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Abstract 
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Supervisor:  Don Howard 

 
The following report describes the process by which the thesis documentary film, 

Complicit, was made by Michelle Nehme. The film is about domestic sex trafficking in 

the United States and centers around the story of one American-born survivor. The film 

also includes testimony from anti-trafficking leaders in Austin, TX. The report discusses 

the issue at large, the process behind researching, pre-production, production and post-

production of the film, and the creative choices made around the film. The original 

treatment is included, as well as the script written for the narrative strand. The report also 

discusses the struggles the filmmaker faced with the dark themes and the complexity of 

the issue during the course of making the film. 
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Complicit 

 

THE AGE OF TWELVE 

Think back to the age of twelve and remember for a few minutes what it was like 

to be a pre-teen. Maybe some would say they were busy riding bikes or playing an 

instrument, maybe even thinking about a new crush. But how many would say they were 

considering making sex a profession? Generally speaking, most people don’t equate 

being twelve to the sex industry, but according to Polaris Project, in America today, 

twelve is the average age of entry into prostitution.1 When I was twelve, I wanted to be a 

marine biologist, a racecar driver or a filmmaker. I chose filmmaker because I figured it 

would let me be all of the above. I never imagined, however, I’d make films about sexual 

abuse. It seems most of my films have explored this subject matter— the films I made in 

undergrad, my pre-thesis, which was a metaphor for sexual assault, and finally, my thesis 

film about sex trafficking.  

I’m a survivor of rape and sexual abuse. When I was nineteen, a guy I knew raped 

me in a dorm room. My roommates took me to the hospital the following day after 

finding me in shock. And even though I couldn’t stop shaking with fear, I tried to report 

the crime, only to be told I was probably lying and that women make this stuff up all the 

time, even claiming to be raped by aliens. Within weeks, the school was talking. People I 

didn’t know would approach me and say things to me about the incident. I received 

threats, lost most of my friends, and started skipping classes. I didn’t want to hear people 

                                                
1 “Sex Trafficking,” Polaris Project, accessed November 21, 2011, 
http://www.polarisproject.org/resources/resources-by-topic/sex-trafficking. 
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talk openly about my painful experience or see the face of the guy who had assaulted me. 

There began a journey of a decade through all kinds of addictions, abusive relationships, 

and a lifestyle that was really a death wish. I look back on that decade and think how 

easily it could have been me that met the wrong guy at the wrong time. It only took one 

rape one night to change my life.  

As I started to walk through healing, I would meet women working in the sex 

industry, mainly in exotic dancing and in prostitution, and I would have so much 

compassion for them, their stories, and the difficulty in their lives. For a time, I would go 

into the men’s clubs in town and hang out with the girls in the dressing rooms. What I 

had walked through was nothing compared to what most of these women had survived. A 

lot of them were single moms. Many of them had started in the business while 

underage—some of them were still underage. I remember one girl telling me she’d never 

been given a real hug before, the kind where nothing was expected back. Whether that 

was true or not, I knew she didn’t believe she deserved a real hug. She had the words 

“most hated” tattooed on her leg. In many ways, this journey was preparing me to make a 

film about sex trafficking, not because all the women I met had been trafficked, but 

because I knew there was more going on in the sex industry than most would care to say 

or to talk about. The average age of entry into prostitution in the United States is twelve. 

That’s the average, not the youngest. That’s something worth talking about. 

SEX TRAFFICKING 

One of the survivors I interviewed, Jessica, was twelve when she started having 

sex. By this time, Jessica had already been sexually abused by her neighbors and lost her 

father, who was murdered at the hands of a teenager. To talk to Jessica now, you would 
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never guess her story. She is intelligent, confident, with laughing blue eyes, and she 

exudes strength and life. Jessica was trafficked into prostitution when she was sixteen by 

a man that gained her trust over time. Like most victims with their traffickers, the 

relationship was built on deception. Jessica’s trafficker would come visit her in the 

restaurant she worked in; he would spend time getting to know her, tell her how 

important she was, show her pictures of the places he traveled and the nice jewelry and 

clothes he could give her. As Jessica says, “I was trying to find something I was really 

longing for…it didn’t take much for a man to step in and tell me what I needed.” 

Images roll by on the screen of twelve and thirteen-year-olds playing baseball, 

roller-skating, dressing up, putting on lipstick… But the girl putting on lipstick is going 

to work. We see her sit awkwardly at the end of a bed as her first client of the day enters 

the room. This is how I planned to open the film, splicing images of how children 

generally live in their pre-teen years with images of pre-teens working in the sex 

industry. It seemed there was a disconnection for most people when it came to viewing 

all children as children with the same basic needs. Somewhere along the way, something 

happened between understanding the innocence of young healthy children and 

disapproving the overly sexualized, mature nature of children selling their bodies. 

Somehow they couldn’t all be children. It was like prostitutes were those troubled girls or 

boys ‘over there’—kids that weren’t the general public’s concern because they probably 

did too many drugs, were high school drop outs, and lacked the firm hand the rest of us 

had gotten to guide us.  

When I first started learning about sex trafficking, I didn’t necessarily endorse the 

practice of selling and buying sex. And still, I could never have known how this topic 
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would change the way I view the sex industry, the reality of what’s going on with 

American youth and the way our culture addresses issues around sexual abuse. The more 

I heard people talk about trafficking and prostitution, I felt like conversations centered on 

the foreign nationals who are brought over the border. In fact, people automatically 

assumed trafficking meant bringing foreign-born women and children into the United 

States. It was easier to talk about the victims who needed money, who had been told 

they’d get a job in the States nannying or waitressing, and who had come from another 

country and couldn’t speak the language. It seemed so much easier to call those victims, 

victims.  Yet, according to the US Department of Justice, between 2008 and 2010, four-

fifths of victims in confirmed sex trafficking incidents were identified as U.S. citizens 

(83%).2 

No one was talking much about American-born victims. The issue seemed to spill 

into the grey area and brought up questions about the johns (those buying sex), 

community responsibility and response, and the way buying sex is so normalized in our 

country. To talk about American-born victims made the issue personal to American 

citizens. Suddenly, we would have to answer questions about the way we choose to live 

as individuals and as a society and how we could be contributing to the problem. Could it 

really be that in the Land of the Free, there are those who aren’t free? 

I was instantly drawn to the stories of domestic youth trafficked into the sex 

industry, and the threads that seemed common to those stories. My heart hurt for the 

teens wanting to be loved, accepted, to have family, home, purpose…and who were so 

easily judged by the outside world for their actions. I knew I wanted to make a film 
                                                
2 Duren Banks and Tracey Kyckelhahn, “Characteristics of Suspected Human Trafficking Incidents, 2008-
2010,” U.S. Department of Justice, April 2011, accessed November 21, 2011, 
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/ascii/cshti0810.txt. 
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exposing the truth of sex trafficking in our country but also exploring themes like 

belonging, family, love, sexual abuse, manipulation, and enslavement in a way that fell 

outside of our conversational comfort zone with such topics. That meant I had to truly 

understand what the trafficking of domestic minors looks like in the States. 

To begin with, "it is important to note that a person does not have to be 

‘trafficked’ over country or state borders in order to be a victim of trafficking – indeed 

‘domestic’ trafficking is the largest trafficking category."3 The Trafficking Victims 

Protection Act of 2000 defines sex trafficking as “the recruitment, harboring, 

transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for the purpose of a commercial sex 

act, which includes any sex act on account of which anything of value is given to or 

received by any person.” Severe forms of trafficking in persons is defined as “(a) sex 

trafficking in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in 

which the person induced to perform such an act has not attained 18 years of age; or (b) 

the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for labor or 

services, through the use of force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of subjection to 

involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or slavery.”4  

Jessica, the survivor in my thesis, was never taken out of her home state. She 

worked right on the same streets where she first met her pimp. In fact, ten years after 

escaping the life, she attended a conference about sex trafficking in the very same hotel 

that she had been trafficked in a decade earlier. It was at this conference that Jessica first 

learned about sex trafficking. She had blamed herself for so many years because she had 

                                                
3Debra Boyer. Who Pays the Price? Assessment of Prostitution in Seattle (The Firm,2008), 9. 
4“Trafficking In Persons Report,” U.S. Department of State, July 2001, accessed November 21, 
2011, http://www.state.gov/g/tip/rls/tiprpt/2001/3929.htm. 
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willingly went with her pimp. Even though she had been deceived and taken advantage of 

at a very vulnerable age and time in her life, she had said yes to her pimp, and in her 

mind, that meant it was her fault.  

In an interview I conducted with Noel Busch and Laurie Cook-Heffron from the 

School of Social Work at the University of Texas at Austin, we discussed the effects of 

sexual abuse on a child and the nature of fear and dependency in the victim/trafficker 

relationship. Laurie and Noel spoke to the complexity of the mental and physical state of 

trafficked children: why they often don’t run or when they do, why they sometimes return 

to the work. Survival sex can refer to the way prostituted children will normalize their 

activity in order to cope in the day to day, avoid extended abuse or threats against their 

family, and seek some level of sanity. Noel talks about complicity and how domestic 

youth will seem complicit to pimps or clients in order to survive in the life. 

But beyond the mental effects of trafficking, there is the sheer danger of trying to 

leave. Audiences see the hands of a man on screen. I’m asking him about a statistic I read 

on the Traffic 911 site: “the average life expectancy for a child forced into sexual slavery 

is 7 years.”5 He barely pauses before saying he agrees with that statement. Abel (name 

changed to protect identity) is a former pimp and bodyguard. He says that the industry 

isn’t what people think it is—too many people get their ideas from Hollywood. Maybe by 

the time victims think about escaping, it’s too late, he says. They know too much. No one 

is going to let a girl walk that could point to the people in the game or the way the game 

is played. Too easily, she’ll end up dead…maybe an accidental overdose. “The game” is 

what he calls the sex industry.  

                                                
5 “What is Trafficking?” Traffic911, accessed November 21, 2011, 
http://www.traffick911.com/page/what-is-human-trafficking. 
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I ride along in Retired Officer Billy Sifuentes’ car as he talks about how easily 

children are deceived or threatened. He explains that you don’t see the girls like you used 

to on the streets. Prostitution is becoming less visible as more children are sold on the 

Internet. It runs the gambit from home-delivery services and business cards that 

traffickers will hand out with numbers to call for services to an overwhelming amount of 

listings on sites like Backpage and Craigslist.   

We see the neighborhoods roll by as he talks: the projects, college apartments, 

middle-class homes, and even the wealthy homes in the west hills of Austin. Officer 

Sifuentes says it doesn’t matter where you live, brothels have been found in all parts of 

the city. Abel confirms this in his interview. One of the things he says is that it happens in 

the suburban areas; what he calls “the safety.” Minors trafficked into prostitution have 

come from all walks of life and are of any and all ethnic backgrounds. It’s estimated that 

200,000 to 300,000 American children are at risk of being trafficked into the sex industry 

every year.6  

Officer Sifuentes is the Liaison for the Human Trafficking Department. Part of 

the officer’s job is to help teach other law enforcement agencies about human trafficking. 

He admits that the history of the relationship between minors working in prostitution and 

law enforcement has been rocky at best. Prostitution is illegal, and often the girls are 

taught to lie about their age. They develop a harsh attitude—another survival tactic from 

dealing with the harsh lifestyle—and they aren’t very cooperative with law enforcement. 

Many of them are extremely protective of their pimp and quite dependant on him for 

shelter, food, clothing, and medical care, as these girls aren’t allowed to keep their 

                                                
6 Richard Estes and Neil Alan Weiner, “The Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children In the US, 
Canada and Mexico” (University of Pennsylvania, 2001). 
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money. Some of the girls have children. Minors often get booked for prostitution and it 

goes on their record before they get turned out onto the street again. 

As officers have become more aware of what they are really seeing in sting 

operations, trafficking has become more defined, and laws have begun to change, but it is 

a slow process. Austin leads the nation with the largest human trafficking and vice unit. 

Even still, the unit has an overload of work, and aftercare options for domestic minors are 

few. Deena Graves of Traffic911 in Fort Worth reveals a frightening statistic in her 

interview: one in three homeless children will be picked up by a trafficker within forty-

eight hours of being on the streets. After my interview with Deena, I head back into 

Austin, and a billboard reads that there are 6,000 homeless youth in DFW. It’s not hard to 

do the math. 

THE TRANSFORMATION 

Jessica said her pimp asked her the most important question she’d ever heard. He 

asked, “If you are already having sex, why not get paid for it?” She didn’t have an 

answer, but she trusted him. She agreed to go with her pimp. She was seventeen years 

old. In our interview, she tells me about her first trick—the first john or client she had 

once her pimp set her out on the streets. It’s emotionally difficult for Jessica to recall. She 

says the john picked her up in his truck and took her around the block. He was rough with 

her and when he was done, he gave her money. But when Jessica turned to exit the truck, 

the john grabbed her purse, attempting to steal the money back. Her purse broke, she 

ended up under his truck. The john actually drove over Jessica to get away. 

Jessica’s pimp got her into his car. Somehow she had been able to hold on to that 

money, but even after being assaulted and run over, she had to hand the money over to 
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her pimp. Jessica realized in that moment that she lost so much more than her money. She 

lost her freedom. Anything her pimp would tell her to do, she would do. And if she 

refused, she had to watch the other girls take her beating. Jessica admits, for her, it was 

the perfect mind control. Somehow her pimp knew that if he beat her it wouldn’t have 

had the same affect as making her watch other girls suffer on her account. 

When Jessica stopped running, when she gave in to the life, she had become the 

very thing she was running from. She gave in to the lies she had started to believe about 

herself before she even met her trafficker. Jessica talks about her childhood sexual abuse 

at the age of four, and how that, coupled with her father’s murder, primed her to be a 

victim of trafficking. The circumstances in her life made her the perfect target. She 

wasn’t just some random girl her pimp ran into at a restaurant one day. He knew what he 

was looking for, and more importantly, he knew what she was looking for underneath all 

the worthlessness and loneliness she felt. 

Jessica goes on to talk about the brainwashing: “once a hoe, always a hoe,” she 

says. It’s a theme that I heard a lot in talks with other survivors. It doesn’t take much to 

completely devalue a person and then keep them believing lies about their worth. As 

Jessica shared, you don’t have to be chained to a bed to be a slave. Mental abuse in itself 

is enough to keep a person enslaved. I relate in the only way I can, from my own 

experience with abuse. I think about the way being raped affected my self-image. I 

believed for years that I wasn’t good enough for love, respect, marriage or children, but 

that I deserved to be hurt and abused. I believed all I could be was a sex object, and that 

belief informed the way I lived everyday. My heart hurt as I listened to these survivor 

stories, and it seemed to clear to me why women would stay in the life for prolonged 



 10 

periods of time, even after escaping their pimp, if they ever escaped at all. So often, 

people would ask me why I didn’t fight back to stop my assault. They would tell me my 

rapist didn’t have control over my life, that I shouldn’t let him win, that it wasn’t about 

sex. While they were simply trying to understand or be helpful, these comments were 

very hurtful to me. When I began working on the documentary, it was a strange to have 

people ask me why these girls didn’t just leave, why they would let someone treat them 

in such a way. I had more than one woman tell me they would never let a person treat 

them the way a pimp would treat his girls. A father told me his children would never take 

abuse from an adult. For me, it seemed these victims had many more reasons that I did to 

feel worthless and to stay in a destructive lifestyle. It reminded me of what I already 

knew from my past—how easy it is to misunderstand abuse and to even be in denial 

about it or normalize it out of fear. 

I struggled with the deeper issues surrounding domestic sex trafficking knowing I 

wanted to step into the grey areas and confront questions that I may not find all the 

answers to. I also knew others may not like what I had to say. Still, it was important to 

me to try to present some of these less tangible ideas and themes in the film. As a 

filmmaker, I think my strength is giving people a new way of seeing a topic that they may 

already know some about. That meant more than making a film that just gave audiences a 

lot of information. I wanted to make a film that might open compassionate hearts to those 

who had been abused, trafficked, and enslaved.  

Prior to learning about trafficking, I had been working on a script about a circus. 

And then oddly, one of the survivors I talked to in the course of my research told me 

about joining a carnival for a short time to escape her life of prostitution. In talking to 
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her, I got the idea of using an old carnival act of a girl changing into an animal as a 

metaphor for identity. In the traveling circuses and carnivals, there were sideshows where 

a lady in a bikini would come out on stage and turn into an animal in front of the crowd. 

It seemed like the very same thing the survivors would talk about—being in a show, 

putting on a face, and then ultimately becoming the thing they hated most. I decided to 

write a short script about a girl who goes into a carnival show and becomes an animal to 

interweave with Jessica’s story.  

THE DEMAND 

As the script progressed, I started to deal with the audience at the carnival, most 

specifically with how to portray them. It brought up questions about demand again. 

Officer Sifuentes of the Human Trafficking Unit in Austin explains in his interview that 

our understanding of sex trafficking today is where spousal abuse was back in the 1970s. 

Stigmas that surround prostitution make awareness a vial part of solution. In the 70s, if a 

husband was beating his wife, law enforcement couldn’t take any action. In fact, there 

were times they couldn’t even enter the house. Community leaders and lawmakers 

worked under a misconception that abused spouses were free to walk away if they really 

wanted to. And when abuse happened in the home, it was shameful to talk about it, so 

awareness discussions were out of the question. Now, because of the work that has been 

done in that arena, law enforcement can make an immediate arrest, and there are shelters 

for domestic abuse victims. 

Officer Sifuentes emphasizes that helping johns become more aware of the 

situation with trafficking may play a significant role in stopping child trafficking. Johns 

Schools, which have started emerging around the country, are a new option for 
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sentencing men and women that have been caught buying sex. The recidivism rate, or the 

percentage of johns caught a second time after attending the school, is around 30 percent 

and is steadily declining, according to Anita Johnson, who heads up the Johns School in 

Waco. Many johns believe that a prostitute is always there by choice and that selling sex 

is just a job. They are confronted with the question: If you knew she wasn’t free, would 

that change anything? 

Part of the reason for declining recidivism rates could be that the names of those 

johns sentenced to attend the school appears on the Johns School’s website. Ambassador 

Swanee Hunt, founder of Demand Abolition, speaks even more to the success of tougher 

penalties for johns. In her interview, she talks about the choice Sweden made to illegalize 

prostitution. But instead of prosecuting the sex workers, they set up consequences for 

johns such as car impounding, pictures printed in the local newspaper, and court order 

appearances sent straight to the violator’s home address. Upon adoption of this new 

system, prostitution in Sweden dropped by 80 percent.7 Sweden’s success motivated their 

neighbor, Finland, to adopt a similar policy. The ambassador believes that an increase of 

Johns Schools in the States and stricter penalties for johns will have a similar effect here. 

Ambassador Hunt also talks about what demand looks like in the States. To 

address issues of demand better, I decided to go up to DFW for Super Bowl XLV. 

Thousands of prostitutes were expected in the DFW metroplex for the event, with an 

estimated fifty percent being trafficked minors, according to Dallas police. It was in 

Dallas that I unexpectedly caught an interview with the ambassador. She talks briefly 

about a tradition of celebration in our country, explaining how buying sex is a part of that 
                                                
7Swanee Hunt, “The Broad Case Against Purchasing Women and Girls for Sexual Gratification,” Demand 
Abolition, accessed November 21, 2011, http://www.demandabolition.org/why-demand/the-broad-case-
against-purchasing-women-and-girls-for-sexual-gratification. 
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tradition: “They call it the oldest profession, but I call it the oldest oppression.” An 

interview with Lamont Hiebert, co-founder of Love146 and lead singer for Ten Shekel 

Shirt, touches on the sex industry’s marketing plan toward johns. Hiebert says the sex 

industry needs buyers’ money to exist, and yet so often, johns don’t know that the girls 

are underage or that they started underage. 

But who are the johns? Officer Sifuentes talks about the men typically found on 

johns stings and how there really is no mold. The demand for commercial sex services is 

driven domestically at all socioeconomic levels. According to a study done at the 

University of Texas by Noel Busch-Armendariz, survivors and police have reported johns 

ranging from blue-collar workers to pastors of churches to wealthy businessmen and even 

politicians. They are our parents, friends, neighbors, co-workers, and teammates. And by 

the way, your john could be a jane. 

THE TRAFFICKERS 

Jessica talks a little more about her pimp. She says he has his own story. He was 

raised from a young age to be a pimp and his parents chose the life for him. Most of what 

she told us about him, she said off camera. She confirms what I’ve heard over and over, 

that pimps don’t work alone. They are typically a part of organized crime and running 

drugs and arms right along side the sex trade. At the University of Texas, Noel Busch-

Armendariz and Laurie Cook-Heffron are putting together the profile of a trafficker. 

Known cases have seen traffickers as schoolteachers, parents, school peers, drug dealers, 

government officials, and the list goes on. Traffickers can be men as well as women, and 

sometimes traffickers have worked their way up through the ranks after being trafficked 

themselves. There have even been books and manuals published on how to pimp.  
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Ambassador Hunt shares a story she heard from an FBI agent that was 

interviewing a pimp in prison. When asked how he finds his girls, he admitted he would 

go to a shopping mall, approach girls hanging out and tell them that they had pretty eyes. 

If she looked down at her shoes, or showed other signs of low self-esteem, he knew he 

had her. Abel also talks about a colleague of his that would turn up with new girls every 

week. He could find them anywhere and tell them anything. When I asked about the girls 

believing the lies, Abel just shrugs. To those in power, those running the various facets of 

the industry, if a girl was dumb enough to believe the lies, she deserved what she got. It’s 

hard to hear, and Abel gives me an uncomfortable laugh—to him, it’s just the truth of the 

matter. Abel goes on to talk about how the men he knew picking up girls were all lower 

in the chain of command. Somehow the girls should have known that these men were 

trouble.  

Still, Abel admits that it made him wonder how most of the girls had a 

background of sexual abuse, often by men they knew. Although he never admits a direct 

connection in our interview, it’s like he knows in the back of his mind that these girls 

needed someone to watch over them and they fell into the wrong hands. One of the most 

powerful things he says is that he can treat these girls better than their father does. He 

opens his palms toward me in a welcoming gesture while he speaks. It’s one of the few 

moments he is unguarded, and his words are convincing. It’s one of the most powerful 

moments for me in all of my research. This moment is what it’s really about for the 

victims. 

As most people, when I first started learning about trafficking, I wanted someone 

to blame. I wanted to put all my anger, sadness and fear on to someone, and it seemed 
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easiest to be angry at the traffickers. Especially having been a victim of rape, I thought 

often about the way rape is used as a weapon. For years, I believed that it must take a 

truly evil person to commit an act of rape, especially on a child. But the deeper I got into 

my subject matter, I realized that it wasn’t always so black and white. Traffickers often 

have their own painful past driving them. Some of them were abused as children and 

others were trafficking victims themselves. They didn’t just wake up one day and decide 

to abuse children.  

Abel talks about why he got into the business. He started selling drugs at a young 

age because he needed money. He didn’t feel like he had options. It was part of the 

culture he was raised in, and he didn’t want to stay in the life. He envisioned that it might 

give him the ability to get out of the life altogether someday and into something better. 

Abel explains that plenty of the guys are just looking to get in and out as quickly as 

possible, but then they would get stuck. They know too much and have to keep playing 

the part. They have to prove their loyalty through various tests, such as how they respond 

to the police and whether or not they can keep a secret. Then, if they do well, superiors 

ask them to take bigger jobs. That’s how Abel started working as a pimp. But he says he 

couldn’t stay in pimping very long. He didn’t have enough of a stomach for it. And when 

he saw a chance to leave the industry, he took it. 

As I sat across from Abel, listening to his story, I had mixed feelings. Ultimately, 

he wants to see things change. He doesn’t believe minors should be selling themselves 

for sex. I could hear the sincerity in his voice. He definitely had his side of the story, and 

it was hard to hear it at times. I could see how the time he spent in the game had colored 

the way he looked at fourteen-year-old girls. He admitted that plenty of the girls were 
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underage, and then he would argue that the girls wanted to be there, that they chose 

prostitution for the money and the drugs. He said the girls lied about their ages because 

they wanted in—he compared it to underage clubbing. He definitely would not have 

called underage prostitution the same as modern-day slavery. Yet, when I asked him 

about the girls leaving, he said that would never happen. He explains in his interview that 

without the girls over-dosing, or even without someone killing them, they could be dead 

in a short amount of time from the severity of the lifestyle. I asked him whether or not a 

girl leaving the life would be able to testify in a court of law and he made it very clear no 

girl would get that far. 

One of the biggest things I took away from my time with Abel was that there are 

so many different factors at play in the  pimp and prostitute relationship. Everyone 

normalizes their side of the story; whether it’s to live with the choices they are making 

every day or the lifestyle being forced upon them. The mindset of victimization runs 

rampant. Everyone is trying to get a piece to control. And when people want to change, 

they really don’t believe they can…back to the idea of identity and living out of the belief 

system you’ve built for yourself. How many of us make bad decisions, take advantage of 

people, or refuse to stand up for what’s right who have never had to deal with systemic 

poverty, starvation, mental illness, or abuse? I couldn’t help but think yet again, it could 

be anyone sitting where Abel was sitting. It’s such a thin line that separates us from 

becoming the worst version of ourselves. Do I think that pimps and traffickers should be 

prosecuted? Absolutely, and I advocate for harsher laws than we have now. Do I think 

these adults are more responsible in the situation than the girls and boys being sold? I 

think even Abel would agree with that.  
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But listening to Abel, I just couldn’t take the approach with him in the film that I 

should make him out to be some monster to hate and be afraid of… I was able to lay 

down my judgment, anger and fear. I have no doubt that it took courage for him to come 

forward and agree to an interview. He wasn’t gaining anything, yet he sat there and gave 

me a good bit of his time, being as honest and open as he could be about a very 

dangerous job he once held. And he did it because he wants to see change. The more time 

I have spent with this subject matter, the more I really believe that the only thing that can 

heal us of the issue of trafficking is uncompromised compassion and forgiveness. 

SOLUTION 

What is it about the events in our life that mark distinct parts of the journey for us; 

events that change the way we live or how we view our lives? Jessica escaped her pimp 

when she was eighteen, but she stayed in the life for two more years, not sure what to do. 

She talks in her interview about the difficulties of leaving prostitution completely. She 

didn’t have any resources, any idea of how to get a job or what to even put on an 

application if she tried. She still believed that prostitution was part of her identity and 

she’d never rise above it. Then one day, she found herself pregnant and sitting in a clinic. 

It was at this point that she decided something needed to change, and if she could make 

her child’s life different, she wanted to try.  

Today, that child is ten and Jessica is happily married. Her and her husband have 

had four more children. Jessica travels quite a bit to tell her story and bring awareness to 

different communities about the realities of trafficking. She talks about healing and how 

it is a very long and difficult process. Jessica’s husband was also a survivor of sexual 

abuse, and they made a pact to raise their children to understand the dangers of 
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trafficking and sexual abuse. They realize they can’t protect their children from all the 

difficulties in this world, so they work to give their children the tools they’ll need to 

discern dangerous situations and respond accordingly.  In her interview, Jessica talks 

about the mentors she and her husband had along the way. The newly married couple had 

to learn how to be healthy first so they could teach their children to navigate this life. 

I clearly remember sitting across from Jessica as she told me about walking into 

healing and how deeply it affected me. It was moving to see the strength of the human 

spirit at work in her and to be a witness of the great courage this woman holds. Jessica 

has walked through such difficulty, and she has ended up living a healthy and balanced 

life, maybe even more than others I know who haven’t seen the pain she has seen. It was 

encouraging to me to interview her. The power of her story is the hope she offers. It 

allows others who have experienced sexual abuse and brokenness to say, if she can do it, 

so can I.  

For me, it was also pregnancy that really began my healing journey. And it was 

having my daughter that got me interested in the issue of sex trafficking. It all started 

when I signed up to receive Amber Alerts. I was curious about how many missing 

children there seemed to be and why no one ever really talked about them. The Jaycee 

Dugard case came out about that time my daughter was born. When she was eleven, 

Jaycee was kidnapped by a man named Phillip Garrido, a man that had already served 

time for kidnapping and raping another young girl. Various reports claimed that 

Garrido’s neighbors talked about seeing a tent in Garrido’s back yard with men lined up 

outside of it, but nothing was done to investigate the strange behavior. The story brought 

up so many questions for me about community awareness. 
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Every anti-trafficking leader will say that awareness is the key right now. Maria 

Trujillo, Executive Director of the Houston Rescue and Restore Coalition (HRRC), spoke 

at a seminar on human trafficking about the community awareness initiatives 

implemented in her city. Houston now leads the nation in the number of calls to the 

National Human Trafficking Resource Center. In a two-year period, HRRC trained over 

11,000 people about the issue of human trafficking, including anti-trafficking 

professionals.8 The Allies, a group in Austin, are trying to do something similar in 

Central Texas but with much less funding. The Allies were formed in the summer of 

2010. They are a community group that meets monthly to connect on the issue of 

trafficking and to support the Central Texas Coalition Against Human Trafficking 

(CTCAHT). The Allies are raising money for current needs of victims and survivors, 

training volunteers to spread awareness in high-risk communities, and providing a 

platform for those in the fight to share, learn, and be consistently encouraged. 

I did an interview with Shelton Green, who co-founded the Allies, at the very first 

meeting they held last August. We laugh about it now because there were twenty-four 

women there and Shelton. Laurie Cook-Heffron was also a co-founder of the group. A lot 

of the first meeting was spent defining trafficking and helping people understand the 

problem in Austin. The leaders were open to hearing ideas on what the group could 

become. At that point, no one really knew what exactly was needed or how we would end 

up supporting the CTCAHT. But one thing was clear, we all were there because we cared 

and wanted to take a stand. It was powerful to see people from the private, public, and 

volunteer sectors uniting to fight trafficking. 

                                                
8 “HRRC News,” Houston Rescue and Restore, accessed September 18, 2011, 
http://houstonrr.org/?page_id=334. 



 20 

When I interviewed Shelton Green, he presented some of the solutions to the 

demand side of trafficking. Shelton is the founder of What’s Your Response, a coaster 

campaign for the awareness of human trafficking. The coasters each have a different 

story of slavery on them taken from cases here in Central Texas. They are distributed to 

bars and restaurants in the city and put out for costumers to use, with permission of the 

owners. Shelton also runs Good and Fair Clothing Company here in Austin, a fair-trade 

organic clothing company. His hope is to one day find ways to employ ex-slaves, as more 

and more women and men come out of slavery and need sustainable incomes.  

The Allies group is made up of so many different city leaders. Many of the anti-

trafficking leaders have recently started the process of building the first shelter in Texas 

that will be specifically for victims of trafficking.  Matthew Hansen, a pastor at Austin 

New Church and founder of Restore Communities, shared with me how his community 

of faith has chosen to fight human trafficking. They are committed to helping build the 

shelter here in Central Texas. Chara McMicheals, Chief of Staff for Representative 

Weber, is a member of CTCAHT. She explains that there are only five shelters in the 

entire country specifically for victims of trafficking. She says we need better laws and 

more funding, but passing new legislation takes time. Understanding the issue takes time. 

And it’s important that the legislators are very intentional and precise with the laws they 

write. Chara explained in her interview how legislation is written and how it affects the 

issue of trafficking. Constituent activity is very important to helping push through 

legislation—just another way that communities can be involved in solution. 

Through spending time with Officer Sifuentes, I learned that local communities 

can become eyes and ears for law enforcement. As communities become more aware, 
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they can take action through reporting solid tips to local police or the national human 

trafficking hotline. I’ve also seen students across the nation join forces to bring awareness 

of the issues to their peers through organizations such as Love146 or by hosting 

awareness events at their schools. Love146 is bringing its school trafficking awareness 

curriculum to North Texas and is helping to start discussion groups in junior highs, high 

schools, and other youth groups.  

Solution is very important to me. I wanted viewers to understand that one big idea 

might not stop human trafficking, but a thousand small ideas can. I hoped I could 

motivate viewers to respond with their own creative action by filming events such as the 

Austin Zonta Club hosting a slam poetry night about sex trafficking, or the social 

businesses donating a portion of every sale to the cause. I have footage of the bake sales, 

candy machines, artwork, and music all created by compassionate citizens hoping to see 

the end of modern slavery.  It’s so overwhelming at first to learn the details of domestic 

sex trafficking, I knew it would prove a challenge to create a film that didn’t turn people 

off. Instead, I wanted to leave them asking, what can I do to help?” 

When I watched other films on the subject matter, it seemed some aspects of 

solution were presented, but never shown. In the course of my research, I spent a lot of 

time talking to the anti-trafficking leaders in Austin and was able to watch their work up 

close. Many of the people in Allies are just ordinary people—they don’t hold jobs or 

degrees specific to human trafficking, but they want to incorporate solution into their 

lives and be a part of the fight long term. Then, there are those that do hold more specific 

degrees or are part of the public sector, those that would work directly with victims and 

survivors. I got to see the courage all these different people bring to work every day, their 
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willingness to take on such a disturbing issue, one rooted deeply in our culture, and I was 

inspired. Often, when I was feeling the heaviness of the subject matter or wondering if it 

was really worth the hard work, if I was really making any difference with what I was 

doing, these people are the reason I kept going. They encouraged me by their work and 

their dedication, and so I started documenting their work instead of stopping with the 

initial interviews. I felt it would really bring something to the film to show these people 

in action. It would also give the audience something tangible in the way of solution rather 

than seeing people just talk about it.  

PRE-PRODUCTION 

 I started researching sex trafficking in February of 2010.  At first, I was so 

overwhelmed with the material that I didn’t even think about strategy for the film. Every 

day was just a battle to keep reading, learning, meeting with people in the fight and not 

have a melt down when I got home. It’s hard for any film student to be diligent with self-

care, and especially as a single mom, I found myself stretched thin and without a lot of 

community to help me through the process. I had no idea the emotional toll this journey 

would have on me, and I had to learn quickly to draw boundaries and make self-care 

number one on the list. 

I wrestled with how to present the subject matter in the film when developing my 

treatment. I knew I wanted to explore the idea of dreaming and what the human spirit 

needs to survive—which I believe is so much more than just care, food and shelter. But it 

was hard to write about the dreams of survivors when so many victims would come out 

of the life not even knowing how to grocery shop or pay a bill. How do you dream about 

the future when every day is just about surviving? It seemed like I was cheating the 
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gravity of the situation by talking about the need for love, the need to understand true 

identity, the desire for family or the space and ability to cultivate personal talents and 

gifts.  

As before, I found myself up against the grey areas. What really makes a victim a 

victim? When is a person old enough to decide they can sell their body for sex? Then a 

big one: Do we contribute to the problem by glamorizing and normalizing the sex 

industry in our country, especially through the way we portray exotic dancing, 

prostitution and pornography in the media? This question really bothered me. I have 

friends that have gone to men’s clubs to have business meetings or to celebrate birthdays. 

I own movies that joke about the porn collections people have and how to hide it from 

their friends. I knew fraternity guys that went to Boystown in Mexico to buy sex as part 

of the ritual of becoming a man. Abel even talks in his interview about the demand for 

prostitution during sporting events—how pimps will bring in large numbers girls (and 

boys) to places like the Superbowl or the World Cup because the demand is so great.  

I had always seen myself as a feminist and activist for women’s rights. Yet, I was 

starting to question the rights we have to our bodies. Had we been so busy protecting our 

rights as women that we didn’t think how it might affect our children? The sex industry is 

not a victimless industry, but what does that mean for us and what we have a right to in 

this country? I felt people weren’t being given the whole truth or at least we weren’t 

acknowledging what we knew to be true. It seemed overwhelming, and I have to admit, a 

bit of a lonely road. But I realized in the process of writing that I didn’t have to answer all 

of these questions for the audience. I certainly didn’t want to make people feel judged for 

their choices around sex—I had experienced too much of that myself and judgment 
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ultimately isn’t what helped me grown into a healthy understanding of boundaries and 

love. So, I started with what I did know: the facts. I began writing from the statistics and 

reports published by various organizations and the US Department of Justice.  

I also wrestled with my conceptions of how a documentary should be made and 

what it seemed people expected from the film. In my journey to become a filmmaker, I 

never wanted to be a documentarian. I thought I’d be making music videos and musicals 

about super-heroes. So when I had the idea of using a narrative within the film, I second-

guessed myself. It seemed to me like the really serious documentaries just told the facts 

and displayed the information for their audience, but to bring in a narrative felt somewhat 

manipulative to me. And I wondered if it might seem I was making light of the issue. I 

wasn’t sure where to draw the line between fact and fiction. Fortunately, I was 

surrounded by good friends and professors that knew my style of filmmaking. They 

encouraged me to take some risks. My thesis seemed like a good place to try a few things 

out. 

I began writing my treatment in the summer of 2010, and it took me months to get 

it to a place where it had all the information I thought should be in the film. I had already 

been shooting some over the year, but I officially started production on the documentary 

elements in September 2010 and kept writing as I shot. In May 2011, I got the idea for 

the narrative I wanted to incorporate in the film; it included a carnival scene. I wrote the 

script in a few weeks and based it around the survivor stories I had heard. Many of my 

past films have been avant-garde and represent deeply personal experiences. 

Subsequently, they have not had much dialogue. I took this script in a similar direction, 

creating a main character that would represent the survivor and writing from her point of 
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view. I took this script a step further than some of my past scripts, giving my main 

character an inner-voice that would be the narration for the entire film.  

Right around this time, I started watching Terrance Malick films, which are 

known for their inner voice narration. His work influenced me greatly, especially The 

Thin Red Line. I appreciated how he took a movie about war and allowed the audience to 

hear the inner-voices of a troop. The approach softened the horrible reality of warfare and 

at the same time, allowed the audience to get even closer to the tragedy of war and both 

the dark and heroic nature it brings out of man. The tool was effective and seemed like a 

natural incorporation into my style of writing. 

Pre-production for the narrative shoot started in May, and again I was torn 

between making the scenes more realistic in their design and allowing room for 

interpretation. Finally, I went with the vision I had in my head. I knew if I couldn’t see it, 

I couldn’t direct it, and the more metaphorical approach seemed consistent with my script 

and the inner-voice approach. I also felt that allowing room for interpretation might let 

the audience connect more to the subject matter instead of being on the outside looking in 

at something overwhelming. Like poetry, I wanted there to be room for viewers to bring 

their own experiences to the film and make more of a heart connection with the issue of 

trafficking. I had to lay down fears of manipulation or undermining information by 

making parts of the film more subjective. It seemed worth a try to bring viewers into a 

space that was meaningful and transformative. I had already seen too many people run 

from the subject matter, and it reminded me of the years I had felt isolated because 

people didn’t want to talk about rape or hear my story.  
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I chose an actress that could appear either young or mature. Moon May did a great 

job of portraying the different stages of transformation the main character goes through in 

the script, from being more childlike to growing into the role of performer/sex worker. 

Choosing an actor for the carnival master was much more difficult. The stories I heard 

and read from various survivors had portrayed their traffickers as different ethnicities, 

backgrounds, ages, and social statuses. The one consistent thread seemed to be that there 

was usually an older, distinguished man in the chain of command–usually someone with 

a title and some prestige. I ended up casting David Dacy because he didn’t seem like the 

typical smooth talker. He was older, distinguished and could pull off the persona of this 

type of man I kept hearing about.  

Through the design of makeup, costumes and set, there were quite a few 

brainstorming sessions to figure out the direction we wanted to go in. The make up artist, 

Andrea Elliott, was skilled at 3-D makeup and looking at her portfolio, I could tell she 

would be able to create characters in transformation very well. Andrea is extremely 

gifted. When I explained what the support characters in the carnival emodied, she started 

drawing out what their faces would look like all made up. I loved the sketches so much 

that we decided to build costumes and set around the sketches of the characters, using the 

same colors and blends of style. Transforming Moon into a monkey was much more 

challenging because we would see the transformation in the film. At first, I thought I’d 

use stop motion to show the transformation. But it seemed it would take too much 

shooting time, and I realized that we might lose her emotional reaction to the physical 

transformation, so I tried to think of other solutions. Then, a few days before the shoot, 

while the carnival characters were rehearsing their performance, the idea came to me that 
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maybe the crowd could cause the transformation to happen or be a catalyst in some way. 

I had written into the script that the carnival crowd would run up to the cage and begin to 

grab at Moon’s character. It worked metaphorically that their hands were helping to cause 

the change. Andrea was able to come up with a way that makeup on the hands of the 

crowd would come off onto Moon as the actors grabbed her through the cage. 

My production designer was Johanna Adkins. I had been brainstorming what the 

stage would look like at the carnival, and since I was moving toward the narrative being 

fully metaphorical at this point, it seemed to make sense to have a stage that wasn’t a 

typical carnival stage. One night, when I was working on a newer version of the script, I 

saw in my head the girls performing in front of city buildings. I loved the idea that the 

stage could also be the city since I had shot a lot of city B-roll in Austin and Dallas. 

Johanna had been painting quite a few buildings in her artwork at the time too, so it was 

right up her alley. 

PRODUCTION 

 Shooting the narrative took three days. The shoots were a bit draining 

because I was missing some of the major crew positions, such as a producer and a script 

supervisor. I was also missing an assistant director on day two and three. My 

cinematographer, EllieAnn Fenton, and I had worked together before and we worked well 

together. We ended up both assistant directing on the second shoot day, and I definitely 

learned my lesson the hard way; don’t try to shoot without all key crew positions filled. It 

took quite a toll on us. Fortunately, a crewmember was able to step up and help AD on 

day three. The crew in general did an amazing job. Everyone worked hard and seemed to 

enjoy being on set quite a bit. Many said the atmosphere was much less stressful than 
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most shoots they had been on. I feel like I have Ellie to thank for that, and also the fact 

that I was so tired, I seemed very calm. Also, I think there was a spirit of celebration in 

the few of us that had been talking about this project for over a year—the narrative shoot 

felt like a milestone in the race we’d been on. 

The narrative shoot was also a nice change up from shooting the documentary 

footage, which was pretty much always heavy subject material. Getting a chance to be 

creative and work with such a strong group of artists in the cast and crew was cathartic 

for me. Because I’d already begun production on shooting the documentary segments of 

the film, it was nice to play off some of the images I knew I had in the documentary 

footage. Images of hands symbolized the concept of the caregiver to me, which brought 

with it themes of need, desire, longing and love. Ellie and I had a plan to get on set and 

shoot some spontaneously based on what we saw and felt with the actors, since the script 

was so interpretive. While I think we were able to do this to some degree, overall it was 

not the most successful approach. Had we more time, money, and experience (and an 

experienced crew) to be spontaneous, it could work well, but with limited time and 

resources, it was helpful to come in with a better plan for days two and three than I had 

originally had at the start of the shoot. I think the lesson learned is to be prepared first, 

and then you can be spontaneous if you come to that place during the shoot. 

The timing of costumes and makeup worked well with the shot lists on day two 

and three. Andrea had hours of makeup ahead of her, so we were able to do the singles of 

the carnival performance while she applied makeup for the characters we had not yet 

shot. This meant, however, that the actresses had to go through the performance without 

everyone present. They all did a great job and when we finally had them all performing 
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together, it was powerful. Ebony Stewart, the Apologue Tiger, wrote the piece of poetry 

she performs in the film. She is an experienced and accomplished slam poet, and her 

words really brought to light a lot of the emotions victims of trafficking feel.   

The most difficult thing about production on the documentary portions of the film 

was a lack of crew, again. Without a dedicated audio person, it was harder to keep up a 

consistent professional audio recording of the interviews and B-roll. While the audio on 

most of the sit down interviews turned out well, the on-the-fly interviews were 

consistently weak. Some people say that in documentaries, bad audio can be acceptable, 

but the film turned out to be so quiet in its design that the places of bad audio just seem to 

stand out. Lighting was also hard from time to time. My style is to make anything I shoot 

seem as esthetically pleasing as possible. Image is very important to me. So, when we 

were confined to people’s small offices, it was hard to be creative and get around the 

lighting situations.  

POST-PRODUCTION 

I definitely wasn’t expecting what I faced with post-production. By the time I was 

ready to edit in early Fall 2011, I felt confident in the message I wanted to focus on and 

the information I planned to include in the film. But when I finally sat down and looked 

at the seventy plus hours of footage I had from eighteen months of shooting, I suddenly 

felt like twenty minutes wasn’t enough time to get deep into the issue. I couldn’t cover all 

the things I wanted to say about sex trafficking. I had to cut way back and think about 

what the viewers needed to see. Most people still don’t know sex trafficking exists in the 

States, and so it was like taking myself back to sex trafficking 101 in a way. What were 
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the things viewers needed to learn first and how could I hook them in to wanting to learn 

more? 

In the early stages of the edit, I crammed in so much information, and still, the 

message felt shallow to me. Here I was, standing on almost two years of research, which 

I knew would grant me the ability to be very intentional, but the limited time frame 

allowed me to just scrape the surface of the issue. After taking a few weeks off from the 

assembly edit, I was able to come back and start cutting information out. It was more 

important to get a clear and precise message across than to bombard the audience with 

everything I knew about sex trafficking. 

Another hurdle I faced when editing was how emotionally draining the process 

was throughout. In some ways, it felt the same as when I was first learning about the 

issue, and it was a constant battle to not break down and cry while sitting in the edit suite. 

The process of editing is repetitive, and it’s almost like meditating. I happened to be 

meditating on the culmination of two years of terribly difficult work and the reality of the 

depressing situation in sex trafficking. It made me feel physically ill at times. However, 

the more refined the cut became, the more I saw the importance and truth of the message. 

It was helpful to think that maybe this film really could make a difference in the issue. 

TWENTY YEARS 

It took William Wilberforce two decades to shift England’s legal position on 

slavery. I heard someone talking about the number twenty while standing around after a 

screening of the film, Call and Response. People who have been in the fight against 

trafficking for a while interchange the terms trafficking and slavery without batting an 

eye. For others just learning about the true nature of human trafficking, slavery feels like 
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a lot to intake. When I started out to make this film, I thought often about the first 

abolitionists trying to be heard in a world where slavery was openly accepted as a way of 

life. I wondered if people thought the abolitionists were crazy or if they had heard the 

message but were too afraid to act. National Geographic published that “there are more 

slaves today than were seized from Africa in four centuries of the trans-Atlantic slave 

trade.”9 The Allies in Austin changed their name from Allies, to Allies Against Slavery 

mid-2011. There are now around fifty people in the group and a good mix of men and 

women. Somehow, slavery is a word that people unite over. There are many diverse and 

worthy causes in the world, but slavery is one that truly affects us all. I’ve yet to see 

another issue that has brought so many different people together from so many different 

walks of life. 

And still, there is a lot of work to be done. In my thesis film, I open a door to the 

topic of sex trafficking, but it’s just an open door. Once someone decides to walk 

through, the rabbit hole is deep, and there is no turning back. There are several topics 

within sex trafficking I didn’t cover in my film, such as boys being prostituted, how law 

enforcement is responding to victims, the lack of funding nationally for this cause, how 

legislation is affecting the victims and survivors, the efforts to address demand, and the 

list goes on.  Matthew Hansen describes in one of his interviews a feeling most people in 

the fight will have at some point in learning about all the information. He says they will 

lie in bed at night and hear the silent screams of children all over the city. I have been 

there.  

                                                
9Andrew Cockburn, “21st Century Slaves,” National Geographic Magazine, September 2003, accessed 
November 21, 2011, http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/ngm/0309/feature1. 
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Even though this thesis film is finished, I know I’m not done with my 

commitment to be part of the solution. I think of my life in twenty years. My daughter 

will be twenty-three. I think about the world she will be living in then. If it’s possible to 

shed enough light on this issue and to create a nation that is free of slavery, then it’s 

worth a try. As Jessica says at the end of our time together, “There’s always freedom.” 

She goes on explaining, if you can give people hope that they will change, then we will 

all change. I want my daughter to grow up in a world where she can believe in the end of 

slavery because people around her are dedicated to seeing the fight through. We each 

have our part to play in the story of freedom.  
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Appendix A: Treatment 

 

For my thesis film, I plan on making a 30-minute piece that introduces the issue 

of child sex trafficking in the United States. The main story line will follow one survivor 

as she recounts her journey from enslavement at age sixteen, through escape at age 

eighteen. Then, I will build a basic understanding of the scope of trafficking for the 

viewer through a number of interviews with anti-trafficking leaders working in Austin. 

Statistics put anywhere between 100,000 and 300,000 American children at risk 

for being sold into the sex industry each year, with the average age of entry into 

prostitution between eleven and fourteen years of age for both girls and boys.10 Victims 

suffer repeated physical, emotional and psychological abuse by their traffickers, and 

according to Traffick911, “the average life expectancy for a child forced into sexual 

slavery is seven years.”11 Human trafficking is the fastest growing criminal industry in 

the world, driven domestically by the demand for commercial sex services at all socio-

economic levels. To date, there are only five shelters specifically for victims of 

trafficking in the US with none in Texas. 

While the statistics inform the scope of the issue, the stories are what catch the 

heart. My thesis film will follow Jessica’s story, she recounts being abused at a young 

age, losing her father to homicide, and meeting the man that became her pimp. Her 

trafficker began to condition her through a number of ways that are generally 

representative of how children are brought into prostitution. He started the deception by 

                                                
10 Estes and Weiner. (2001) “The Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children In the US, Canada and   
   Mexico.” University of Pennsylvania. 
11 http://www.traffick911.com/page/what-is-human-trafficking 
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buying her nice things, taking her to parties, and making her feel important. But then, he 

brought her into an industry that was very different than what she expected.  

 

Jessica was abused by neighbor boys when she was only 4. The abuse lasted 

almost two years, until her family moved to another town. When Jessica was 10, her 

father was murdered by a seventeen-year-old boy. To cope with the loss of her father, 

Jessica started drinking, doing drugs and even having sex. Jessica explains that she 

thought it was normal to have sex since she’d experienced rape at such a young age, not 

knowing what “rape” was or understanding the nature of sexual abuse. 

Jessica dropped out of high school at the age of fifteen, where she was the captain 

of the cheerleaders and on honor role. She joined job core, but ended up running away 

from that as well. And then, when she was sixteen and working as a waitress in a 

restaurant, she  met the man who would become her pimp. Once at the hotel room in 

Orlando, he said the girls owed him and had to sleep with him. Jessica’s pimp had all the 

right things to say, and before she understood what she was agreeing to, she became one 

of his girls.   

In her interviews, Jessica will share how easily it was to be seduced by the 

thought of love and family, even if it came with a price. She will talk about her first trick, 

which was her first costumer, and what it meant to hand over all her money to her pimp. 

She will reveal how long and hard the work was, as well as the sexual abuse and 

continual rape that is part of the job. And she will explain to us all the subtle control and 

manipulation tactics used by her pimp, as well as the not so subtle tactics, such as beating 

the other girls if Jessica didn’t bring in her quota for the day. 
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Finally, when Jessica was eighteen, she escaped her pimp, but remained in a life 

of prostitution for two more years. She didn’t know what else to do, as she explains: 

“What do you put on a job resume? How do you even get a job?” At the age of twenty, 

Jessica became pregnant and decided that it was worth trying to get out of the life in 

order to provide something better for her child. Today, that child is ten, and Jessica is 

happily married with four other children. She is outspoken on the issue of sex trafficking 

and works in several states to help see an end to this horrible crime. 

An interview with Noel Busch and Laurie Cook-Heffron from the School of 

Social Work at the University of Texas at Austin will explain the effects of sexual abuse 

on a child and the nature of fear and dependency in the victim/trafficker relationship. 

They will speak to the complexity of the mental and physical state of enslaved children: 

why they often don’t run or when they do, why they sometimes return to the work.  

But beyond the mental effects of trafficking, there is the sheer danger of trying to 

leave. Audiences see the back of a man, silhouetted, as he talks to the film’s Director. 

She’s asking him about a statistic she read on the Traffic 911 site: “the average life 

expectancy for a child forced into sexual slavery is 7 years.”12 He barely pauses before 

verifying that it must be true and goes on to explain why. Abel is a former pimp and has 

only agreed to talk if I don’t reveal his identity. He says that the industry isn’t what 

people think it is—too many people get their ideas from Hollywood. Maybe by the time 

they think about escaping it’s too late, he says. They know too much. Abel goes on to 

explain the inner workings of “The Game”—what he calls the sex industry. He will allow 

viewers to see another point of view. He refers to himself as a “former body-guard,” and 

                                                
12 http://www.traffick911.com/page/what-is-human-trafficking 
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while he is glad to be out of the industry and believes that prostitution is wrong, it’s 

viewers will see through his eyes how easy it is for traffickers to normalize their 

situations and even find their own lives at risk if they choose to leave. 

I ride along in Retired Officer Billy Sifuentes’ car as he talks about how easily 

children are deceived or threatened. He explains that you don’t see it like you used to on 

the streets. Prostitution is becoming less visible as more children are sold on the Internet. 

It runs the gambit from home-delivery services, business cards that traffickers will hand 

out with numbers to call for services, and the overwhelming amount of listings on sites 

like Backpage and Craigslist.  Officer Sifuentes is the Liaison for the Human Trafficking 

Department. Part of the officer’s job is to help teach other law enforcement agencies 

about human trafficking. He admits that the history of the relationship between minors 

working in prostitution and law enforcement has been rocky at best. Prostitution is 

illegal, and often the girls are taught to lie about their age. They develop a harsh 

attitude—another survival tactic from dealing with the harsh lifestyle—and aren’t very 

cooperative with law enforcement. Many of them are very protective of their pimp and 

quite dependant on him for shelter, food, clothing, and medical care, as these girls aren’t 

allowed to keep their money. Some of the girls have children. Minors often get booked 

for prostitution and it goes on their record before they get turned out onto the street again. 

Officer Sifuentes emphasizes that helping johns become more aware and coming 

down on demand will play a significant role in stopping child trafficking. Johns Schools, 

which have started emerging around the country, are a new option for sentencing men 

and women that have been caught buying sex. An interview with the head of the Waco 

Johns School, Anita Baker, will reveal that the recidivism rate, or the percentage of johns 
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caught a second time after attending the school, is around 30 percent and is steadily 

declining. Part of the reason is because many johns believe that a prostitute is there by 

choice and that selling sex is just a job.  They are confronted with the question: “If you 

knew she wasn’t free, would that change anything?”  

Part of the reason for reduced recidivism rates could be that the names of those 

johns sentenced to attend appears on the Johns School’s website. Ambassador Hunt 

speaks even more to the success of tougher penalties for johns. In her interview, she talks 

about the choice Sweden made to illegalize prostitution. But instead of prosecuting the 

sex workers, they set up consequences for johns such as car impounding, pictures printed 

in the local newspaper, and court order appearances sent straight to the violators’ home 

address. Upon adoption of this new system, prostitution in Sweden dropped by 80 

percent.  Sweden’s success motivated their neighbor, Finland, to adopt a similar policy. 

The ambassador believes that an increase of Johns Schools in the States and stricter 

penalties for johns will have a similar effect here. 

Ambassador Hunt also talks about what demand looks like in the States. Images 

of Dallas decorated for Super Bowl XLV cover the screen. Thousands of prostitutes were 

expected in the DFW metroplex for the event, with an estimated fifty percent being 

trafficked children. The Ambassador talks briefly in her interview about a tradition of 

celebration in our country, explaining how buying sex is a part of that tradition: “They 

call it the oldest profession, but I call it the oldest oppression.” An interview with Lamont 

Hiebert, co-founder of Love146 and lead singer for Ten Shekel Shirt, touches on the sex 

industry’s marketing plan toward johns. Hiebert says the sex industry needs buyers’ 
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money to exist, and yet so often, young men don’t know that the girls are underage or 

that they started underage. 

But who are the johns? Officer Sifuentes talks about the men typically found on 

johns stings and how there really is no mold. The demand for commercial sex services is 

driven domestically at all socioeconomic levels. Survivors have reported clients ranging 

from blue-collar workers to pastors of churches to wealthy businessmen and even 

politicians.  They are parents, friends, neighbors, co-workers, and teammates.  

At the University of Texas, Noel Busch and Laurie Cook-Heffron are putting 

together the profile of a trafficker. Known cases have seen traffickers as schoolteachers, 

parents, school peers, mafia, drug dealers, government officials, and the list goes on. 

Traffickers can be men as well as women; sometimes traffickers have worked their way 

up through the ranks after being victims of trafficking themselves. Traffickers exhibit 

similarities like greed, the ability to deceive, and the ability to take advantage of the 

vulnerable. Pimps put new recruits through a “seasoning process,” which is a period of 

breaking the new recruit down, and there have been manuals published on how it’s done.  

An interview with Anette Emery will introduce viewers to some tangible 

community solutions. Anette helps to run the Allies, a community group that meets 

monthly to connect on the issue of trafficking and to support the Central Texas Coalition 

Against Human Trafficking. The Allies is raising money for current needs of victims and 

survivors, training volunteers to spread awareness in high-risk communities, and 

providing a platform for those in the fight to share, learn, and be consistently encouraged. 

Viewers will watch as the community comes together to push for tougher 

penalties on johns and traffickers. Chara McMicheals, Chief of Staff for Representative 
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Randy Weber, will explain how legislation is written and the importance of making sure 

the specifics are exactly what they need to be in order to bring about change. She can talk 

to the future of legislation and how policymakers are working with other sectors of the 

community more than ever before to stand against trafficking. 

Local communities will learn how to become eyes and ears for law enforcement, 

during their regular routine or through attending special community events. Communities 

will be equipped to report solid tips to local police or the national human trafficking 

hotline. Viewers will learn that one big idea might not stop human trafficking, but a 

thousand small ideas can.  They will be motivated to respond with their own creative 

action as they watch the Austin Zonta Club host a slam poetry night about sex trafficking, 

or learn about social businesses donating a portion of every sale to the cause, or hear 

about the bake sales, candy machines, artwork, and music all created by compassionate 

citizens hoping to see the end of modern slavery. After watching this film, I hope to see 

viewers walk away with a deeper understanding of the sex trade and asking themselves, 

what can I do to help make a difference? 
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Appendix B: Gorilla Girl Script 

 
Gorilla Girl (Working Title) 
Opening Credits: 
 
Shots of different items from a girl’s room. Jewelry, notes, hairpins. A music box turns in 
the corner of the frame. 
 

Anastasia (VO) 
When I was 16, I ran away.  I still believed I could 

 be something else. Anything else. 
 

             
         

JESSICA KITCHEN - evening (Doc Footage) 
She’s mixing something in the kitchen and drinking wine. She flips through a book. We 
see her husband grilling out on the back porch. 
 

JESSICA (VO from Doc Footage) 
But I soon realized it was the same there 

as it was everywhere. 
 

             
Jessica sits on a couch. She points to a picture of herself at age sixteen. 
 

JESSICA 
See. I was just 16. I started working 

in a restaurant. 
 

 
 
Jessica goes to the food pantry and pulls something out. The rest of the family shows up 
for dinner. There is a lot of hugging and greeting.  
 

JESSICA (VO from Doc Footage) 
I grew up in an all-American family. 

 
She talks about abuse at a young age. 

 
           
JESSICA’s BEDROOM – Day (Doc Footage) 
 
Jessica is showing us pics of herself when she was 16 and talking about her family. 
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Jessica (VO) 
Jessica about meeting her pimp. 

She talks about the priming process, the jewelry,  
the parties. 

 
          CUT TO: 
 
BEDROOM - day 
We are in a bedroom room that seems like it could be old motel room. It’s daytime but 
the windows are covered in old newspaper under the blinds and curtains to keep the light 
out. The room is dull, sepia toned, but with small accents of bright color, as if color was 
once there, but is dying out, retracting into the blandness of the room. Like an ocean that 
has turned from blue to gray and is being sucked into the land. Anastasia stares like a 
little girl into a dresser mirror, as if she’s at her mother’s dresser, trying on her mother’s 
things, as if she is playing dress up. She is in a bright color, the brightest thing in the 
room. Lamps/hanging light bulbs are turned on all over the room but the bulbs don’t even 
affect the darkness. We see it more how she feels it than how it really is. On the dresser 
are a mix of child things and grown-up things, jewelry, nice gifts, a vase with the flowers, 
pictures of her family, a music dancer, a small broken marionette doll, hair pins, makeup, 
letters. She fixes her hair. She’s humming a song. 
 

Anastasia (VO) 
When you’re a kid, anything is possible. It’s on the TV, 

It’s in the movies. It’s what they teach you in school. 
Go where you want. Do what you want.  

But at what cost? To love… to be loved… it costs everything. 
 
Anastasia is writing on the mirror in lipstick a heart. She sees a reflection of a man in the 
mirror and she drops her lipstick. She turns and sees FRANK (40s/50s). She smiles 
faintly. He walks up behind her and rubs her shoulders. CU of his hands. CU of her small 
hands folded on her lap. He pulls a necklace out of his pocket and puts it on her neck. It’s 
a very small globe of the world. He is a distinguished, older man. He throws a swimsuit 
onto the dresser. 
 

 
Anastasia (VO) 

He knew exactly what I wanted to hear. 
He was good at that. 

 
He’s pacing behind her, talking to himself. 
 

FRANK 
They’ll love you, they’ll adore you. They’ll see what I see. 

 Your beauty, your grace. Everything you are,  
everything you were made for… For this. 
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Anastasia (VO- echoing) 
They’ll love you, they’ll adore you. They’ll see what I see. 

 
FRANK 

We’re gonna make it. Gonna make so much money. 
Go where we want. Do what we want. 

 
Anastasia (VO over CM) 

He’ll take care of me. He’ll feed me.  
Buy me nice things. Won’t let me hurt.  

 
I’ll be seen. I’ll be known. 

 
FRANK 

And now it’s time. 
 

CUT TO BLACK 
 

Anastasia (VO) 
I’ll be loved. 

 
 

 
JESSICA B’s interview – daytime (doc footage) 
 

JESSICA B 
It didn’t take much for a man to step in  

and tell me what I needed … 
 

 
  
          INTER-CUT 
BEDROOM - Day 
Frank walks over to the bed and picks up a piece of clothing (we see later it’s his jacket). 
We see his shoes by the foot of the bed, as he stands there. 
Anastasia’s stood up at the dresser, to change into the swimsuit. But she gets a head rush 
and she’s dizzy, she sways and grasps the dresser. Lens Baby/Dizzying images back and 
forth of her at the dresser and Frank at the bed. Though they are separated by a room, 
there is a connection. Shots of his hands rolling down his sleeves, shots of her hands 
grasping the dresser as she tries to steady herself; shots of his neck and mouth, he’s 
saying something in slow motion (“get undressed, get ready”), she wipes sweat off her 
temple.  
 
He puts on his jacket, she unbuttons part of her shirt, he ties his bowtie and tightens it, 
she accidentally knocks some of her letters on the floor, he licks his lips, she leans onto 
the dresser as if sick. We snap into real time (no lens baby), and Anastasia falls into her 
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chair. Frank finishes straightening his vest and then leaves the room, squeezing her arm 
on the way out. He leaves a dirty handprint on her arm. 
           
UT SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORK – day 
Interview with Laurie Cook-Heffron and Noel Busch 
 

LAURIE 
Defines human trafficking for us. 

Talks about the mental state of youth  
and why so young when it starts.  

Talks about her research. 
     
            
BEDROOM - day 
Anastasia starts to get “ready.” Frank is gone. Like in the teaser, shots of putting on 
makeup. The face gets “covered” by makeup inter-cut with the body becoming bare. One 
gets covered, one gets shown.  
 

JESSICA (VO) 
Talks about the change in her, 

doing drugs to cope, crawling out her 
window at night. She reads something from 

her diary that Anastasia’s voice echos. 
 
The audience sees Anastasia’s change as Jessica tells her story over the images. 
Anastasia’s bare shoulder and her red lips. The nakedness isn’t sexy and strong, it’s 
awkward and vulnerable, childlike and always slightly out of focus. Just pieces of her 
oddly placed in the screen, as if she is being pulled into parts of a person, and that’s all 
that there is to her. The unpeeling of the layers. Her eyes. Her hands covering her neck 
and then folded over her legs. Bare legs. Bare toes walk on the floor. She starts to turn 
out all the lights. She sits on the bed, a very small figure on the bed. She turns out the 
light. 
 
           
 
CARNIVAL – night 
a DANCING MARIONETTE is spinning on a stage. 
 
 
           
JESSICA B’s Living room – day 
Jessica’s interview; she shares a painful moment about the identity you have when you go 
through abuse. 
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BROLL of Austin downtown at night, the party life, Superbowl footage too. Night shots 
that we have of teens.  

ABEL (VO) 
How he got into “the Game.” How most girls come  
from backgrounds of sexual abuse. He elaborates. 

 
Broll of a sea of legs at the mall. 
 

 
AMBASSADOR HUNT 

Story of finding girls in malls. 
 
           
JESSICA B’s Bedroom – day 
Jessica B is sitting with Sara and they are looking at photos and old letters. 
 

JESSICA (VO) 
Talks about joining the carnival. 

 
Jessica’s interview… doc footage. 
           
 
CARNIVAL – night 
The set looks like an intimate theatre – backdrop with high-rise buildings/city pieces 
painted on them and carnival lights and signs hanging in the back. Curtains hang on each 
side of the backdrop.  The DANCING MARIONETTE is handing on her stings on stage, 
still and waiting. At the back of the theatre space is a screen with projected images of 
audience. The CLOWNING DOLL opens the curtains and a real audience enters. They 
sit in chairs. The clown/doll is doing comedic mime. The show begins. The APOLOGUE 
TIGER walks up steps at the back of the stage and stands on the platform. 
 

 
 

APOLOGUE TIGER 
 

And we have been taken shown shaken with broken mosaic faces. 
Cracks in our skin of where we used to be happy. 

But those remnants are just a reminder of how broken we will always be in the crevices 
of our mind. 

Do you like what you see? 
 
 

The Dancing Marionette is moving to the words.  
The Clowing Doll pulls a platform onto stage with the SINGING MERMAID on it. The 
two of them start to sing behind the Tiger’s performance. 
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APOLOGUE TIGER 

 
The trick, is to be there without them noticing your body noticing stares. 

Their lust. 
The way their eyes window shop skin. 

She will never forget this moment. 
In fact, she'll reminisce torture daily... self-hatred be her reflection. 

Those stale tears, 
that grave yard heart. 

Your scent reeks weak, 
timid, 
empty. 

 
Do you like what you see? 

 
The MALTING PEACOCK emerges. She is dancing as well, but is pulling off some of 
her feathers, as if in confusion.  
 

APOLOGUE TIGER 
 

Their eyes are ready to wash their hands with your body. 
Plain. 

Like I'm not capable of objection, 
like I have consent on my lips. 

Monstrous men that forget I exist 
and breathe 
and hurt... 

leave turbulence on my insides... call it love, 
say I don't know what feels right. 

So I see myself somewhere else... untouched, invisible... clean. 
Still dream though, want to love without consequence, need peace. 

The voices are interrupting, talking loud again, 
say reality... just is. 

 
The carnival performers exit the stage. 
 
The Clowing Doll sets a block on stage and pumps up the crowd. The Ringmaster walks 
out holding Anastasia’s hand. She walks out to the center, to a platform this placed out 
for her. She is in a long flowy gown that is in sections, almost like shredded into 
streamers, with her bikini underneath. 
 
The ringmaster presents her and has her step up onto the platform. She takes off the 
gown. The audience is hollering and getting rowdy. 
 

JESSICA (VO) 
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Jessica is how she gave in to the thing 
she was trying to escape. 

 
A cage lowers in front of Anastasia. The cage is cartoony in a way, suspended in space 
and could easily be removed; yet it keeps her in. Anastasia starts to panic.   
           
 

OFFICER Sifuentes 
Talks about demand side and how people 

buy sex these days on the internet. 
 

LAMONT H 
Talks about demand side and catering to 

boys and men – what buyer buy into. 
 

Jessica – main interview.  
 

JESSICA B 
She talks about giving up her 

freedom to her pimp. 
 

           
 
CARNIVAL - night 
The crowd rushes forward to gather around Anastasia. They start to grasp her hands and 
legs, and as they do, they leave gorilla prints on her body. Their hands start to turn her 
into the animal. Hair starts to grow on Anastasia’s body. She tries to rip the hair out of 
her arm. Her face is changing. Some audience members are leaving.  
 
We see her becoming a gorilla through the chaos of the crowd. Her transformation is 
complete and she throws the cage away in a rage. The audience who has gathered around 
her backs up.  
 
 

JESSICA B 
He said, why not get paid for it? 

 
Gorilla Anastasia screams for help at the fleeing audience.  
 

Anastasia (VO) 
I got my childhood taken from me. 

 
She runs in a rage toward the fleeing crowd, throwing over chairs and screaming. 
 

ANASTASIA (VO) 
The thing from which I ran. It was the thing I became. 
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Everything you were made for…For this. 
 
Everyone has fled the room except one person. One girl from the audience has stayed. 
She stands and faces Anastasia head on. Anastasia comes to a dead stop before her. The 
two face each other.  The chaos stops. 
 
 
           
 
 
JESSICA’s in Dallas – nightime 
BROLL of Jessica at working with Love146. 
 
 

JESSICA (VO) 
Talks about what she does to speak out. 

Talks about worthlessness and the danger in loss of identity. 
 

We are in the car riding with Jessica. We see the city roll by in the background. 
             
BILLY’s Interview 
He’s driving and broll of the different neighborhoods. 
 

BILLY S 
We need those people to report it. We need those 

eyes and ears. Important for community to be involved. 
 

CHARA 
How legislation hasn’t always helped 

But how it’s changing and the importance of that. 
 
 

Broll of Jessica passing out information. 
 

JESSICA 
The process of healing is a long hard journey. 
And so we needed mentors, people to help us. 

 
 
 
           

       
Footage from first ALLIES meeting. 
 

CHERYL 
Today was the first meeting for the Allies. 
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Etc, etc, what they are doing, how it went. 
 

SHELTON 
Talks about being the only guy, 

But he was still pleased with the turnout.  
 

MATTHEW 
Community involvement stuff. 

 
      

 
CARNIVAL - night 
The girl reaches out to take Gorilla Anastasia’s hand; they stand toe to toe, almost 
mirroring each other. As we move behind the girl, we re-emerge on the other side and see 
Anastasia’s face. She looks like herself again. One tear has come out onto her cheek. 
 
 

APOLOUGE TIGER (VO) 
Ebony is still writing this poetry. 

 
ANASTASIA (VO) 

She echoes the poem. 
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