
P e p p e r  S m i t h  r e m e m b e r s  t h e  d a y  s h e  w a s

s t o l e n  f r o i n  h e r  p a r e n t s ,  a n d  t h e  a b u s e  '

a n d  l o n e l i n e s s  t h a t  c a m e  a f t e r .  I n  t h i s  G l a r n o u r

e x c l u s i v e ,  s h e  t e l l i  t h e  d r a m a t i c  s t o r y  o f  h e r

a o - y e a r  s e a r c h  t o  f i n d  h e r  f a m i l y ,  a n d  t h e

s t a r t l i n g  d i s c o v e r i e s  t h a t  c h a n g e d  e v e r y t h i n g .

*r was

at age 
1r,

.Once upon a  t ime,  I  was  Rhonda Pat r i c ia  Chr is t ie ,  a  be loved

four-year-old pr incess l iv ing with my parents in a t idy garden

apartment near the naval base in San Diego. Mom, in her beehive

hairdo, would dress me up in fr i l ly purple dresses to meet Dad's

ship whenever he came into port ,  and he would spend his shore

leave teaching me to r ide a bike with training wheels.  "You' l l  start

schoo l  soon,  l i ke  a  b ig  g i r l , "  Mom wou ld  te l l  me,  and I  cou ldn ' t

wait  to be in school with lots of other kids my age. I t  was a happy,r

sunny t ime. I  had no idea that dark secrets were swir l ing around

my family-secrets that would swal low my chi ldhood.

One afternoon there came a knock at the door,  and when

Mom opened i t ,  there was a lady I 'd never seen before. Next to her

stood a tal l  g ir l  a l i t t le older ' than me. Mom seemed to know

the woman-she cal led her Shir ley-and that surpr ised me because

I didn' t  think Mom would be fr iends with somebody with missing

teeth. They told me that the tal l  g ir l ,  Ren6e, was my sister.  She

didn' t  look l ike me-her skin was much darker-but f  was so happy

to have a sister I  didn' t  ask quest ions. Mom told me I  was going

to have a fun sleepover.  Ren6e would play with us for a whi le,  and

then f  'd get to spend the night

with them at their motel! --+- A S  T O L D  T O  D A N  B A U M
p h o t o g r a p h  b y  S i v a n  L e w i n



At lejt, Pepper,
then called. Rhonda
bg her parents,
celebrates herfourth
birthd.ay; aboae,
she horses around,
outsid.e, shortlg
before her abduction.

H U N G R Y  F O R  L O V E

The next 12 years were a blur ofcheap
motels wl45e we'd stay a dayor two, or
maybe weeks, before sneaking out in the
middle ofthe night. "Pepper," Shirley
called me-never Rhonda. I had no idea
why she renamed me, and I learned
quickly not to insist I was Rhonda. All
that got me was more nasty scolding. I
was hungry and dirty. Shirley never
cooked for us. She d take us to Salvation
Armysoup kitchens forbowls of mush,
and Ren6e and I scrounged for food and

sometimes I begged for handouts. For
money, Shirley would drive out to high-
way rest areas and visit truckers in their
cabs for 15 minutes; not until I was older
did I figure fftat out. Some nights, Ren6e
and I slept in rest-stop restrooms. Shirley
kept saying that Ren6e and I were
sisters, but I never understood that. She
looked nothinglike me, and whyhad I
never known about her? I kept waiting
for the nightmare to end, for Mom to

show up and take me home, but it went
on and on. The hunger, discomfort and
fear were bad enough, but the terrible
mystery of it all was the worst: Who was

Shirley? Whywas she so horrible to me?
And whyhad my mother lethertake me?

I cried for my mother alot, and Shirley
would snarl that she was protecting
me from "that f--ker." She would never
tell me what my mom had done to make
her hate her so. Shirley warned me never

to talkto anybody, especiallythe police,

because we'd all go straight to prison.

I didn't understand why, but she said it

with such vehemence I was afraid to
doubt her. More than once, the police
pulled us over. Ren6e often panicked,

screaming and crying io much thatthe

offi cer would ask what was wrong. Shirley
had a story: "I'm the grandmother, look-

ing after them nowthat their parents

were killed in a car crash." I wanted to

shout, "No, they weren't!" but by then
I'd become such a skittish, traumatized
puppet that I kept my mouth shut.
Through teary eyes, I d watch him drive

off-my salvation, my deliverance.
I still dreamed of going to school like

other kids, but we never stayed an)'where

long enough. Two nights here, a week

there, always in hideous motels full of
drunks and addicts who beat one another
bloody. Every now and then, we d drive
in Shirley's old car cross-countryto New

Orleans, where somebody called Titi

lived. Therewerethreeboys always in and
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- -+  When she saw my bedroom,  Ren6e ac ted  odd ly .

Later  I  real ized i t  was because she'd never  seen such th ings

as  my  canopy  bed ,  my  c lose t  f u l l  o f  d resses ,  t he  t oys

scat tered across my bedroom f loor ,  my f ish tank.  "This is

a l l  yours?"  I  remember her  ask ing several  t imes.  Then

Mom d ressed  me  i n  my  favo r i t e  red  sneake rs ,  packed  me

an overnight  bag and wi th a k iss on the cheek to ld me

to  be  good  and  have  fun .  " I ' l l  see  you  tomor row ! "  she  sang .

As we drove of f ,  Mom stood in the st reet  and waved.

I  d idn ' t  see her  again for  more than 8o years.

Sh i r l ey  d rove  us  t o  an  ug l y  mo te l ,  bu t  we  d idn ' t

s tay  t he re .  She  rushed  us  up  to  a  room,  b i r k i ng  a t  me  to

hurry up,  and threw a few belongings in to the car .  We

drove  o f fw i t h  a  squea l  o f t i r es  and  I ,  sudden l y  sca red ,

wh impered ,  " I  wan t  my  mom! "  Sh i r l ey  t u rned  i n  he r  sea t

and screamed in my face,  "Pepper,  you shut  up! 'Nobody

had ever  yel led at  me so v ic iously ,  and I  d idn ' t  know the

name Pepper ;  I  s ta r ted  to  c r y  and  became hys te r i ca l .

Shirley snarled at Ren6e, "You keep that l i tt le chink quiet."

And thus began my new l i fe .
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