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This book is about a young person named
Sergio. He has experienced some things
that you might have been through or
might currently be going through.

Situations in Sergio’s life have made it hard to
balance school and work and people around him
notice how tired he is. Sergio learns that something
is happening to him that is against the law, and later
becomes a witness in a potential criminal court case.
Some of Sergio’s experiences might not look and
sound like yours, but they might help you to
understand what’s going on with you, your family,
your f riends, and your situation.

This book includes information about:
What could happen in your case
People you might see or talk to
Different ways to work through your feelings
You can keep this book. Read it, write in it, ask
questions, whatever. Hopefully it helps. And if
you read any words or names of people that
you don’t understand, you can find their
meanings in the ‘What’s Going On?’ booklet.
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Sergio’s story is based on real people’s
lives. You’ll hear f rom some of them at
the end of the book. Reading Sergio’s
story may bring up some feelings or
memories, which is completely
understandable.

It may be helpful to go through this
book with someone working with you,
such as an advocate or caseworker, or
another adult you trust.

Please remember that there are a lot of
people who can provide help and
support. You are not alone.
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PART 1
SERGIO
TALKS
WITH HIS
COACH

5
5

Hmm, that’s the
second time this
week he’s fallen
asleep in class.

I wonder
how he’s
doing?

Hey Sergio,
do you have
a few minutes
to talk?

Sure,
Ms.
Fisher.
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I noticed
you haven’t
been in class
a lot lately, and
sometimes you’ve
been falling
asleep.

It’s okay,
Sergio. You
don’t have to be
sorry, I’m just
worried about
you.

Are you
okay?
I’m
ok.

I’m so
sorry, Ms.
Fisher. I’m
just tired. It
won’t happen
again.

Is
something
going on?

What
kept you
up?

Oh, are
you having
issues completing
your homework?
I can
arrange
some extra
help for you,
if you’d like?

Are you
sure? I can
talk to your
auntie or uncle
about maybe
getting you a
tutor?

No.
I just
didn’t get
much sleep
last night.

Ahh,
just like
homework
and stuff.

No,
I’m good.
thanks Ms.
Fisher.

Okay, but
if you need
anything you
can let me
know.

Thanks.
It will be
fine…
really.

Yeah, ok
thanks,
bye.

gotta stop
falling asleep
in class or she
might call Auntie or
Uncle, and I’ll really
get in trouble.
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Sergio!
Hey, where
you been,
bro, it’s been
a minute!

We’re
hanging out
now if you
wanna come?

Thanks,
but I’ve got
practice now.
Yeah, I’ve
been busy.
What are you
guys up to?

Come
after
practice
then.

I’ve
already
missed a ton
this month.

Nah
I can’t, I
gotta work
tonight.

If they
only knew...

Man,
you’re always
working at that
restaurant...
... you
practically
live there!

Hey, Sergio!
It’s been a
while since I’ve
seen you at
practice.
Yeah sorry,
Coach, I’ve
just been
busy with
some things.

I was
getting
worried! How
have you
been?
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But can
I join in
today?

Of course!
The guys are
just about to
start some laps,
so you can go
join them.

I feel
fine…I’m
just gonna
keep it on.

You might
wanna take off
your hoodie,
though. It’s
pretty hot in
here today!

Ok, if
that’s what
you want.

T
t
i
E
E
e
E
e
PpHhW
r iEEe
9

Sergio,
can I see
you for a
minute?

Alright
team, that
was a great
session today.
Let’s meet
back here
same time on
Thursday, so we
can prepare for
Friday’s game.

Yeah,
what’s up,
Coach?

Yeah I’m ok,
just tired. I’ve
been busy with
work and things
lately.

I just
wanted to see
how you’re
doing. Is
everything
ok?

Yeah,
it’s been
crazy busy
lately.

You’ve missed
a lot of practice
and games lately,
and you weren’t
playing like
yourself today.

Pretty
much
every day.

How many
days do you
work there?

Ahh, that
sounds
intense.

Oh. And
how long
do you have
to work
each day?

Are you still
working at the
restaurant,
with your
auntie and
uncle?

Do you get
any downtime
to do your
own thing?

Kind of,
but I also
help my auntie
and uncle out
with stuff at
home...

... like
looking
after my
cousins.

Well,
they’re
not really
my cousins,
but you
know.

It depends.
Sometimes it’s the whole
day. other days it’s just
like the morning or evening.

...i
guess.
That must be
hard, working
all the time
and trying to
balance school
and practice?

No wonder
you’re so
tired!
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Yeah,
but I’ve
gotta work,
though.

My auntie
and uncle
helped me out
and I gotta help
my family back
home.

I get
that. Can
you take a
break, though,
or maybe work
fewer days?

No.
But what
about taking
time to do your
homework, or play
in the games? Or see
your friends? Don’t
you miss them?
Of
course I
do, but like
I said, I have
to work!

Okay,
okay. It
just sounds
like you’re
working a lot,
maybe too
much?
And I
hope you’re
getting paid
for all this
work?
Yeah,
kind of. But I
gotta go now,
Coach - my uncle
will be mad if I’m
late for work.
I’ll
see you
at practice
on Thursday,
bye!
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Ahh, everyone’s
gonna ask me where
I’ve been, and Coach
is gonna be on me
again for missing
practice yesterday.

friday.

Maybe I should
tell someone what’s
going on? But that
might make things
worse, and I don’t
wanna get in more
trouble with Auntie
& Uncle.
I wish I could
talk to my family.
If I had known
things would be
like this, I-

I’m so tired from
working all the time
and then pretending
everything’s ok when
I’m at school.

Sergio,
hey! Wait
up!

Oh, hey
Coach…

I’m glad I
caught you. Do
you have a few
minutes to talk
before class
starts?

Uhh,
ok.

We missed you
again at practice
yesterday, and I didn’t
see you at school
the past couple of
days...
...is
everything
ok?

Yeah, I was
just working.
Sorry I missed
practice again.

That’s ok, I
figured you might’ve
been working. Ms.
Fisher was asking
about you as well.
We’re just worried.
We tried
calling your
auntie, and your
uncle too, but
we couldn’t
reach them.

Oh,
they were
probably
busy with
work, too.

Right.
Well, about
your work, we
didn’t get to
finish our last
conversation.
Do you mind
if I ask you
a few more
questions?
...Ok,
I guess.
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Well I do
get paid, but
the money goes
back to my auntie
and uncle ‘cause
I owe them...

You
mentioned
that you ‘kind
of’ get paid for
all the work
you do...
What did
you mean
by that?

...my pay gets
taken off from
the total amount
that I owe them.
i think.

Well they
helped me to
come over here,
and they let me
stay with them and
their family...

So you
owe your
auntie and
uncle? For
what?

Ok, but does
that mean you
can’t stop working,
or you won’t get any
money until you’ve
finished paying
them what you
owe?

And how
long will
that be?

... and eat
their food.
So I owe
them for all
of that.

I don’t
know.

Yeah,
kind
of.

That doesn’t
sound right,
Sergio. You should
be able to keep the
money that you earn.
Which means
You know there are
you can’t be
labor laws in this
forced to work
country, right?
or do things you
don’t want to, or
that don’t feel
safe.

I don’t
know, I
haven’t
spoken to
them in a
while.

And what
does your
family back
home think?
Yeah
I know,
but...

Does your
auntie or uncle
ever say that
they’ll do things
to your family
back home, if
you don’t
work?
Or do
they hurt
you?

Sergio, is
that why you’re
wearing that
hoodie, even
though it’s, like,
95 degrees?

Why are
you asking
me all these
questions,
man?
I don’t
wanna talk
about it!
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Coach is asking
me too many
questions. If I tell
him what’s going on, I
might get in trouble,
or what if something
happens to my
family?
Or what if
my cousins get
taken away? I
heard those
things happen...

... and then it would be all my
fault. But Auntie and Uncle are pretty
good to them, it’s just me that they
treat differently, and I’m tired of it. So
maybe I should tell Coach? But what
can he even do?

I’m so
confused!
And I feel all
worked up.

Maybe I should
try that activity Coach
showed us in practice
the other day, to help
clear my mind?
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It probably
won’t work
but I guess I
could give it a
try…

Relax

MINDFULNESS
MEDITATION
There are moments in Sergio’s story - and maybe
in your life, too - when strong emotions get in the
way of thinking clearly. Being calm can help a lot
when you’re trying to figure out what to do.
If you are feeling anxious or upset, try this
visualization exercise to help you calm down and
focus your thoughts. It can be done anywhere.

Start by closing your eyes and getting in a
comfortable position. Imagine a big beautiful
blue sky. It can be any type of blue sky that you
like that makes you feel peaceful.
Now imagine big clouds covering the blue sky.
The sky is you, and the clouds are your thoughts
and worries.
Then imagine a gentle breeze blowing through
your mind. The breeze makes the clouds slowly
start to break up and drift away.
The clouds disappear and all you can see is your
peaceful blue sky.
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Sergio,
hi!

Hey Coach,
can I come in?
I’m sorry about
before, I didn’t
mean to yell. I-

Yes,
please
come in.
And I’m the
one who’s
sorry…

I know it
might feel
that way, Sergio,
but believe me,
things can get
better.

…I didn’t mean to upset
you or give you a hard time. I
was just trying to understand
what’s going on.

Your situation
sounds tough.
I want to make
sure you’re ok and
not being taken
advantage of.

Yeah, I know.
But there’s
nothing you can
do. There’s nothing
anyone can do.

Can we
go talk to
the school
counselor?

What
services? I
don’t want to
get in trouble
or get my family
back home in
trouble.

I’m no
expert in
these things.
But he might
be able to link
us with some
services that
can help.

What if I get
put in jail or
get deported?!
I’m not from
here, you know!
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It doesn’t
matter where
you’re from,
Sergio...

...If something’s
happening that
shouldn’t be, it’s
not your fault and
you’re not going to
get in trouble.
And when I
say services, I
mean different
things that can
help you out with
what you’re going
through.

...But I want
your permission
to speak with
the school
counselor. Would
that be ok?

I know this
is scary and
overwhelming, but
what’s happening to
you is not right.

Like I said,
I’m no expert,
but there are
people who
know about this
stuff and can
help...

I really
think we can
get you some
help to make
things better...

...They
can talk
with you
about
all your
options.

I don’t
know…

Okay.
Alright,
let’s go to
the school
counselor’s
Thanks for
office and figure
sharing all this
out a plan
with me, Sergio.
together.
I can’t imagine
And I’ll let
that was easy.
your teacher
know that you
might be a little
late to class.
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PART 2
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MEETS
WITH HIS
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Many months
later…

Oh, that’s
great! I know
your caseworker
was trying to help
you get in contact
with them for
a while.

So, how
have you been,
Sergio? You
look well.

How are
they?

I’m ok. I
finally got
to talk to my
family back
home, which
was nice.

...and they were
really scared
when they heard
that the police and
people from Child
Protective Services
got involved.

They’re ok.
They’re really
sad and angry
about what
happened to
me...

But they’re
happy that
I’m staying in
a safer
place now.

They really
worry about
me, though,
especially my
mom.
She’s worried
that I’m out here
alone, with no money
or family. But I told
her that my caseworker
helped me to apply for
some benefits...

That’s good
she spoke to
your foster parent,
Mrs. Amery. You
know you can get
help with returning
home, if it’s safe
and is something
that you want?

Yeah, I
know. I miss
my family, but
things are also
not good back
home.

...and she
spoke to Mrs.
Amery for a bit,
you know, the lady
I’m staying with - so
I think that made
her feel better.

So I think it’s
better that I stay
here, finish school,
and get a good job
where I actually get
paid so that I can
help them out...

Sure,
that makes
sense.
And your
lawyer, the one
who works on
immigration cases,
has he talked to you
about visa options
and submitted an
application yet?

...Like I always
planned, before
everything else
happened.
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Yeah, he talked
about the T visa
and another one
called SIJA. Or
SIJI?

But I think we
ended up going
Yeah, that
with the T visa, but
one! I get
he said it can take
confused by
a long time to
all the names
get processed.
and legal
stuff.

Oh,
SIJS!
Special
Immigrant
Juvenile
Status.

That’s ok, it can
be very confusing
and unfortunately all
these processes can
take a long time. And
there can sometimes
be delays, too.

Yeah, it’s
good that you
asked for an
interpreter for
me...
...I didn’t
think I needed
one but it’s
actually really
helpful ‘cause
of the legal
stuff.

I know it took a
while to meet with
the prosecutor’s
office and some of
the meetings have
been a little long
and confusing.

It’s really
important that
you understand
everything that’s
going on.

Well, the
prosecutors
are still looking
through all the
information
they’ve gathered...

So please
do ask for an
interpreter again
if you need one, and
feel free to ask
questions if you
don’t understand
something.
As your
advocate,
that’s what
I’m here for!

So, what’s
happening
now with my
case?

...and are
deciding
whether or
not they will
move forward
with the case.
If they decide
to move forward,
then they will
inform your auntie
and uncle of the
... and
charges that are
they will
being brought
present the
against them...
case to a
Grand Jury.
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What’s
that?

A Grand Jury
is a group of
people from the
community who don’t
know you or your
auntie or uncle.
They listen to
all the evidence
and decide
whether your
auntie and uncle
should be charged
with a crime.

The
prosecutor
might ask you
to testify in the
Grand Jury about
what happened.

Sorry, I
know that
was a lot of
information
all at once.
As we get
to each stage,
I’ll explain
these things in
more detail.
And I want you to
remember that even
if the prosecutors
don’t move forward with
the case, it doesn’t mean
that they don’t believe
you or care about what
happened to you.
…It just
means they
don’t have enough
information to
move forward.
Labor
trafficking
cases can be
very complicated
and tricky to
prosecute.
Okay.

Are you okay,
Sergio? I know
that was a lot.
How are you
feeling?
I don’t
know.
Confused.

Sure, I can
understand
that.
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I’m still
getting my head
around what
happened, and
this whole ‘labor
trafficking’
thing.
I’d never
heard of it
before, and
everything’s
completely
different now.

...But please
remember that
none of this is your
fault, and you are
not responsible for
what your auntie
and uncle did.

And I
feel bad for
my auntie and
uncle. They did
kind of help me
at first, but then
things just weren’t
good and got out
of control...
It’s
completely
understandable
to have all these
strong and mixed
up feelings - you’ve
been through a
lot...

Have
you been
able to see
that therapist
I referred
you to?

I’m glad
at least my
cousins are
doing okay.

I’ve only
seen her
once, and she
was nice...
... but it
feels weird and
hard talking to
someone about my
feelings, especially
someone I don’t
even know. It’s not
really my
thing.

I hear
you. It takes
time to trust
someone new and
feel comfortable
talking about
things like this.
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Would you
be willing to
try seeing her a
few more times?
You might find it
helpful.

Yeah, I
guess. It did
feel good to
speak to her in
my language.
and she
did show me
a breathing
exercise that
works pretty
good.

Okay, well
before we wrap
up for today, I just
wanted to remind you
that I’ve scheduled a time
for us to meet with that
person from the youth
community center
next week.

Glad to
hear it all you can
do is try.

And it
sounds like
playing sports has
been really helpful
and your coach
continues to be really
supportive, too, which
is great.

Oh yeah,
they’re going
to talk to me
about workers’
rights and
stuff?

Yes,
exactly. I know
getting a job
once you have
your work permit
is important to
you...
...and I
know we’ve
already looked
at some handouts
from the
Department
of Labor.

But I
want to make
sure you fully
understand the
laws and your
rights here, so
that things are
safe when you’re
working.

Okay.
thanks,
ms. Maya, I
appreciate
that.

I’m proud
of you, Sergio,
for being so
strong and resilient.
I know things haven’t
been easy and it’s
hard to know who
to trust and what
to do.
But
please try to
remember that no
matter what happens
with your case, you
are not alone. We are
all here to support
you in whatever ways
we can, and you will
get through this.
23

Taking a

BREATHER
It may seem obvious, but taking deep breaths
can help you prepare for something stressful and
feel calmer when you’re overwhelmed.
Deep breathing helps lower your heart rate,
which then lets your body know that you’re okay.
And you can do this exercise anytime, anywhere.

Slowly take a big breath in, counting 1-2-3 as
you fill your belly with air. Then hold your
breath while you count 1-2.
Then count 1-2-3-4-5 as you breathe out
slowly and let out all the air, feeling your belly
empty out.
Repeat three times.

If it helps, you can close your eyes while you
breathe, or put your hand on your stomach to
feel your breath go in and out. You can also say
a relaxing word or phrase as you breathe out.
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WHAT ’S
GOING
ON?
Many young people work part-time jobs. This is legal in the
United States. But you have rights and there are many laws
to help protect you and keep you safe while you work. For
example, there are laws that specify the number of hours
you can work, the amount of money you should be paid,
and your right to stop working whenever you want. All
people that work in the United States, no matter how old
they are or if they come from another country, are
protected by these laws. And there are special labor laws
for young people under the age of 18.
If a person forces you to work, withholds your pay, or
threatens to harm you or your family if you don’t work, this
is illegal and could be ‘labor trafficking.’ Many children and
young people in the United States experience labor
trafficking in different workplaces, such as working as a
cleaner or housekeeper, taking care of young children,
selling goods, or working on a farm or construction site.
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In Sergio’s story, he was working in a restaurant, and he felt like
he couldn’t stop working because he owed money to his auntie
and uncle. All his earnings were taken by his auntie and uncle in
order to pay off his debt, and Sergio didn’t know how long he
had to keep working. This situation is sometimes referred to as
‘debt bondage’ or ‘peonage,’ and indicates possible labor
trafficking.
Though it wasn’t an easy decision, Sergio reached out to a
trusted adult, his coach, who then helped him to connect to
different services. These services gave Sergio the opportunity to
find a safer place to live, apply for financial assistance from the
government (which is a type of ‘benefit’), apply for a special visa,
get connected to his family, and see a therapist. Sergio was also a
victim witness in a potential criminal case against his auntie and
uncle, and he was connected with a victim advocate at the
prosecutor’s office who supported him as he navigated the
criminal legal system.
If something like what happened to Sergio is happening to you,
please remember that you are not alone, you did not do anything
wrong, and there is help available. Some of what Sergio received
help with may not apply to your situation as every community
has different services, and every young person’s needs are
different. Also, labor trafficking cases are handled differently
across the country, and not all of them end up going to criminal
court. But what’s most important is to get connected to legal
assistance and case management and advocacy services - they
can help you figure out what’s best for you and your situation.

For more information on trafficking, check out the
‘What’s Going On?’ booklet. For more information on the
child welfare system check out these materials. And, for
more information on the criminal legal system check out
these materials.
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NOTES
OF
SUPPORT
You just read about Sergio’s experience with labor
trafficking and going through the beginning stages
of a criminal court case. There are difficult feelings
that come with sharing your experiences, going to
court, and trying to move forward with your life.
We thank you for your time and energy in reading
this book, and we hope it has been of some help to
you. As a last note, we spoke with some people who
have been through similar lived experiences, and
this is what they wanted to share with you:
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Advocate for yourself because your voice is
powerful. If you ever feel uncomfortable,
express that discomfort. Don’t just keep it
in because you feel like these officials are
telling you what you have to do.
I was uncomfortable a lot of times, but I
never said anything because I thought,
“This person works with the government
and the government is right,” instead of
saying, “Can I take a break?” or “This is
making me sad,” or “I’m scared.” Advocate
for yourself and ask any question you have.
- Melanie T., Lived Experience Expert

This may be the worst nightmare you are
living. Nobody is going to experience the
same fear and pain that you're feeling but
trust me, this nightmare is going to end.
And you don't need to change. You are
worthy just for being here. You are more
than worthy, thank you for being who you
are. And if the world seems that they don't
understand you, I see you, I hear you, and I
am here to support you. And I know that it's
extremely hard to express that pain and that
adults have used that pain to cause you
more pain. I know how hard it is to open up.
Take your time, and breathe. This feels like a
nightmare but you are not alone. This will
come to an end because you deserve to be
loved, respected, to be cared for, and to be
happy. Always remember you are powerful you have the power.
- Cristian E., Survivor and Advocate
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My Taking Care of Me

CHECKLIST

Like Sergio did throughout his story, it can be good
to “check in” with yourself and mentally scan how
you’re feeling. When you’re upset or overwhelmed,
doing one or more of these activities might help
you feel better.

Read, watch or listen to
something you enjoy

Think of a happy memory
or a peaceful place

Chat with f riends in
person or online

Count backwards f rom 20
Make something arts &
craftsy or cook something

Do some exercise or
play a sport

Say kind, supportive
things to yourself

Get a drink (water, tea
or hot chocolate)

Let yourself cry, scream
or talk about your
f rustration

Spend time outdoors
or in nature
Keep a small item in
your pocket (like a stone)
and run your fingers
over it

Write down your
thoughts or feelings

Are there other activities that make you feel good?
Is there someone you can ask about other kinds of
healthy coping skills?
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