
I grew up in and out of foster homes. 
When I was 15, I met the man who convinced 
me to run away with him and then forced me 
to become one of his prostitutes. He was 28.

“I lived and worked with other girls in 
motels where he beat us almost every day with 
his fists or a leather strap. He threatened that 
he would kill me if I ever tried to leave and 
showed me his gun to convince me that he was 
dead serious. I tried to run away, but he always 
caught me. Once, he jammed his thumbs into 
my eyes and beat me with a baseball bat so 
hard that I begged him to kill me.

“From the start, he raped me over and over 
again. Then, I became pregnant. I was 16 
when I had my son. I was so happy to have 

him in my life, but unbearably sad that he was 
trapped with me in a nightmare.

“My son lived with us in the motels and saw 
things that a child should never see. His father 
used him as a lure to keep me from escaping 
or seeking help. I wasn’t allowed to be alone 
with or see him for more than a few hours at  
a time.  

“Finally, I escaped.  
I was broken from years 
of constant fear and 
abuse and couldn’t go 
on, but my heart was 
breaking because I had 
to leave behind my 
5-year-old son. 

“The CenTer was my roCk.”
The following powerful story,  
taken from her own words,  
shows why Joanna* was so  
desperate when she asked the  
Harriett Buhai Center for Family Law 
attorney for help and why it was  
so critical that the Center was  
able to respond.  

A resilient and courageous young woman, Joanna survived years of sex trafficking, 
extreme physical, sexual and psychological abuse and separation from her child. 
The final outcome of Joanna’s case is one of rescue and reunification. Though 
it took a different path than many, this work is encompassed within the Center’s 
mission of stopping domestic abuse and improving the welfare of poor children. 
It shows again the paramount role the Center’s supporters play in enabling this 
work to be accomplished.

“

Continued on back.



“For years, I kept up with my son through 
relatives and began a new life with the hope 
of getting him out of the dangerous world he 
lived in. So, I started school at a community 
college, and met the Buhai Center attorneys 
there.

“After my son’s father tracked me down and 
threatened me, the Center went to court to 
help me get a restraining 
order and started my 
custody case. Then, my 
son was taken from his 
father by child welfare. 
The Center lawyer made 
sure that the judge and 
attorneys in Children’s 
Court knew my story 
describing my abuse 
and fear for my son. No one thought that I had 
a good chance of getting custody of my son.

“But, that’s exactly what happened! At the 
hearing, the judge gave me temporary custody 
of my son and quoted parts of my story which 
the Center’s lawyers had written. I drew 
courage from the Center attorney who helped 
prepare me for court and who came to every 

hearing with me and my son. She became 
my advocate with the court attorneys and the 
child welfare workers. 

“Over the year, the Center was my rock. 
The Center attorneys taught me about the 
legal process and gave me advice all the 
time, worked with Child Services to provide 
counseling for my son and me, helped us 

find a shelter when we 
became homeless, and 
most of all, believed  
in me.

“With the Center’s 
support, I had a strong 
and powerful voice. I 
felt so reassured and 
confident that I could 
testify at court against 

my abuser as he stared at me across the room.  
“Now, my son is in a secure and safe place 

with me.  My family was amazed that I had 
done something that no one else we know had 
ever done—fight for my child and for myself. 
There’s no way I could’ve done it on my own. 
I have a positive future, a family and a new 
found voice—all thanks to the Center.”

* We have changed our client’s name to protect her privacy.

“wiTh The CenTer’s supporT, 
i had a sTrong and powerful voiCe.”


