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About the Book

It could happen to you.
It happened to the girl next door…


When Theresa was fifteen, she moved to a new school and fell for an older pupil, Daniel. Theresa was thrilled when one afternoon he asked if he could drive her home. But this simple decision would hold her captive as a sex slave for two long years.

 
Daniel was part of a criminal ring that bribed and trafficked Theresa out of her own house, unknown to her parents. Theresa would go to school alongside these boys in the day and be called into service at night.

 
Heart-rending, shocking and totally gripping The Slave Across the Street is the incredible true story of how an ordinary girl was lured into the sinister world of human trafficking – and how she eventually escaped and rebuilt her life.


About the Author

Theresa Flores was born in Ohio  in 1965.  In 1981,  at the age of 15, Theresa was lured into the sinister world of human trafficking, escaping at the age of 17. Theresa is now a social worker, lectures internationally on human trafficking and is the founder of the charity TraffickFree, which provides help and advice to trafficking victims. She lives in Ohio with her three children.
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Preface

When I was a child, my mother would tuck me into bed every night and read me a book about Catholic saints. My favorite story was about my patron saint, Teresa, the Little Flower. The story said that on the day Teresa died, the sky opened and rained roses. A picture showed Saint Teresa bending over the bed of a child who slept sweetly like a little cherub. The smiling Saint Teresa had laid a single rose in the open hand of the sleeping child. I dreamed of being worthy enough to have Saint Teresa visit me during my sleep and bless me with one of her divine flowers. I would lie in bed with my hand open and try to sleep without moving it all night. Each morning when I awoke, I would look to see if there was a rose. Of course there never was and I would think, if I am better today, more special and worthy, then I will be granted a rose.

In 1988 when I was twenty-three years old, I watched a movie that made me wonder about the intervention of the divine in my own life. In The Seventh Sign, Demi Moore plays a woman who is torn between her everyday struggles and her religion. She has a recurring dream in which she is confronted by an evil man in ancient garb, carrying a clay pot. He throws one of the woman’s friends, a kind-faced young man (who is Jesus), violently to the ground. Repeatedly the evil man demands of Demi Moore, ‘Do you know this man?’ If she publicly admits her friendship with Jesus, acknowledging she is a Christian, she faces a tortuous death by the Romans. If she denies the truth, takes the easy way out, she will be turning away from His rich and unconditional friendship. By denying her faith, she will lose her soul.

Since I was a young girl, I have had this same dream. It feels like a nightmare, really. I ask myself what I would do in a similar position but the dream never answers that question. Why was I so torn making this decision? I was confident deep in my soul that I would freely give my life for a stranger if I had to. If I was confronted in a dark alley, a corner store, or parking garage, I would have no fear of facing death if it meant jumping in front of a bullet for a stranger.

What does this dream have to do with slavery? While I was enslaved as a teenager I faced similarly important and life-threatening decisions each day. I had to ask myself whether or not to deny or tarnish my family’s name. Which was the worse of two evils? I was devoted to my faith, my future husband and my church’s requirement to retain my virginity. I felt that I didn’t have any choice in what path I followed.

When Saint Agnes was thirteen, still a child, she was faced with a similar dilemma. Yet she never floundered in her faith. She refused to marry a man who offered her jewels and riches as she had promised herself to God. Forced to decide, she chose her faith. As a result she was condemned to death but there was a law against executing a virgin. So the man who had proposed to her had her dragged through the streets naked and put into a brothel. Later she was released, held trial and put to death. She spent her short life in sexual slavery for this one decision.

I chose my family. As a result, I also endured sexual slavery. Despite the horror, I never wavered in my decision. Although others may not comprehend this, God understood. He helped me face the bonds and torture. Later He blessed me with the ability to tell this story. My experience shows that bad things can happen to anyone. We choose our paths from the options we have available to us at that moment. And whether our choice is right or wrong, the Lord helps us cope with the results of that decision.

I prayed for the pain to go away, to make it stop and for a way out of my nightmare. And when the trauma was finally over, He helped me put back the pieces of my soul. When I was healthy enough, He helped me find a purpose for it.

It took years for me to realize that I do have choices. I can say no. But I was powerless during those years. Later on, when I was released from captivity, I turned that power around and used sex to my advantage. But that extreme left me unhappy, empty and hollow like a shell. Even on my own terms, it didn’t satisfy me. It took me years to realize that the physical union between two people is sacred. It is the divine knitting together of the physical and the spiritual. Both individuals surrender their power each other and then they are blessed with a truly spiritual experience in the merging of two into one.

My abuse lasted two long years, a small fraction of time in relation to the age I am now. What followed was over twenty years of silence and keeping my secret at all costs. It is the nightmares that can last an eternity. Years passed between my abuse and being brave enough to write each chapter of this book I repeatedly cracked open Pandora’s Box, only to slam it shut again each time. I was afraid to pry it open, afraid to expose my deepest and darkest secrets one at a time. I finally gained the spiritual strength I needed to peek in once more and confront my inner demons head on, this time for the sake of healing others.

I completed the book as part of my healing. My abuse happened nearly thirty-one years ago but the trauma no longer holds me captive. The growing question as I wrote the book was not the title, but what to name my traumatic experience. As humans, we require a one- or two-word label that sums up everything we need to know about one’s personality, their medical or mental condition, race and ethnicity, religion, education, and political views. I struggled to find a label for what I had experienced. I felt that I couldn’t accurately finish the book without it. I needed to know the term for myself.

Then, in June of 2006, a co-worker, who is a deeply spiritual woman, came to me and handed me a flyer on a conference.

‘Theresa, I need you to do me a favor. I signed up to attend this conference and I have a schedule conflict. I need you to go for me please and besides I get the feeling that you need to be there.’ I glanced at the flyer. It was for a Human Trafficking Conference.

Hmm. I didn’t know much about the issue but I was a bilingual social worker and thought that since so many of my clients were international immigrants and it was already paid for, I might as well go.

‘OK,’ I told her, still puzzled as to why she thought I needed to go. We had had long talks but I had never revealed my past to her.

I circled the date of the conference on my calendar and must have received four phone calls from people asking me for appointments on that day but instead of changing my plans I decided to help my co-worker out and arrange these appointments for another time. I’m so glad I did.

The night before the conference I told my kids, ‘Mummy has an important conference to go to tomorrow so I need all of you to go to school tomorrow and be good,’ still not realizing why I needed to be there so badly.

The next morning, as I sat in the audience of the packed auditorium, I learned that the definition of Human Trafficking, from the U.S. Department of State, is essentially when ‘A person is being blackmailed, coerced, threatened to do something they don’t want to do for commercial sex or labor.’

The words rang in my head as they were discussed on the stage.

Tears started to flow down my cheeks as a fog seemed to lift from my being. I wasn’t the only one? There were others? How could that be? How did I not know this before?

Members of the audience asked many questions: ‘How many people does this happen to? Are there laws against it? Why don’t the victims come forward?’ There were no answers that satisfied the confused and curious audience, who were mostly professionals and were stunned by what they were learning, especially when the speaker told them, ‘No. We don’t have many laws against it. We don’t know how many victims there are. Very few victims come forward and prosecute.’

The audience was told that it usually happens to children involved in the foster care system, those from broken homes or runaways or the impoverished, minorities or immigrants. But I had come from a loving, financially secure family. Sure, we had our own dysfunctions, like most families, but I had professional parents, caring siblings and a privileged lifestyle. I didn’t look like the typical person this sort of thing happened to. I didn’t fit the mold.

I sat quietly in my seat, listening to the shocked conference participants asking for more explanations. It was then that I decided it was time; time to tell the world about what happens in America. That this happened to me.

Dazed, I realized after all these years that I had found my word. It had taken from the time I was fifteen years old until I was forty-one to meet understanding strangers with kind eyes, and receive a warm hug from another survivor with an offer to help me. I had found my label. Found my truth. It was the beginning of the process of coming to terms with the reality that I’d been a white, middle-class teenager, a budding track star, an all-American, Catholic girl, and yet I was a victim of human trafficking.

I had been commercially, sexually exploited as a child. I had been a teenage sex slave.


1

Escape

The bell rang, announcing the end of the day. It was Friday. A smile spread across my face. I couldn’t remember the last time I had smiled during school. My steps were lighter as I made my way through the crowded hallway towards my locker. As usual, Daniel was standing there. He had a dark air to him and even after all I had gone through, all he had done to me, I still found it very sexy. The fear I felt made my stomach hurt, yet at the same time my heart yearned for his love. My body felt so confused, though this wasn’t anything new for me.

I didn’t look at him directly and tried to concentrate on opening the combination lock. 21–9–3 click. ‘Theresa, habibi,’ he said, using the Arabic word for sweetheart, ‘do you want to go for a ride? My brother is pressuring me. We need to figure out what to do. He wants an answer.’

The question wasn’t really a question. I knew it was a demand as usual. I wouldn’t let him get me down. I had waited for this day for what seemed like a lifetime. ‘No thank you,’ I said politely yet timidly.

I had uttered the word ‘no’ only once before to Daniel. But he had ignored it that day two years ago, which had led to the utter mess I was in now. Since then, the word ‘no’ had never crossed my lips, not until today. He just stood there stunned. At that moment he looked tired. This had been going on for a long time for both of us.

‘What did you say? Theresa, we need to talk!’

He started muttering under his breath in Arabic. I tried to act like I didn’t understand him. I took my folders and purse out of my locker and shut the door. Since it was my last day of school, I had already turned my books in to the office earlier that day. ‘Daniel, I am going home. Goodbye.’

I was shaking inside. He had never made a scene in school before. Would he do it now, when I had so much on the line? Would he force me to go with him? Would he hit the locker and yell at me? I turned and walked away as fast as I could. I knew I couldn’t turn around and look into his eyes and do what I needed to do.

As I walked toward the exit, I could hear everyone around me making plans for the weekend. But I kept my head down, moving quickly past them, and when I opened and walked through the side door of the school I vowed never to walk back through that door ever again.

I ran home, passing my younger brother Patrick on the way.

‘Hey T.T.,’ Patrick yelled. T.T. was his nickname for me, or sometimes just T, which other people had also started to call me. ‘I need to tell you something,’ he yelled after me.

But I kept on going as fast as I could. I didn’t want anything to dampen this feeling. I felt elated, like I was jumping from cloud to cloud with each step.

I suddenly heard car tires screech nearby and froze dead in my tracks. I dared to turn around and look. It was just some kids from school fooling around. I breathed out a huge sigh of relief, but quickly became serious again. It was too early to celebrate. That sound of a car had reminded me that this wasn’t over. I wasn’t free yet.

There were still plenty of things that could happen before tomorrow morning that could turn out badly. Behind me, I kept hearing my little brother yelling, ‘T, wait for me.’ But I kept running.

I slowly turned the handle on the front door and walked into organized chaos. There was activity everywhere. People with tan shorts and navy blue polo shirts with the logo ‘Mayflower Moving’ on the upper corner were all over the place. I made my way to the kitchen and saw my mum bent over a large brown removals box, gently placing her prize possessions inside, praying out loud for nothing to break. Several other staff had been assigned to the kitchen to help her pack. My parents entertained regularly, mostly for my dad’s work, so Mum had many pieces of fine china dishes and sparkling crystal glasses and bowls. The kitchen, the heart of our home, was the biggest job in the house.

‘Be very careful with that! I don’t want anything broken,’ she barked at one of the removal company packers. She must have sensed me because she didn’t even look up as she said, ‘Theresa, go upstairs and pack your suitcase. You need a pair of pajamas and one change of clothes. That’s it. There isn’t room for any other stuff.’

No ‘Hi honey. How was your day?’ I felt a bit put out but I guess she was concentrating on the very large job of moving a family of six halfway across the country at a moment’s notice. It’s not like this was the first time for us. We moved every two years and by the time I was eighteen years old, I had attended three high schools in four years, lived in four states, and moved ten times in my life. We all hated moving as it disrupted our lives so much, and this time Mum didn’t seem happy about it either. My parents had been fighting a lot lately. Mum was tired of moving and had become really involved in this area. She was in the Gourmet Supper Club where couples got together monthly to research foods from all around the world and then assigned one another a different dish and drink to make. She also loved acting in the local theater and had a part-time job working to assign placements for international students. Now she was being uprooted and had to move far from her life here and her friends. We all were.

But this time I was beyond excited. I wasn’t upset that I hadn’t said goodbye to all my friends. I was so close to tasting freedom I could smell it. I ran up the stairs to my room at the end of the hall and stopped suddenly. There were two strange men in my room whispering, taping the mirror on my large dresser. They turned when they saw me come in, smiled and said, ‘Hello there young lady. Is there anything we can help you with?’

I instantly felt uncomfortable; this flirtation was the last thing I wanted to deal with now. ‘No, sorry, I need to get my things. Could you pack another room for now?’ I asked.

When they had left I closed my bedroom door and sat down on my bed with my suitcase, pondering what to take with me. I started packing the few clothes I was taking away. I opened the drawer to my nightstand and took out my diary that was carefully hidden underneath a stack of books. My diary was sacred to me. It was the only place where I could release all my feelings, thoughts and nightmares. I wrote in it religiously every day. It was my best friend, the only confidant I had. I poured out my soul in those pages, along with a good amount of tears. I placed it in the suitcase and then went to my closet and found the hiding place for all my letters to Jimmy, my long-distance boyfriend. I carefully placed the packet of letters next to my diary, threw in a few novels and then zipped up the suitcase.

I looked around the room slowly and reflected on the few nice memories I had of there. I remembered singing to albums on my record player with my little brothers, recording them playing their musical instruments, rather badly, for our grandparents who lived far away. I looked over to my dresser and sitting there in perfect order was my most prized possession, my perfume bottle collection. It comprised over thirty bottles of various colors, sizes and shapes. Some were shaped like fruit; some were glass balls and one special bottle turned into a rose with a long stem when you turned it upside down. Many of the bottles were tiny and fit in the palm of my hand. The smell didn’t matter to me, in fact most were empty, but they were special because each one was given to me by my grandmothers. I was their oldest grandchild and every time I looked at their old bottles that they had passed down to me, I felt their unconditional love. I carefully placed these bottles in newspaper and added them to my suitcase.

Deep in concentration, I jumped from the shrill of the phone in my room ringing. Oh no! Please not now, I thought. I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. I was so close to escaping. I slowly picked up the phone. ‘Hello?’ I answered softly.

‘I can’t believe it. How could you do this to us? We thought you were our friend!’ Paula, a girl from school, was crying dramatically on the other end of the line. What a relief.

‘I’m so sorry, Paula. I just found out! It was really sudden, I know. I just hate leaving here and all my friends!’ I lied.

Paula was the first girl I had met when I moved here two and a half years earlier. We weren’t particularly close but she was always nice to me. ‘I just have to see you and say goodbye! You can’t just leave without a goodbye. What is your new address? We have to write every week!’ she exclaimed.

I had to think quickly. How had she found out I was leaving? What would I say? We were good friends but no one could find out where I was going until I was far away.

‘Yes, we will write every week but the problem is I don’t know what my new address is yet. The house isn’t ready and we are staying somewhere temporarily. How about if you just give me your address and I will write to you first?’ I lied again. Well, part of it was true.

‘OK, but we have to say goodbye in person. Come over and I will give you my address. I’ll have Janie come over too. We will both miss you so much.’

There simply wasn’t any way out of it. I agreed and told her I would be over shortly. I rushed out of my room and ran right into Patrick. ‘Hey, why didn’t you wait for me?’ he said breathlessly. ‘Mum told you that you need to walk with me. I was trying to tell you something.’

I put all the pieces of the puzzle together.

‘It was you! You told Paula we were moving. How many times have I told you not to talk to my friends? Did you tell them where we were moving? Please say you didn’t!’ I yelled at him. I just couldn’t believe it. His stupid mistake could cost me my life. I was so mad.

‘T, I didn’t tell them where. I thought you did. Why didn’t you tell them? Aren’t they your friends?’ He seemed confused.

‘Stay out of my business, Pat. You don’t know anything,’ I shouted.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I didn’t know,’ he said sincerely. He seemed very upset.

‘I know you didn’t. It’s OK.’ I felt bad and softened a little, it wasn’t his fault. I was just so nervous with worry.

I walked back into the kitchen. My mum was in the same spot as when I had gone upstairs. She was writing on the boxes in a big, black permanent marker. This time she looked up. She seemed so tired. ‘Mum, I need to go to Paula’s house and say goodbye to her and Janie. Please. Just for a minute. I won’t be long.’

‘Didn’t you say goodbye at school? Theresa, I need you to help Mike and David get packed. They are sick and I don’t have time to do it.’

‘I know. I will help them as soon as I get back, I promise. It will only take me a minute. I will be right back,’ I pleaded.

She thought about it and reluctantly agreed. ‘But you have to ride your bike. We already shipped your car,’ she said as she resumed her work.

Oh no. Ride a bike? I gave up riding my bike after all of this started because of the pain it caused me. But this was the only way. I ran through the laundry room into the garage and saw my two little brothers Mike and David coming up the driveway from school. They had just been diagnosed with walking pneumonia and looked pretty sick but still seemed to have an amazing amount of energy. ‘Hey, T. You going for a bike ride? Can we come too? Please?’ they begged.

‘No, boys. I need to be somewhere. I will be right back and then I will help you pack. OK?’

‘We don’t want to pack. We want to go to the park.’

‘I know, but you need to pack all your stuffed animals and Lego so the removal man don’t lose them. Then when I get back, we will play hide and seek around the tower of boxes. OK?’

‘OK,’ they said in unison and turned to go inside the house.

I gingerly got on the bike and began to ride, trying not to put my full weight on the seat. I cringed with each bump I hit. I took the back way and prayed my brothers weren’t watching me. I crossed over the main road and into Paula’s estate. We all said our goodbyes and I promised to write to them first. Another lie, as I had no intention of ever contacting anyone from here again.

When I got home Dad was around for dinner. He had been living temporarily in Connecticut for the new job at his work’s headquarters and was commuting back and forth on the weekends. He was home for a little while to help with the move. We had a treat in the form of pizza and fizzy drinks. There was a little bit of tension in the room and I put it down to Mum being tired from supervising the removal men all day and not being happy with having to leave. ‘Hey, Dad, do the phones still work?’ asked Patrick.

‘Yes. We have to keep them on until tomorrow in case the removal company calls. They won’t officially be turned off until Monday. But we will be in Connecticut by then,’ he replied.

I felt the color drain from my face. Oh no. There was still a chance I wouldn’t make it. They could still call me. And if they found out about the move, there was no way they were going to let me go without a fight. A fight they would win.

We all went to bed early because we needed to get up and on the road as soon as the removal men arrived in the morning. They would load up the furniture and boxes in the huge Mayflower Moving vans while we drove halfway across the country.

That night, I tossed and turned in bed, fearful that the phone next to my bed would ring. I didn’t risk turning if off or unplugging it. There was one time when I hadn’t answered the phone and I vividly recalled the physical punishment I had endured at the trafficker’s hands the next night. Around midnight, the usual time the call would come, I started pacing back and forth in my room. Around 2 a.m. I couldn’t stand it any longer; I started to break down in fear. The tears flowed down my cheeks. It was all too much for any person to handle, let alone a seventeen-year-old girl. I was hours away from escaping but I knew there were no guarantees that this would happen.

I decided to take my last bath in this house to calm down. I went to the bathroom and ran the bath with steaming hot water. As the tub filled up, I found a towel and a bar of soap to help clean away the past. As I soaked, I listened for the phone. I prayed silently that I would be able to move away in silence and my escape would finally set me free.

When I climbed out of the tub, I gingerly blotted my sensitive skin dry. It was still bruised and tender from the last time I had been forced to service strange men. I put my pajamas back on and climbed into bed. The clock read 3 a.m. Phew. The coast was clear. They had never called this late before. I fell fast asleep instantly, exhausted from the worry, but it was not a peaceful sleep. I dreamed that my trafficker snatched me from my bed in the middle of the night and my family drove off without me in the morning heading to our new home, the car loaded up, without realizing I wasn’t with them.

At the break of dawn I heard my father’s voice booming down the hall to wake us all up. ‘Time to go!’

Dad was very excited about this new job and the move. He had told us that he had found the perfect home for his family. It was a large colonial-style house with four bedrooms, a huge yard out front and swimming pool in the backyard. We were close to the beach and only an hour from New York City. The only problem was that we couldn’t move in straight away as Dad had gotten a good deal on the house because the current owners were divorcing. The divorce was messy and it would be several months until the courts finalized everything. But my dad had been commuting back and forth while we finished up the school semester and he was anxious to get his family all moved to the same place so he had rented a summer vacation home in Milford, one street from the beach. I am certain he hoped we would have a chance to have some quality family time, that he and my mum would restore their marriage that was falling apart and that my mum would meet some nice friends again.

‘Let’s go, kids, everyone in the van. Bring your suitcases,’ he yelled out.

As the van pulled away, I slowly slid to its floor. I tried to peek out the windows to see if there were any cars parked on our street, watching us drive. I still wasn’t free. Daniel might have been suspicious yesterday when I said no to him, and could have sent someone over to investigate.

As we drove down the road and went through downtown Detroit I tried not to think about ‘that night’. The night I had been kidnapped and left for dead in the inner city. I was so nervous I was nauseous. I lay on the floor of the van as we crossed over the Michigan state line and entered Ohio. When we got on the toll road, I felt my body finally relax. I took a deep breath and fell fast asleep.

‘Theresa, you are missing all the scenic sites by sleeping the day away. Wake up!’ my mum urged, jolting me awake.

‘Burger King. Rickart RVs. Marathon gas …’ My brother Pat read the signs as we passed them. He had a habit of reading signs, trucks, billboards, anything.

I looked around. ‘Where are we, Dad?’ I asked.

‘Pennsylvania. In about an hour we reach New York!’ he excitedly answered.

I looked out the back window of the van and watched for about ten minutes. It didn’t look like anyone was following us. Was I really free? No more late nights being forced to have sex with strangers? No more threats to kill my family, or people following me and my brothers everywhere? Could this actually be true?

A few hours later as we pulled into a gated community my dad announced, ‘Here we are, kids!’

The beach houses were quaint and you could tell they had been passed down through the generations, each one holding many memories. I could smell the ocean, the salt and the seaweed. My dad drove down a small street and there were bits of sand on the road. He stopped the car.

‘Who wants out?’ he exclaimed.

‘What are you doing? We aren’t at the house yet,’ my mother objected.

‘The kids have been in the car a long time. Let them go roam around and explore while we unload the car at the house.’ He gave her a wink. Perhaps he wanted some time alone with her.

We didn’t wait for a response – my brothers and I climbed out of the van and dashed for the gate to the beach. We peeled off our shoes, left them in the sand and ran straight to the sea. All four of us dipped our toes into the cold salt water and screeched from the shock of it. While the boys searched for shells and threw seaweed at one another, I walked down the beach. Alone with my thoughts, I pondered the past few years. I found a huge boulder propped perfectly next to the ocean and climbed up on it.

I looked out to the horizon, scanning the ocean, and allowed myself to take the deepest breath possible. I filled up my lungs with the salty tang of air as tears flowed freely down my cheeks. I had made it! I was free. Never could I have imagined that I would be sitting on a beach, a thousand miles away from my traffickers. Free after being held in slavery for two years. I felt truly lucky – lucky to be alive, lucky to have a second chance at life. I vowed at that moment that the old me was dead. I would create a whole new Theresa and no one would ever know about my past or about my sins.

‘Hey T. What are you doing sitting on that big rock? Why are you crying? Wanna go get our swimsuits?’ Pat asked.

‘I got a piece of sand in my eye. That’s all. Sure. Let’s go check out the new house and get changed.’ We gathered our shoes and headed back to our temporary home.

That night I settled down to sleep, a thousand miles away from Daniel and my traffickers. There was no phone in my room. There wasn’t even a working phone in the house since it was a rental. It was such a sweet relief. But there also wasn’t a bathtub. What would I do without being able to take a bath when I couldn’t sleep? Oh well, I told myself, I had the whole ocean one street away. I said my evening prayers and thanked God for giving me my freedom. I closed my eyes, certain that I would sleep better than I had in years. But something happened. This is when the nightmares started.

I could stop the bad thoughts during the daytime, but at night they came to me in my sleep. I was physically free but mentally I was still held in bondage. Despite my efforts I couldn’t stop remembering the horror I
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