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The Moment That Brought Us Here

By James Pond

An episode of “Dateline” changed our lives forever.
It seems strange to write that, but it’s true. The NBC special,
called “Children for Sale,” showed Cambodian and Viethamese
children being bought and sold to child predators. Sitting in our
living room, my wife Athena and | knew this wasn’t something
we could watch and then turn off and forget. It affected us
deeply. We felt cornered somehow, horrified and outraged.
These were children being exploited and abused. It haunted us.

If we walked away from this, our whole life would be hypocritical.

Our three kids watched too, looking back at us, trying to hold
back the tears. After it was over, | took my youngest daughter
upstairs to bed, tucked her in and leaned over to kiss her
goodnight. “Sweet dreams,” | said. As | did, | started to cry.

It had struck me that hundreds of
thousands of children would never have
sweet dreams. We had to do something.
Our family would never be the same.

The following Monday, working my
corporate job for a plastics company in
Los Angeles, | called John Miller’s office
on human trafficking at the U.S. State
Department. | was told that the “Dateline”
story was just the tip of the iceberg. The
problem was much bigger. | collected the names of organiza-
tions and planned a trip to survey what was needed and what we
could do. Fourteen agencies answered my e-mails, and before
long | was in Phnom Penh, Cambodia.

Being there was emotionally draining. In the evenings, |
observed children being sold on the riverfront, almost in plain
sight. | saw children who were vulnerable and needed help. |
visited a government shelter for trafficked girls just outside
Phnom Penh, and sat in the office with the staff and talked
about the needs of the girls. | asked, “What are these girls’
stories? What have they been through?” Within moments, they
brought one girl into the office, sat her down and told her to tell
us what had happened to her. She was scared out of her mind,
trapped in a room with a bunch of foreigners wanting to dig into
the trauma of her abuse. She started to cry. | couldn’t take it.

| walked outside, feeling dizzy and sick. | staggered to the street
and started to weep, the kind of crying you can't stop. When it
was over, | knew that my family and | would move to Cambodia,
and we would make a difference in the lives of these girls.

“Hundreds of thousands
of children would never
have sweet dreams. We
had to do something.
Our family would never
be the same.”

When | got home, Athena knew. Over the next days we asked
our kids, who were then 15, 12, and 9. It was unanimous. They all
knew this was the opportunity of their lives. We had raised them
to believe they could make a difference. This was just the
difference we all wanted to make. Athena and | quit our jobs.

We sold the house, sold the cars, and held garage sales to get

rid of all the things we had acquired over the years. My boss
thought | was insane. Our friends and family had mixed feelings.
Professionals in the field had their doubts that we could pull it off.

There we were at the Sacramento airport, a family with 15
suitcases. | had some serious anxiety. But it went away the
moment the plane came over Phnom Penh. My youngest said,
“This is the coolest place in the world.” We never looked back.

Before long, we had established a high-quality,
high-security, long-term aftercare center for
girls. It was an amazing adventure. My
daughters played, talked and swam with the
qirls at the shelter’s swimming pool. My son
taught sports, listened to the girls’ stories and
taught them English. Athena and | worked 16
hour days to keep things running.

Shortly after opening the shelter, we noticed

that many of the girls being rescued from the
sex-slave trade were teenagers, significantly older than the
children and pre-teens featured in the “Dateline” special, and in
need of much different care and services. My wife and | went on
to start a program designed to directly empower young women
between 14 and 18 years old. We called it the Transitional Living
Center. The focus was to provide young gitls approaching
adulthood the skills and opportunities they needed not only to
heal but to become independent adults.

We lived in Cambodia for two years as a family. After that, we
moved back to the U.S. to expand our program to reach more
girls. Over the past few years, our non-profit organization, had
grown and evolved. Our most recent ventures are in Mumbai,
India and the United States to continue our work with empower-
ing girls who have been victimized by sexual exploitation.

We are now working to help survivors of sex trafficking around
the world. But no matter where we go, we will never forget the
moment that brought us here.

Please visit www.transitionsglobal.org for more information.
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