at least that’s what the neighbors were saying.


A little farther down the road were the Millers. The husband sold fancy cars all over the East Coast. I remember their house being creepy, but I think that’s because it was the first place I ever babysat and someone had told me that story about the babysitter who gets spooked by a crank caller and when the police trace the call, they tell her, “It’s coming from inside the house!” That story still sends chills down my spine.


Down near the pond, where we would go ice skating in the winter, was a newer development with just three houses. The one at the end of the road was a huge, modern house where the Yis lived. They were a Korean family, the only one around.


Mrs. Yi helped my mother a lot when I first arrived, since I spoke only Korean and my new family didn’t have any other way to communicate with me. I continued to have nightmares, which caused me to cry and yell in my sleep. My mother grew so concerned that they began tape-recording me at night. Mrs. Yi would listen to the tapes and translate. Each night it was the same thing. I would scream about the monster, the vampire wolf. Years later I heard the tapes again, and they still frightened me.


Just like your typical American family, my parents divorced several years after my adoption. I was about nine then. I think my adoption had been a misguided attempt by my parents to save their marriage. Of course, it didn’t work, and pretty soon Dad was on his third marriage (before my mom there had been the Brazilian wife), to a woman fifteen years younger than him.


My parents sold the house and the orchard and moved to separate parts of town at first, then to separate countries (Dad eventually settled in Europe with his new family). Michelle, who I was never very close to, chose to live with our dad. I ended up with Mom. And just like that, our not-so-happy family split down the middle; we all had to start over.


A few years later, when I was visiting my dad—who by that time had managed to create a perfect little life for himself with his perfect, young wife and their perfect new daughter—he told me what a disappointment I had been to all of them. When they had decided to adopt a child from Korea, they had been promised a baby. Then I showed up, already walking and talking and crying in my sleep. I caused them even more trouble after he and Mom split. By the time he told me this, I had run away a few times and Mom was having problems coping with me, all of which was getting expensive for him, since he still supported us. “I already paid $100,000 for you and I’m still paying,” he told me.


It wasn’t until later that I learned exactly what he meant. It had cost him $100,000 to adopt me and have me brought here from Korea. He had been skeptical about the whole idea from the beginning, but my mom’s heart had been set on it. I have a feeling that he thought there were better things he could have done with his money, like taking a long vacation to Africa, which is what he and wife number three did with my college fund after it became obvious that I wasn’t going to college.


I didn’t talk to my father much after that. He isn’t the type of person I would have chosen for a father anyway, if only a person could choose such things. He’s rich, but not like the rich people I’ve met since leaving home. He has money because he comes from a rich family, not because he’s earned it. He has never really worked, despite the fact that he went to an Ivy League school and had every advantage. Instead, he lives off the yearly allowance he gets from his own parents. How can you respect someone like that, someone who has never done anything for himself? I just knew I never wanted to be like him.


He used to keep an office in our house, which became the source of many jokes when I realized what an office was really supposed to be for. For him it wasn’t a place where he did actual business, just somewhere he would disappear to, to read the paper, play the stock market, or simply hide out from his family whenever he felt like it. No one was allowed to bother him when he was in his office, and if we did, there was hell to pay.




Given that I never thought much of my father, I can’t say I miss him. It wasn’t my fault he decided to pay all that money for me and then got scammed. If someone steals your money, it’s your own fault for not protecting yourself. That’s what I’ve come to learn. His regrets are his own. When he told me that story of my adoption, all I could think was, At least I didn’t come cheap. In fact, I wish they’d made him pay a whole lot more for me.















CHAPTER 3


Runaway







The first time I ran away from home, I was thirteen years old. Mom and I had been on our own for a while then. Not long after the divorce, she came into my room one morning and said, “It’s time for a fresh start!” Soon after, we left Connecticut and moved into a sweet little house beside a river in a small town in Maine near the coast. The house wasn’t as grand as our place in Connecticut, but we still had a nice piece of property and plenty of wealthy neighbors, so there is no reason to feel bad for us.


Connecticut had been bad enough, but in Maine, I was the only Asian kid in school. There was one black kid too, a boy who was a couple of years older than me, but that was it. Everyone else was white as far as the eye could see. When I first got to my new school, a bunch of kids made fun of me for looking different. It quickly became clear to me that the black kid and I were either going to be the most popular or the most unpopular kids around. There was no way to blend in, so we had to be one or the other.


Fortunately, I was able to make some friends and I got good grades. In sixth grade, my two best girlfriends and I all had a crush on the same boy, John, who was the school hunk. That year he asked me out at the school dance, and I gained instant popularity. Of course, once I got the popularity I wanted, I didn’t need him anymore. (John was actually kind of boring, so I dumped him a month later.) I think I was born with the fear-of-boredom gene. I knew instinctively that small-town life wasn’t for me. I was drawn to adventure at a very young age. One of my early heroes was Al Capone.


Mom had a hard time adjusting to life on her own almost from the start. I could tell that she didn’t like being alone, and I know I was a handful. She had always been a bit New Agey, but she started to really get into things like psychic healing and channeling one’s inner child. She tried to get me into these things too. She wanted me to talk about my memories of Korea and my dreams. At one point she even tried to help me track down my “uhn-nee,” my big sister who had taken care of me when I lived in Korea, but we never found her. The whole “making peace with your past” thing just wasn’t for me anyway.


I think all that stuff was Mom’s attempt to feel better about her life, but it didn’t really work. She just got more and more depressed. One day she came to me and said she was checking herself into a private psychiatric hospital and I would be staying for a while with our neighbor, who was this woman I barely knew. It wasn’t the neighbor’s fault, and she probably meant well, but she and I didn’t get along right from the start. I resented being stuck with her, and I acted out as often as I could. I started ditching school, just cutting a class or two at first, then whole days at a time. One day I wanted to go to a Def Leppard concert and the neighbor wouldn’t let me go, but I just went anyway.


After the concert I returned to the neighbor’s house. She was furious with me, but since she wasn’t my mother, I didn’t really care. I realized then that no one could stop me from doing what I wanted to do, at least not for long. Sometimes when I’d sneak out, someone would catch me, but other times, no one did. I learned that, if I just kept trying, eventually I’d get my way. One day I left the neighbor lady’s house again without telling her and went to stay with a friend and her grandmother in Old Orchard Beach, which was a town on the coast, quite a ways from where we lived. That time I stayed away for a while.


Old Orchard Beach was a cheesy and slightly sleazy vacation town, not unlike Atlantic City only much smaller and sleepier. At one of the shops on the boardwalk, I met a boy from Argentina who was working there for the summer and fell for him on first sight. I wanted to spend all my time with him, so I ditched my friend and her grandmother to stay with him. When he told me he was leaving town soon, I asked him to take me with him, but he said no, probably because I insisted on staying a virgin. I was admittedly boy crazy back then, but my parents had instilled strong values in me (before the family fell apart, that is). I still considered myself a good girl, so I stuck to kissing and hand-holding. In my mind, running away didn’t count as bad behavior because Mom had left me with someone who I couldn’t stand and who couldn’t stand me, so I didn’t think I had a choice. After my crush left town, I didn’t feel like going back to either my friend’s or the neighbor lady’s house. Stuck and with nowhere to go, I ended up sleeping on the beach with some other runaways.


I may have only been in junior high school (if I had been going to school, that is; eighth grade would end up being the highest grade I would complete), but I learned quickly that I could make it on my own. I found out that I could stay in abandoned houses or at the YWCA, where I met a bunch of kids who were following the Grateful Dead from town to town. The Dead was big back then, especially where I lived, and especially with the kinds of kids who ran away to go to concerts and stayed in YWCAs. I didn’t really like the band’s music, but I soon discovered that Deadheads always had acid. I also discovered that I could support myself by buying it in bulk from them and selling it to kids at the beach.


At first I would buy acid just for myself, one tab at a time when I wanted to get high and had the money, but then one of the Deadheads told me I could get a whole sheet of one hundred hits for just eighty dollars. That worked out to just eighty cents a hit, while the going rate for a single dose was five dollars. I suddenly thought, Holy shit, I can actually make money off of this! If I could just come up with enough cash to buy a whole sheet, then I would have enough to sell to my friends, pocket a little cash, and keep a tab for myself for free.


I think I was born with natural business instincts. I’ve learned a lot from various players, pimps, and dealers—the businessmen of my world—along the way, but I have been able to learn from them because I think I have a head for such things. (It’s mostly been learning by watching, after all, since none of those guys were particularly good teachers.) I got it into my head that I had to come up with that eighty dollars one way or another, and then the idea just came to me: I’d sell fake stuff first to raise the cash. I got some blotter paper, borrowed a pizza cutter from a friend, and made what looked like a sheet of acid. Then I sold it to kids who were already fucked up on something so they wouldn’t notice the difference. It worked like a charm.


I didn’t make that much money selling acid, but in those days I didn’t need much either. Just some food and play money. My time on my own in Old Orchard Beach was like one big, long party. It wasn’t like running away to somewhere scary (like when I ended up in New York City a few years later). I could always find kids to hang out with—rock ’n’ roll boys, other runaways. We’d find abandoned buildings to meet in or just gather on the beach. Of course, it couldn’t last forever. It was a great place to be in the summertime, but as soon as it started to turn cold, the party ended.


When I finally tried to go back to the neighbor lady’s place, she was pissed. She locked me out and told my mom that I couldn’t stay with her anymore. My mom, who was still in the psychiatric hospital, had been freaking out. Since there was no one else to take care of me, and probably no one who could handle me, she arranged for me to stay at the hospital too; it had a youth program for troubled teenagers. The counselors there diagnosed me as having a substance abuse problem, and I was given a room that I shared with another problem kid.


Even though it was technically a mental hospital, the place was more like a country club or a spa. It was surrounded by this huge wooded park, and every room had gorgeous views of the trees and grass and hills. The food was phenomenal, and there were all sorts of things to do, like swimming, board games, or even just hanging out with the other kids. Except for the fact that it was a hospital, it was probably the most normal part of my entire childhood after my parents split up.


It cost something like $600 a day, however, and my dad was footing the entire bill, which, of course, doubled when I showed up. My room was nice, and most of the staff were cool, fun twentysomethings fresh out of college. They used to take us on trips to the beach or to the mountains. I was happy to be back with my mom, so even though I was in trouble, I was glad that things worked out that way. I loved it there and would have stayed forever or, at least, until my mom was ready to leave. If only they would have let me.


I got to see a psychiatrist while I was there, and I actually liked that too. His name was Stanley, and he used to pace back and forth while we talked. He had all sorts of nervous tics, like tugging at his long mustache. I liked that he wasn’t perfect and that he didn’t bother to try to hide his tics. Everything about Stanley was just obvious and out on the table, no pretense. I remember thinking he would make a good dad. There was another psychiatrist there too, a woman who dressed like a schoolteacher from Little House on the Prairie. Everyone could tell that Stanley had a crush on her. The other kids and I would tease him about it and he would turn bright red.


My mom and the people at the hospital may not remember it this way, but I tried my best to be good while I was there because I really wanted to stay. Stanley was a good listener, and I had fun with the other kids. I got to see my mom regularly. But somehow, even with my best intentions, things started to go wrong. One day my mom found a pack of cigarettes in my room. I was still only fourteen, so smoking was a big deal to her.


“It’s not mine, Mom. It belongs to my girlfriend,” I told her, which was the truth, but she didn’t believe me. She made me smoke the entire pack right there in front of her. That was the first time I ever smoked, a habit I still have to this day. I can’t really blame my mom for most of how my life has turned out, but I definitely put smoking on her.


That was strike one. Strike two was when I took a beer up to my room. That time it was mine, but I never intended to drink it, or not all of it anyway. I just wanted to wash my hair with it. I read in a magazine that it was good to wash your hair in beer once a month. My girlfriend and I had a few sips each and then tried it out on our hair. It seemed to work; our hair was totally clean. Afterward, I threw the empty can under my bed, where my mom later found it and confronted me. Again, I told her the truth about what happened. I may have done some bad things, but I was actually a pretty honest kid. I just wasn’t the kind of kid people readily believed. I had only been at the hospital for a couple of months, and Mom already saw me as both a smoker and a drinker. Things were not looking good for me.


I probably could have gotten away with both offenses—after all, a lot of kids try cigarettes and a few sips of beer—but the last straw was really when one of the young guys on staff decided he liked me. He was one of the group who’d take us on trips, and he used to hold my hand when we went places even though I was a teenager and obviously didn’t need any help crossing the street. He’d also come into my room at bedtime to kiss me good night. I kind of liked the attention and didn’t really think that what we were doing was all that wrong, but when my mom and the rest of the staff found out what was happening, that was my strike three. I was out: dismissed for having “sexual relations,” if you could even call it that. My mom didn’t stick up for me at all. She just agreed that it would be best if I left, quickly and quietly.


I wasn’t the only one who had to leave. The counselor who liked to hold my hand was fired and told he could never work in the mental health care field again. I can definitely say that it wasn’t worth it for me, but I honestly hadn’t known things would turn out like that. It probably wasn’t worth it for him either (all I let him do was hold my hand and tuck me in at night), but he must have known how much trouble he could get into. I still wonder why he would risk so much to get so little in return. I’ll never understand why men are willing to risk so much just for a little affection.


I didn’t realize it at the time, but I wouldn’t see much more of my mom after that and I’d never live with her again. She stayed at the hospital receiving treatment for depression for quite some time after I left. Once in a while she’d come visit me wherever I happened to be at the time, but we never really connected. I used to call her the “robot mom” because she was always so intent on “following the rules.” Whose rules, I don’t know exactly—society’s, I guess—but I obviously didn’t live up to her standards for good behavior.


After the hospital I ended up in a group home way up in northern Maine, which was practically the wilderness. It wasn’t nearly as nice as the hospital, but there was a boy there I liked named Dominik. Practically my first day there, he became my boyfriend, even though we didn’t really know each other that well. He was fun, everyone liked him, and he was easy to talk to, all of which made life at the group home bearable for a while. That is until he ran away with a big guy named Don. The news that Dom and Don had split traveled fast around the home. It traveled even faster when the police finally caught up to them. Word came back that Dominik had died after he fell off a construction site during their run.


After Dominik was gone, I couldn’t take it anymore. I was sad to lose him, but what was even worse was that everyone in the whole place was so upset about it all the time. It was way too depressing to stay there. I decided that if Dominik could do it, I could too, so I ran away. But my freedom didn’t last long. I got arrested for stealing cigarettes and ended up in another youth center, and this one was run by the state. It was the worst place I’d been so far, but I remember it fondly because it was there that I became best friends with Natasha, who would come to shape the rest of my short-lived childhood.


I still remember the first time I saw Natasha. It was actually at the group home where Dominik and I were living. Her younger brother lived there, and one afternoon she came to visit him. As soon as she walked in the room, all the boys stopped what they were doing and just stared at her. All the girls did too. She was just so gorgeous, it was impossible to ignore her. She had this long blond hair and a curvy body like a Barbie doll’s. She looked older than the rest of us, even though she was just a year older than me. She could knock people off their feet with just one piercing look, and she knew it too. She was powerful and charming. She flashed me a big smile when she caught me looking at her, and I couldn’t help but like her.


I didn’t talk to her that day, but not long afterward I got my chance. When I arrived at the state youth center, she was already living there. Maine may be a big state, but there are so few people that, whether I was on the streets or in one of the state-run centers, there were familiar faces everywhere I went. There just weren’t that many “problem kids” in Maine, and as a result, there were only so many places we could end up. In that way we made up our own kind of extended dysfunctional family.


“You must know my brother!” Natasha said to me when she realized where I’d come from. She made me feel immediately comfortable, and I latched on to her after that. She didn’t seem to mind. I think she liked me right away too, probably because I bothered her less than the other kids did. Besides being beautiful, she was much wiser and more worldly than the rest of us, so kids were always asking her advice about this, what she thought about that, if she liked such-and-such person/band/outfit. And her opinion reigned—whatever she thought was considered cool. She always knew what to say to people and was too sweet to tell anyone to leave her alone. Everyone looked up to her, including me, but I was best at playing it cool.


All the kids at the youth center had to have jobs, so Natasha and I got jobs working together in the kitchen. It was our responsibility to clean up after dinner. The whole place looked like a summer camp. Kids lived in seven or eight cottages grouped together—boys on one side, girls on the other—in a clearing surrounded by woods. Each evening we would carry a big plastic bucket from cottage to cottage collecting leftover food to be brought back to the kitchen and thrown away. There were so many rules at that place and so little to do that this was one of the highlights of our very dull days.


One day, while we were making our rounds of the cottages, Natasha looked at me and, for no apparent reason, said, “Let’s see if we can make it to the woods!”


I paused for a moment and then smiled in agreement. We were bored and it was something to do. We dropped our buckets and made a break for it, running as fast as we could toward the tree line before someone could catch us.


I didn’t really think we would make it very far, but to my surprise, we did. Once we made it into the woods, we didn’t stop. We just kept on running and running until we were out of breath. We stopped to rest in an area near a few houses. By that time, we were already pretty far away from the center.


Once we finally stopped running, neither of us really knew what to do next. We knew that the center would send the police after us as soon as they noticed we were gone, so we were afraid to venture out of the woods. The police would likely be checking the roads, so we didn’t want to go near them. We also didn’t want to walk by the houses, which was the direction we needed to go if we wanted to get farther away from the center, because someone might see us. “Let’s just stay here for a while,” Natasha finally decided. “When it gets dark enough that no one can see us, then we can leave.”


As it grew darker and darker, I began to get nervous. Suddenly our game didn’t seem like so much fun anymore. I think Natasha must have been nervous too, but she didn’t let on. Instead, to pass the time, we quietly sang our favorite songs from the radio to each other—songs by Melissa Etheridge, Whitney Houston, George Michael. We sang songs about relationships and betrayal, desire and passion, all things that we were too young to really understand. Our absolute favorite was “Against All Odds” by Phil Collins. It became like a theme song after that because we felt like practically everything that was good in our lives happened “against all odds.” We sang it to each other that night, I think, as a way of saying we’d stay friends forever, no matter what, even if we got caught or separated, both of which were pretty likely. Kids in state facilities were always getting transferred or released or moved to a different kind of program, so even though I recognized kids everywhere I went, it was hard to keep any really strong ties to anyone. Natasha and I didn’t want that to happen to us. That song meant so much to us that I still remember most of the lyrics: “We’ve shared the laughter and the pain, and even shared the tears / You’re the only one who really knew me at all…Oh take a look at me now, well there’s just an empty space / And you coming back to me is against all odds and that’s what I’ve got to face.”


We must have stayed in the woods for hours. Finally, when it was dark, Natasha whispered to me, “Let’s get out of here.”


We crept quietly past the houses and down to the nearest road. Our plan was to walk, or hitch a ride if we could, toward Natasha’s hometown, which was not far away, and meet up with some of her childhood friends. So that’s what we did.


The first thing we did when we hooked up with Natasha’s friends was get our hands on some good clothes and makeup. We knew that we should leave Maine as soon as possible, since there would be people out looking for us by then, and the farther away we got, the safer we’d be. But we never got to have much fun at the youth center, so all we wanted to do that night was party to celebrate our newfound freedom. Natasha’s friends were having a bonfire on the beach, and we couldn’t turn that down. When I look back now, I realize they were mostly a group of high school deadbeats, but at the time, they seemed like the coolest people I’d ever met.


When we woke up the next morning, I don’t think Natasha, who was really our leader and made all the big decisions for both of us, really knew what to do next. “We’ve got to keep moving farther away from the center” was all she said, so we started hitchhiking. Through a combination of rides and walking, we made it to Massachusetts by nighttime. We were near Boston when a man stopped to pick us up. “If you want to come back to my place with me tonight, we can have something to eat and then get a good night’s sleep,” he said. “I’m heading out early tomorrow morning, so I’ll take you where you want to go then.”
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