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			Foreword

			You can change things. You can become free.

			When Shahrazad was 16, she was forced to marry a cousin. That was how her father could pay back his debt. In their war-torn homeland he had lost his source of income and been forced to borrow money from relatives.

			After the wedding the couple moved to Sweden. On their wedding night, Shahrazad’s hell began.

			Rape and abuse became everyday life for both Shahrazad and the children she bore in the years that followed. It was a long time before she was allowed to learn Swedish; she wasn’t allowed to see any friends – she was her husband’s property. In order to help support the family, she was eventually allowed to get a job. That was also the beginning of a long and painful road to freedom.

			She was constantly tightly controlled and ruled by her jealous husband.

			“I can see that someone has been here! If you’ve been with another man, I’ll slaughter you like a lamb and wipe the floor with your face. If I don’t do it myself, I’ll pay someone else to do it. I swear it.”

			Then he left me and went back to work. When he left this morning, he had locked me in with two locks and taken the keys with him. No one could get in and I couldn’t get out. If I had been able to walk through walls, I would never have come back.

			This wasn’t ordinary jealousy. He was insane!

			Now I lay here on the floor next to the tufts of hair he had torn out, staring at a brown rug lying on a dark yellow floor, and it smelled of dust.

		

	
		
			PART I

		

	
		
			The Wedding Night

			He leads me into a small room where a broken bed stands. A mattress lies on the floor. A kerosene lamp burns in one corner. He throws me down on the mattress without first taking off my wedding dress. Then he hurls himself on top of me like an animal.

			I am lying on my back and he pries my legs apart. When I resist, he hits me. As he positions himself between my legs, he smears me with Vaseline. I think he smeared himself with it too, but I don’t know. I had my eyes closed.

			He holds my hands down.

			The smell.

			The disgusting smell from his mouth. The mouth chases my face, which I try to twist away.

			Baba! (father) How could you? Did we owe him that much money?

			It hurts so much.

			This is my wedding night. I am sixteen years old and a virgin. The man lying on top of me, pounding away, is my husband. He is my cousin and we owe him money and he wanted me instead of payment.

			Baba has explained that this is good for me, because my husband lives in Sweden and there I’ll have a good life. Away from war. Away from fleeing. Away from poverty and unemployment.

			I know there is no choice. Baba can’t pay back the money he borrowed to keep his large family alive.

			It hurts so much.

			He calms down for a while, then the pain starts all over again.

			I shut off my brain and lie there like a lifeless rag. A little blood comes from between my legs.

			He has brought a white cloth that he wipes me with, then he opens the door and holds up the stained cloth for his family, who are sitting outside the door waiting.

			Everyone offers congratulations and applauds. It’s the custom.

			Now the family comes in with a tray of food consisting of soup, bread and small pigeons stuffed with rice.

			Then the family disappears. Everyone is satisfied. There I sit on the bloody stain on the mattress, about to eat my wedding meal.

			If the cloth had not turned bloody, the husband could have returned the bride to her father. The marriage would have been dissolved because the goods had been used. There’s nothing strange about that. That is the custom of the country. It would have meant dishonor for the groom and for the bride’s family. And besides, a lot of unnecessary trouble. The prospective groom had therefore called from his home in Sweden and asked his future father-in-law to have the daughter examined by a gynecologist. He wanted a doctor’s certificate that the goods were intact before he married her. The future father-in-law arranged it.

			I stood as collateral for a loan that now had to be repaid. My father had been borrowing money from his future son-in-law for many years to support his enormous family. Money he would never be able to pay back.

			If I had been returned because I hadn’t bled, the way an untouched woman is supposed to bleed on her wedding night, no man would have wanted me afterward. A woman alone, without a family, cannot manage. A woman isn’t raised for that. There is no place for such women in society. Here everything revolves around the man.

			I sit on the mattress and stare at the floor. I can’t eat stuffed pigeon now. It feels as though I am dead.

			My husband has a healthy appetite, and when he has finished eating he continues the rape, alternating it with beatings. Gossip has told him that I didn’t want to marry him.

			Now I have to obey him. He beats the words into me. He says that from now on I have to wear a headscarf and a long coat whenever I go out.

			The next day I don’t want to wake up. I never want to wake up again. My whole body aches and I can’t walk. I am ashamed.

		

	
		
			Wedding Preparations

			The wedding night is supposed to be the high point of five days of celebration. The happiest time of my life.

			The custom is that on the first day the bride receives her trousseau from her father. The father pays with the money the prospective groom has bought the bride for.

			Abi, my father, had not received any money for me, since I was the collateral for a loan. So it was only the bare necessities. A glamorous black dress with silver glitter, a red dress and the wedding dress, earrings, bracelets and a necklace. I was fairly indifferent.

			The first day is called Sahra Day and is most like a Swedish bachelorette party. All my female friends and relatives came to celebrate me and admire me in the glittering black dress.

			The second day is the henna day. A woman came to our house and dyed my hands and toes with henna. First she dripped wax in a beautiful pattern on my palms, and when it had hardened she brushed on the henna. Then, when the wax was removed, I was left with the delicate skin-colored pattern against the henna-red background.

			Then she waxed my body and plucked out every little hair so that my skin became smooth and lovely. I didn’t want to be smooth and lovely.

			She plucked my eyebrows. You’re not allowed to do that before you become a married woman. When you become a married woman you’re allowed to wear makeup and make yourself pretty – but only for your husband.

			I hadn’t eaten properly in a long time, so I was thin. I was slight. I had a clumsy nose, brown eyes, fair skin and fair hair.

			I was pretty, but I wanted to be ugly.

			That evening I was to wear the red dress. The henna dress.

			All of this was ceremony – partly to bid farewell to my family, since I was now to be handed over to the groom’s, and partly to make me beautiful for the wedding night with a man I hated.

			Never before had I been so fussed over. It’s so damn ironic.

			My aunt Hasna had gossiped to her son, the groom-to-be, that I might be going to the hairdresser, so he suddenly turned up and said:

			“If you go to the hairdresser or anywhere else to make yourself pretty, I’ll chop off your legs! From now on I’m the one who’s in charge of you.”

			Him I was going to marry.

		

	
		
			The Wedding

			Abi had built a little wedding platform out of rugs and decorated it with balloons and a small canopy of palm leaves. There I sat in my bridal clothes with my eyes lowered. Not out of modesty, as was customary, but out of grief.

			Umi, my mother, draped the thin bridal veil over my head so I could hide behind it. Then no one could see that I was crying.

			In front of me the women guests danced and sang. It was a party! Some of them belly danced.

			Everyone clapped their hands. Meanwhile the men were feasting at the groom-to-be’s home.

			[image: The drawing depicts a wedding canopy decorated with flowers and balloons, with two elegant chairs standing beneath it.]

			Maybe I could say no in front of the imam instead? That was my last hope. But I didn’t dare. Finally the groom-to-be’s family came and handed my cousin over to me.

			He sat down beside me on the platform. I couldn’t look at him. I just couldn’t. He was so ugly and old, many years older than me, tall and skinny, as if he’d lived a long time in the desert without food.

			Finally it was time and we stood before the imam. I had Abi, my father, on one side and the man I hated most in all the world on the other.

			My legs barely held me up, so Abi had to steady me.

			When the imam asked me if I wanted to marry him, I answered:

			“Yes!”

			In that moment I was robbed of my human rights. Mama and my sisters cried.

			The imam pronounced us man and wife and Abi handed me over to my new family.

			This happened on a beautiful summer day in the early seventies.
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			My New Family

			The morning after the wedding I didn’t want to open my eyes. I wasn’t lying there alone. Beside me was a naked back, lying there breathing. I could hear it and feel it. But I didn’t want to wake up.

			All my life I’d been crammed in with my nine siblings, but this was something else. This was horror!

			I had to get up carefully so as not to wake him, had to get out of the room fast. My clothes weren’t there, so I had to throw on the wretched wedding clothes for now. Had to wash myself.

			I could barely walk and my whole body ached.

			We were staying with aunt Hasna, my mother-in-law, and would be there for a week.

			When I picked up the jug to fetch water, his sisters, my cousins, came over:

			“Shahrazad, are you going to wash yourself? Surely such a clean girl can’t be dirty! Ask permission first, then you can fetch water!”

			And then they smirked.

			This was my new family.

			Abi had refused to let one of my husband’s brothers marry my younger sister. He was already married and had several children, but wasn’t happy with his wife.

			The family felt that Abi had borrowed so much money that one more daughter should be part of the payment. But Abi refused to agree to that. Thank God!

			That was probably why they all joined in tormenting me. Everything I did was wrong, even when it was right. The more they tormented me, the more fun they had.

			– In a few days we’ll be in Sweden, then I’ll be rid of all this.

			It’s going to be fine. Take it easy, I thought.

			My husband watched me like a hawk, so it was impossible for me to speak with my own family. But he let his own people treat me like sheep dung without doing a thing.

			Mealtimes became a torment. I couldn’t eat. My stomach turned inside out.

			We sat in a circle on the floor with the dishes in the middle. Everyone stared at me, and Hasna told me to eat.

			I shook my head and looked at the floor. They smirked. The flies buzzed. I tried to look completely expressionless. Like a proper bride. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing me sad.

			As gifts I got long, gray, straight coat-dresses and headscarves to take with me to Sweden.

			“Try them on, let’s see how pretty you’ll look! Try them on!”

			Away! I wanted to leave at once. To Sweden. Quick! Things could only get better.

			Later I found out that it was the rejected brother-in-law who had asked his brother to hit me on the wedding night. The white cloth with my bloodstain on it, which was to be displayed to protect my honor – Hasna washed it the next day.

			It’s almost criminal. Hasna, el haia, that snake!

			When my family came to look at it, it wasn’t there. It was a thousand-year-old tradition to keep that cloth.

			After a week we traveled to my new country, Sweden.

		

	
		
			The Journey Home to Sweden

			We flew to Copenhagen. I didn’t say a word during the flight.

			From Copenhagen we took the train to Lillstad, which is in central Sweden, where my husband worked at the big Company. During the train ride I sat by the window and looked out at my new homeland.

			I knew almost nothing about Sweden. Only that it was cold, that people earned a lot of money and drank alcohol.

			He sat beside me and talked and talked. Told me that the Swedes had no morals, that it was dangerous for a woman to go out alone, that everyone was an alcoholic and blah, blah, blah.

			His voice came from far away and cut right through my head. Blah, blah..

			[image: The drawing depicts a man wearing a loose shirt and trousers.]

			Oh sure, of course, the Swedes were unfaithful dogs. Whatever you say. As long as I finally get to come home to whatever this is.

			The train was so clean and under every table there was a wastebasket, where everyone neatly threw away their banana peels, and it wasn’t crowded.

			The journey took hours. Clackety-clack. My whole future had been taken from me.

			My husband had such a ridiculous mustache! It was black, thin and hung down beside the corners of his mouth so that it bobbed when he talked.

			I concentrated on the landscape we were traveling through. Everything was so green! Light-green fields and meadows and dark-green forests. And what forests!

			It was like traveling through an oasis that never ended and all the Swedish houses were red. But not a single palm tree!

			Maybe I would have a good life in Sweden after all?

			First I would learn the language. Then I would train for something good. Imagine if I could become a secretary. That maybe wasn’t so suitable to begin with, but then I could work in health care. My husband earned good money, maybe he had a beautiful apartment? If I earned money too, then we could have it really good.

			When we got there maybe he would become kind. Maybe it was his awful family that had been a bad influence on him? That was probably it. Everything would work out.

			Inch Allah!

			From the train station we took a bus part of the way, but I didn’t see much of the town because it had gotten dark.

			Then I carried my suitcase up one flight of stairs and there we were. Everything I owned in the world was in that suitcase.

		

	
		
			Locked In

			When he unlocked the front door I stood completely still. I didn’t want to be alone with him. I was terrified.

			I took a deep breath before I walked into my new home. It was a small twenty-three-square-meter studio, a kitchenette, a bathroom and a room with a little blue sofa bed. I had never seen a sofa bed before. It smelled stuffy.

			He explained to me, in that mean voice, that I was not allowed to go closer to the window than a meter and absolutely not to go near the door.

			That didn’t leave much room for me to move around in. Now I just nodded, because I had been struck mute.

			In that moment I was transported two hundred years back in time. “I’m going shopping, I’ll be back soon. Don’t even try to go “anywhere near the window!”

			When he left, he locked the door with two locks. There I stood in my headscarf. My eyes looked and looked. The room was simply furnished and dirty.

			How tired I was.

			He came back with beef, green beans, tomatoes and jasmine rice. And I started cooking automatically.

			In my culture a girl has to be able to run a household and cook. The girls learn it from the very beginning. How to please a man. In that area I wasn’t fully trained.

			I was so incredibly capable! And here I stood, capable me, in a kitchenette in Lillstad, afraid of getting a beating, which I would get if my husband didn’t like my food!

			The tough meat had to simmer for at least 1.5 hours. I didn’t know what to do with myself in the meantime. I lingered foolishly by the stove as long as I could.

			Hurry up, ”Jalla, jalla”! I’m hungry! You’re not a virgin! Your blood didn’t come from your hymen! What have you actually been doing? Whore.”

			I stirred the pot.

			“I’ve been tricked!” he shouted.

			And I stirred and stirred. He kept droning on.

			Get lost! I thought.

			When the food was finally ready he fell silent.

			Thank God he went to work the next morning. Before he left he said:

			“Remember, whore! You never go out without me. If you need anything I’ll get it. Swedes are unfaithful dogs and don’t know what honor is, they’re indecent and even harass married women. That’s how it is!”

			After the night I had just spent with him, I knew that I would never be able to look him in the eye. Never.

			And that wasn’t because of any kind of coy chastity, which he would surely come to believe, but because of disgust. And now I sat here like a prisoner without daylight, since he had pulled down the blinds. Maybe I should unpack my things.

			At lunchtime he came home and wanted to eat. First he went to the bathroom, turned around, came out, started slapping me and shouted:

			“Ya sharmuta! You whore!”

			There had been some paper in the toilet bowl because I had forgotten to flush. In my earlier life flush toilets hadn’t exactly been plentiful.

			He threw me against the wall while holding me by the hair: “I can see that somebody’s been here! If you’ve been with somebody else I’ll slaughter you like a lamb and wipe the floor with your face. If I don’t do it myself, I’ll pay someone to do it. I swear it.”

			Then he left me and went back to work. When he left in the morning he had locked me in with two locks and taken the keys with him. Nobody could get in and I couldn’t get out.

			Now I lay here on the floor next to my torn-out tufts of hair and looked at a brown rug lying on a dark yellow floor, and it smelled of dust.

			This was not ordinary jealousy. He was insane!

			If I had been able to walk through walls, I would never have come back.

			This violent man, whom I had been forced to marry, was the fruit of a bitter mother and a father who was tormented by the fact that his wife didn’t want to sleep with him and was therefore crazy with jealousy. Maybe it was hereditary, since everyone was everyone’s cousin.

			In my family, refusing to have sex was proof that you had an affair
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