Farzana's Story
"Ten Years I Was Buried Alive in That House. Blossom Dug Me Out."
A story from the Blossom Group Domestic Violence Support Unit

My name is Farzana.
I am thirty-six years old. I have three children. And for ten years — one entire decade of the only life God gave me — I did not sit alone in a room. I did not make a cup of chai just for myself. I did not pick up my own phone. I did not spend a single pound of the money the British government paid into my own name.
Ten years. Read that again. Ten years.
That is longer than a prison sentence for armed robbery in this country. And I had committed no crime except being born a girl, and being handed over in a red dupatta to a house full of people who mistook me for property.
If you are reading this and your hands have started to shake — behen, ruk jaao. Saans lo. Main tumhare saath hoon.
Sister, stop. Breathe. I am with you. I am right here.

How they got me
I was twenty-three. My parents were tired. The rishtas had been coming for three years and my mother's face had started to look like a folded letter.
Then came him. From London. "Respectable family." His mother, they said, was bahut sharif — very decent. His father a religious man who prayed five times a day. Two unmarried sisters, "just like your own."
The night before the nikah, my mother sat behind me plaiting my hair the way she used to when I was seven. Her hands were shaking. She whispered:
"Beta, sasural mein sabar rakhna. Woh log ab tumhare apne hain. Ladki ki doli iss ghar se uthti hai, aur uski arthi uss ghar se."
(Daughter, keep patience in your in-laws' house. Those people are your own now. A girl's wedding palanquin leaves this house, and her funeral bier leaves that one.)
She meant it as love. She did not know she was reading me my own sentence.
I landed at Heathrow with two suitcases and a heart so full of hope it hurt.
I did not know I was carrying my own coffin through customs.

The house with many kings and one slave
My husband did not live in his own home. He lived in his mother's home. And in that house I learned, before the henna had even faded from my palms, that there were many people who could give me orders — and only one person who could not: me.
My saas ran the kitchen, the money, the calendar, the mood of every room. In week one she stood in the doorway of my bedroom, arms folded, and said:
"Iss ghar mein jo main kehti hoon, wohi hota hai. Samjhi?"
(In this house, what I say happens. Understood?)
I nodded. I was still trying to be a good bahu.
My two nanads treated me like a servant they had been waiting their whole lives to own. One would drop her plate on the floor and click her fingers. The other would tear a roti in half and throw it back at me across the table if it wasn't round enough. If I cried, they filmed it on their phones and laughed. If I stayed silent, they said I was arrogant. If I smiled, they said I was plotting.
And my sasur — my father-in-law — he was the wall. He never shouted. He never had to. He sat in his chair with his tasbeeh clicking, clicking, clicking, and he simply decided. And what he decided, above everything else, was that I would not leave the house.
Not to the shops. Not to the park. Not to English classes. Not to the GP alone. Not to the corner to post a letter.
"Bahu, bahar jaana theek nahi. Log baatein banaate hain."
(Daughter-in-law, going out is not good. People will talk.)
For ten years, the only sky I saw regularly was the square of it framed by the kitchen window over the sink.
Ten years of doing dishes and looking up at clouds I was not allowed to walk under.

How they used God against me
This is the part I need you to hear, sister. Sit down for this one.
Every time I asked for something — anything — someone in that house would open their mouth and God would fall out of it like a weapon.
"Allah kehta hai biwi ko shauhar ki farmabardari karni chahiye." (God says a wife must obey her husband.)
"Parde mein raho, warna gunah hai." (Stay in purdah, or it is a sin.)
"Jo aurat ghar se bahar zyada nikalti hai, uski nasib kharaab ho jaati hai — aur uske bachchon ki bhi." (A woman who goes out too much brings ruin on her own fate — and her children's too.)
"Jannat maa ke qadmon mein hai — teri saas ki, teri nahi." (Paradise is under the feet of the mother — your mother-in-law's, not yours.)
They quoted things I could not check. They twisted things I did know. My sasur would sit with the tasbeeh clicking in his hand and shake his head at me like I was a soul already halfway to hell. My husband, when he raised his hand, would remind me that God was watching me — never him. Only me. Always me.
Listen to me, sister. Look at these words:
The religion I grew up with was tender.
It spoke of mercy. It spoke of the Prophet, peace be upon him, mending his own shoes, helping his wives in the house, being gentle even in disagreement. It said the best of you are the best to your wives. It said no soul shall bear the burden of another. It said seek knowledge, even in China.
What that house used against me was not faith.
It was a costume they draped over their control so that when they hit me, I would flinch not just from the blow but from the fear of God. So that when they starved me of money, of movement, of my own mother's voice, I would think it was piety. So that when I finally wanted to run, I would believe hell itself was waiting on the other side of the door.
They did not fear God. They used God as a leash.
And I — a girl who had prayed since she was seven, who fasted her first full Ramadan at nine — I let them, because I did not yet know the difference between the God who made me and the god they had invented to keep me small.

Gaslighting — how they stole the ground from under my feet
Sister, there is one kind of abuse I have not named yet, and I have to name it now, because it is the most invisible one. It leaves no bruise. It shows up on no X-ray. You cannot photograph it. You cannot show it to a judge. But it is the one that nearly killed me.
It has an English name. Gaslighting.
Write it down. Say it out loud in your own kitchen. Gas. Lighting.
It is when the person hurting you spends every day, quietly, patiently, slowly — rewriting reality inside your own head — until you cannot trust your own eyes, your own ears, your own memory, your own mind. Until you turn to them to tell you what just happened, because you no longer trust yourself to know.
Let me show you what it looked like in my house.
He would slap me. Hard. Across the face. My cheek would burn for two days.
The next morning, at breakfast, I would say — very quietly, into my tea — "Kal raat aap ne mujhe maara tha." (Last night you hit me.)
And he would look up from his paratha with a puzzled little frown, tilt his head like a bird, and say:
"Kya baat kar rahi ho? Main ne tumhein kabhi haath nahi lagaya. Tumhein sapne aate hain. Doctor ke paas jaana chahiye. Tumhare dimaag mein kuch garbar hai."
(What are you talking about? I have never laid a hand on you. You are dreaming things. You should see a doctor. There is something wrong in your mind.)
And his mother, sipping her chai, would nod slowly and add:
"Haan, main ne bhi notice kiya hai. Yeh ladki bilkul theek nahi hai. Sara din baatein banaati hai."
(Yes, I have noticed it too. This girl is not right at all. She makes up stories all day.)
Sister. My cheek was still red. I could feel the shape of his hand on my face while they were saying it. And still — still — by lunchtime I would be standing at the sink wondering if maybe I had dreamt it. Maybe I was going mad. Maybe I had fallen and hit the cupboard.
That is gaslighting.
It happened about everything.
He would take twenty pounds from my purse, and when I noticed the money was missing he would say, "Tumhein bhoolne ki bimari hai. Tumne kharch kar diya aur bhool gayi." (You have a forgetting illness. You spent it and forgot.)
His mother would hide my phone charger, and when I asked her had she seen it, she would say sweetly, "Beta, tum khud rakh ke bhool jaati ho. Yaadasht kamzor hai tumhari." (Child, you put it somewhere and forget yourself. Your memory is weak.)
I would clearly remember a conversation — clearly — and my husband would say, three days later in front of his family, "Woh baat kabhi hui hi nahi. Farzana ke dimaag mein hai. Woh aisi cheezein banati rehti hai." (That conversation never happened. It is in Farzana's head. She invents these things.)
Do you know what happens when someone tells you that you are mad every single day for ten years?
You start to become it.
By year three I had stopped trusting my own memory.
By year five I had started keeping — in secret, in the back of a Quran cover, where no one would look — a tiny piece of paper on which I would write, in the smallest handwriting I could manage: "3rd March. He hit me. Right cheek. In the kitchen. In front of Ayesha. This happened. This happened. This happened."
I needed the paper because I was starting to lose my grip on what was real.
By year seven, when I stood at Bilal's autism assessment and the doctor asked me a simple question — "Does he sleep through the night?" — I froze. Because I no longer trusted my own answer. I looked at my husband to tell me what the truth was. I looked at my abuser to tell me what reality was. That is what a decade of gaslighting does. It makes the person who is hurting you the only reliable narrator in your own life.
Sister — read this line twice — if someone in your house is constantly telling you that you are crazy, that you imagine things, that your memory is broken, that you are too sensitive, that it never happened, that you are the mad one —
that is not concern. That is a crime being committed against your mind.
You are not going mad. You are being driven mad on purpose. And it is one of the oldest tricks abusive men and abusive families have ever used, because a woman who does not trust her own mind cannot run away from anything. How can she? She does not know which direction is real.
Blossom gave me back my mind. I want to tell you how. But first I have to tell you something else, because it is the piece that changed everything.

The truth about the man you think has all the power
Sister, sit down for this. This one is for you if you have ever thought, he is too strong, I am too weak, I cannot fight him.
Because I thought that too. For ten years I thought that.
I thought my husband was a giant. I thought his father was a mountain. I thought his mother was a queen. I thought their family was a fortress with walls three feet thick, and I was one small woman with three small children and a torn dupatta, standing at the bottom of it looking up.
I was wrong.
Do you want to know what an abuser actually is, sister? Not what he looks like in your kitchen at 11 p.m. with his fist in the air. What he actually is, when you strip the costume off him?
He is a coward.
I do not say that as an insult. I say it as a diagnosis. As a fact. As the single most important thing my Sahera ever taught me, sitting across a Formica table with two cups of chai between us.
She said to me:
"Farzana, sun. Jo mard sirf apne ghar mein sher hai, aur bahar ki duniya mein billi ki tarah chalta hai — woh sher nahi hai. Woh sirf ghar ki chaar deewaron ka bahaadur hai. Aur aisa aadmi bahaadur nahi hota. Woh sabse bada bujhdil hota hai."
(Farzana, listen. A man who is only a lion inside his own house, and who walks like a cat in the outside world — he is not a lion. He is only brave within four walls. And a man like that is not brave. He is the biggest coward of all.)
I want you to think about this now, sister. Really think about it.
Where does your husband hit you? In the kitchen. In the bedroom. In the hallway. Behind a closed door.
Where does he never hit you? In the street. In the mosque. At his boss's house. In front of the police. In front of another man his own size.
Why?
Because he is not powerful, sister. He is terrified. He is terrified of any human being in the world who might hit him back. He is terrified of anyone bigger, anyone with a uniform, anyone with a badge, anyone with a court order, anyone who will not shrink.
He picks you.
Not because you are weak. But because he has decided you are the safest person in the world for him to hurt. You. A woman half his size. A woman he has isolated from her family. A woman with no bank card. A woman whose passport he has hidden. A woman who does not yet know the English word for what he is doing to her.
He hits you because he cannot bear the thought of hitting anyone who would hit him back.
That is not power, sister.
That is the smallest, most frightened, most pathetic thing a human being can be.
And once I saw it — really saw it — I could not un-see it.
Let me show you what I mean.
The same man who broke my rib with his boot when I was seven months pregnant with Zainab — that man could not, could not, look the immigration officer in the eye at the airport. He stammered. He sweated. His hands shook.
The same man who told me God was watching me while he twisted my arm behind my back — that man crossed the road, actually crossed the road, when he saw two big lads walking towards him outside the chicken shop.
The same man who called me jaahil and besharam and nikammi — that man begged, literally begged, when the DVLA sent him a driving fine. Rang them up. Made his voice small and shaky. Called the woman on the phone ma'am, madam, please madam, please. The same voice that had been screaming at me two hours earlier.
The same man who told me I would never see my children again if I left — that man cried like a five-year-old the day the police finally came to the door with the non-molestation order. Actual tears. Snot. Begging. "Sir, I have not done anything, sir, my wife is lying, sir, please sir."
Do you understand, sister? Do you understand what I am telling you?
The lion in your kitchen is a mouse at the police station.
The king of the sitting room becomes a beggar in front of a judge.
The mountain that has crushed you for ten years is made of paper the moment somebody with real authority stands next to him.
They are not strong men, sister.
They are weak men who found a woman they were allowed to hurt.
And his family — the saas, the sasur, the nanads, the whole army you have been terrified of — they are the same. Watch them the next time the health visitor comes to the door. Watch them the next time the school rings. Watch them the next time a housing officer stands in their hallway. Watch how quickly the shouting stops. Watch how quickly the tea gets offered. Watch how quickly your saas becomes a smiling old auntie who "does not understand English, dear, so sorry, dear."
They are not powerful.
They are only powerful over you.
And the second you introduce even one outside witness — one professional, one advocate, one text message to Blossom, one police officer, one solicitor, one social worker — the fortress you thought was three feet thick turns out to have been made of wet paper the whole time.
I do not say this to make you angry, sister, though it is okay if it makes you angry. Your anger is a decade overdue and you have every right to it.
I say it because I need you to know that the balance of power in your house is a lie. It has always been a lie. You have been given the role of the small one and he has been given the role of the big one, but it is a costume drama. The moment the outside world walks into that theatre, the costumes fall off, and everyone in the audience sees exactly who was actually the tiny, screaming, frightened child under all that shouting.
It was him. It was always him.
You are the strong one, sister. You are the one who has been carrying all of them for ten years. You are the one who has kept three children alive on twenty pounds a month and a broken heart. You are the one whose body has absorbed every blow and whose mind has absorbed every lie and who is still standing.
He could not survive one week of your life. Not one. He would break by Wednesday.
You have been strong this whole time. He has been pretending. And the day you walk out that door with your children and a Blossom sister on either side of you — that is not the day you finally become brave.
That is the day the whole world finally finds out that you were the brave one all along.

My husband — two men in one body
Outside the house, he was a performance.
He laughed loud at weddings. He gave crisp twenty-pound notes to the mosque collection. He carried the neighbour's shopping up two flights of stairs and refused a cup of tea because he was "in a hurry, aunty, another time." Everyone said, "Farzana kitni khushnaseeb hai — such a good husband."
Inside the house, he was a different animal entirely.
He shouted at me for the pitch of my voice. He grabbed my arm and twisted it behind my back if I answered too quickly, or too slowly, or at all. He called me jaahil (ignorant). Besharam (shameless). Nikammi (useless). Kaali (dark-skinned — as if that were an insult). Bharai hui gadhi (a loaded donkey — because I had gained weight after the third baby he had insisted on).
When he was tired, he pushed me.
When he was drunk — and yes, the "religious" son drank, in secret, in the garage — he slapped me.
When he was ashamed of himself the next morning, he blamed me for making him do it:
"Dekh, tu ne mujhe majboor kar diya. Main aisa nahi hoon. Tu mujhe aisa banati hai."
(Look, you forced me to it. I am not like this. You make me like this.)
At night, there was no such thing as "no." A wife who says no, he told me, is a wife who has left Islam. So on the nights I bled, on the nights I was ill, on the nights my body was one long bruise from the night before — I said yes with my mouth and I disappeared inside my own skull and I counted the flowers on the ceiling rose until it was over.
And in the morning, over breakfast, his mother would look at my swollen lip, my black eye, the fingermarks on my throat, and she would say only:
"Chai theek nahi bani aaj. Namak bhi kam hai anday mein."
(The tea isn't right today. And there's not enough salt in the egg.)
That, sister, is what silence sounds like when it has teeth.

The money — how they ate my name
He did not work.
He had "back pain." He had "Allah rizq dega." He had a hundred reasons dressed as a hundred excuses, and behind them all was one simple truth: why would he work, when he had me?
Because when the babies came, everything came in my name.
Child Benefit — in my name.
Universal Credit — in my name.
Every brown envelope from the DWP, every letter from HMRC — Farzana. Farzana. Farzana.
And I did not see a single penny of it.
The bank card lived in my saas's steel almirah, next to her gold. The PIN was known only to my husband. Once a month, like a beggar in her own life, I was handed twenty pounds. Sometimes ten. Once, five — because I had "asked too much" the week before and needed to learn.
If I needed sanitary pads, I had to ask. If Bilal needed nappies at 2 a.m., I had to knock on their bedroom door and ask. If I wanted a two-pound phone card to call my dying grandmother in Lahore, I had to ask, and I had to explain, and I had to promise how many minutes, and I had to accept the answer no if the answer was no.
The money the British taxpayer paid to feed my three children — that money bought my husband's cigarettes, his aftershave, his cousin's wedding suit, and a second-hand BMW he drove around East London while I walked to the school gates in shoes with a hole in the sole.
This has a name, sister. Write it down. Say it out loud.
Economic abuse. Financial abuse. It is a crime.
Under the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 in this country, it is a criminal offence — coercive control including control of your benefits, your bank account, your name.
I did not know that for ten years.
You know it now.

Blamed for the eyes of strangers
If we went to a wedding and a man across the hall so much as glanced in my direction, it became my crime.
"Tu ne aisa dupatta kyun pehna? Tu chahti thi ke woh dekhe. Randi jaisi harkatein."
(Why did you wear that dupatta? You wanted him to look. Behaving like a whore.)
If the postman said good morning at the door, I was flirting. If the shopkeeper smiled while handing me change, I had smiled first. If the doctor was a man — which of course terrified them most of all — I had "chosen" that surgery deliberately.
The message underneath every accusation was always the same, and it was carved into my chest one word at a time for ten years:
Your body is a problem. Your face is a fitna. Your existence is a temptation.
If anything ever goes wrong out there — it is because of something wrong in here. And she would jab me in the chest with two fingers hard enough to leave a bruise.

Blamed for opening my mouth
I learned fast that I was not allowed a single friend.
Once, at the mosque, a kind auntie asked me how I was and I said, "Theek hoon, bas thoda thak gayi hoon." (I'm okay, just a bit tired.)
Just that.
By the time we got home, my nanad had already texted ahead. My saas called a family shura — a "family meeting" — as if I had committed treason. My husband did not speak to me for four days, which was worse than the beating, because in the silence I could hear him planning. My sasur, gentle as ever, said quietly over his tea:
"Ghar ki baat ghar mein rehni chahiye, bahu. Baaki sab fitna hai."
(What happens in the house stays in the house, daughter-in-law. The rest is corruption.)
After that, I stopped speaking. Not just about the abuse. About anything. The weather. My headache. A funny thing the baby had done. I swallowed it all, sister — I swallowed every word for years — because in that house every syllable that left my mouth came back as a knife they handed me and told me to hold by the blade.
Do you know what happens to a woman who does not speak for years?
Her voice does not just get quiet. It forgets it exists.
By year seven I could not have told you what I liked to eat. By year eight I could not have told you what colour I liked. By year nine I opened my mouth to answer a nurse at Bilal's autism appointment and no sound came out at all. Nothing. Just air. She had to ask me three times. My husband answered for me. He always did.
That is what a decade of silence does. It steals your tongue and calls it modesty.

The phone calls to my parents
My mother would ring from Pakistan.
My saas answered first — checked who it was, decided the mood. Then it was passed to my husband, who would speak in his warm outside-voice for four or five minutes, laughing, saying mashallah about the children. Then, finally, the phone would be pressed into my hand — on speaker, always on speaker — with three faces watching me like judges at a trial.
"Sab theek hai, Ammi. Bahut khush hoon. Ye log bahut acche hain. Aap fikr mat karein."
(Everything's fine, Mother. I'm very happy. These people are very good. Don't worry.)
What else could I say? My father has a weak heart — a literal weak heart, on tablets, two stents. My mother is old. My brothers would have got on the next flight and there would have been a war, and in that war — behen, understand this — in that war, I would have lost. Because in our culture, a daughter sent back is not a rescued daughter. She is a failed daughter. She is the shame of two families. She is the cautionary tale they tell the next girl before her nikah.
Once — just once — in year four, I tried to whisper it. My mother had asked, "Beta, sach batao, tum theek ho?" (Daughter, tell me the truth, are you okay?) and I said, "Ammi, mujhe—" and before I could get the second word out, my husband had ripped the phone from my hand and hung up.
That night I did not eat. Not because they refused to feed me — they did — but because my throat had closed like a fist.
The next morning my mother rang back, panicked, and I told her the line had cut and the weather was very bad here.
Slowly, my calls became shorter. Then rarer. Then only on Eid. Then only on Eid ul-Fitr, not Eid ul-Adha. Then only if he remembered.
My own mother — the woman who carried me for nine months, who fed me from her body, whose smell I would know in a crowd of a thousand people — my own mother became a stranger who lived in my memory.
There is a specific kind of grief for a mother you cannot reach when she is still alive. It has no name in English. In Urdu we would call it judaai — the pain of separation. But even that word is too soft for what it is.
It is like being an orphan while your parents are still breathing.

The children — the sharpest knife
I have three. Two daughters — Ayesha, Zainab. And my youngest, my heart walking around outside my body — my Bilal.
My Bilal is autistic.
From the day they were born, they were not mine. They belonged to the house. My saas decided what they ate — no matter what the health visitor said. My nanads decided what they wore. My husband decided what school, what mosque, what madrassa, what future. I was the one who cleaned them and fed them and walked the floor at 3 a.m. when the fevers came — and yet the moment they could sit up in someone's lap, I was pushed back like a wet nurse whose job was done.
And then — slowly, cleverly, patiently, the way you would poison a well drop by drop — the children became the rod they beat me with.
"Dekho, tumhari maa ne aaj phir gussa kiya. Bahut buri aurat hai." (Look, your mother got angry again today. She is a very bad woman.)
"Tumhari maa nahi chahti ke hum ek saath rahein. Woh humein alag karna chahti hai." (Your mother doesn't want us to be together. She wants to separate us.)
"Agar tumhari maa chali gayi, toh tum kiske saath rahoge? Sochlo. Woh tumhein chhod degi." (If your mother leaves, who will you stay with? Think about it. She will abandon you.)
"Tumhari maa Angrezon ki tarah ban gayi hai. Islam bhool gayi hai." (Your mother has become like the English. She has forgotten Islam.)
My Ayesha began to look at me the way one looks at a suspect. My Zainab began to answer me back in her father's exact tone — head cocked to one side, that little sneer he had, at eight years old.
And then — sister, brace yourself for this, because I still cannot say it without my chest cracking open — they took my Bilal.
Not out of the house. That would have been easier. They took him inside his own head.
Autistic children — my Bilal — are not stupid. They are the opposite. They are literal. They believe the words that come out of the mouths of the people they trust. They repeat them like a tape recorder. They build their entire understanding of the world out of the sentences the grown-ups around them speak.
And my husband — the father of my child, the man who held Bilal in the hospital and cried and named him after the Prophet's beloved companion — my husband took our nine-year-old autistic son aside one afternoon, sat him on his knee, and said, in a soft, kind, patient voice:
"Beta, tumhari Ammi galat hai. Woh humara ghar todna chahti hai. Samjhe? Ammi wrong hai. Ammi family ko break kar rahi hai."
(Son, your mother is wrong. She wants to break our family. Understand? Ammi is wrong. Ammi is breaking the family.)
For three weeks after that, my own son would not let me hug him. He flapped his hands harder than I had ever seen. He would not look at my face. And he repeated it, in his sing-song echolalia, in the corner of his bedroom, rocking back and forth:
"Ammi is wrong. Ammi is breaking the family. Ammi is wrong. Ammi is breaking the family. Ammi is wrong. Ammi is breaking—"
Over. And over. And over.
Sister, I want you to understand something.
I survived the bruises. I survived the twisted arm and the split lip and the ringing ear and the boot to the ribs when I was pregnant with Zainab. I survived the hunger — the days I ate the crusts off the children's plates because there was no dinner set aside for me. I survived the silence — ten years of not speaking, not being spoken to, not being seen. I survived the shame — the constant, radioactive hum of being told I was the reason for everything wrong in a house full of monsters. I survived the gaslighting — a decade of being told my own eyes were liars.
I could not survive my baby being trained to hate me in his own mouth.
That night, after Bilal had finally fallen asleep still whispering Ammi is wrong, I locked myself in the bathroom and I put a towel over my face and I made a sound I did not know a human body could make. Not a scream. Not a cry. Something older. Something from before language.
And in that sound, sister, something inside me — something that had been folded smaller and smaller and smaller for ten years until I thought it had died — snapped back open.

"Why didn't you leave sooner?"
People ask this. They ask it with kind eyes and it still lands like a slap.
Sit down, sister. I am going to answer it once, properly, for you and for every woman who has ever been asked it.
I did not leave because I had no money of my own. Not a pound. Not a coin.
I did not leave because my passport was in her almirah and I did not know I was allowed to ask for it.
I did not leave because my English was not good enough to argue with a housing officer, a benefits officer, a solicitor, a judge.
I did not leave because I had nowhere to take three children, one of whom will not eat unless the biscuits are Rich Tea and the plate is the blue one and the room is quiet.
I did not leave because I had been gaslit for ten years into believing my own mind was the enemy, my own memory was broken, my own version of reality was a symptom of an illness that did not exist.
I did not leave because I had been told, every single day for a decade, that I was the problem — and sister, listen, if you tell a woman she is the problem for long enough, she stops being a woman. She becomes the problem. She wears it like skin.
I did not leave because I was terrified my community would call me a fahisha — a shameless woman — and my parents would die of the sharam, and my sisters' rishtas would be cancelled, and my nieces would grow up as "the girls whose aunty ran away."
I did not leave because I believed he had all the power and I had none. I did not yet know that the biggest lie an abuser ever tells you is not the one about God, or the one about the children, or the one about the money.
The biggest lie is that he is strong and you are weak.
I did not leave because he told me, calmly, sitting on the edge of the bed with his hand on Bilal's sleeping head:
"Agar tu gayi, toh bachchon ko kabhi wapas nahi milegi. Court mein main sabit kar dunga ke tu paagal hai. Bilal ko bhi le lenge tumse. Autistic bache ki dekhbhaal aisi maa nahi kar sakti."
(If you go, you will never get the children back. In court I will prove you are mad. They will take Bilal from you too. A mother like you cannot look after an autistic child.)
Notice, sister — notice what he did there. Notice how he threatened to use against me in court the very gaslighting he had been doing to me for ten years. "I will prove you are mad." He did not say you are mad. He said I will prove it. Even he knew it was a story he had written. And he was telling me he would tell it again, louder, to a judge.
That is not a powerful man, sister.
That is a coward with a rehearsed script.
Ten years is not stupidity, sister. Ten years is not weakness. Ten years is a cage built one bar at a time, so slowly and so lovingly that by the time you look up, you cannot even see the sky through it.
And still — still — you are the strongest thing in that cage. Because you are still breathing. Because you are still reading. Because your heart is still pumping, in a chest they told you was worthless, blood into hands they told you were dirty.
You are not weak.
You are a woman who has survived a war nobody in this country will ever put on the news.

The day I walked into Blossom
It was Bilal's school that saved me, and they will never know it.
There was a coffee morning — one of those parents welcome things — and my husband let me go because my saas was ill in bed and someone had to represent the family. I was told: ninety minutes. Not one minute more.
In the corner of that school hall, next to a table with cheap biscuits, there was a woman from Blossom Group.
She was not in a suit. She was not holding a clipboard. She was not smiling that pinched, professional smile the social workers wear.
She was pouring chai — proper chai, with elaichi and cinnamon — from a big steel flask into paper cups, and she was speaking Urdu, then Punjabi, then English, then Urdu again, sliding between them like a woman crossing a river on stones she had crossed a thousand times before.
Her eyes caught mine across the room. I looked away. Her eyes caught mine again. I looked away again.
And then — as I finally shuffled to the table with my head down and my dupatta pulled forward like a hood — she handed me my cup and, very quietly, so quietly that only I could hear it, she said:
"Behen. Tum theek ho? Sach mein? Aankhon mein dekh ke bata do."
(Sister. Are you okay? Really? Look me in the eyes and tell me.)
I did not cry. I could not afford red eyes at the front door.
But I took the small card she pressed into my palm — folded like a secret — and I hid it inside my sock, under the arch of my foot, and I walked home with a WhatsApp number pressing into my skin like a pulse.
For two more weeks, I did nothing. I did not have the courage. I would take the card out at night, in the bathroom, and read the number, and put it back.
Then one Tuesday afternoon, when the house was empty for exactly forty-seven minutes because they had all gone to a cousin's engagement I was not invited to, I locked myself in the bathroom with my husband's old phone that I sometimes cleaned, and I opened WhatsApp, and I typed four words in Urdu.
"Main bahut thak gayi hoon."
(I am very tired.)
I pressed send. I deleted the message from the chat. I waited.
They wrote back in eleven minutes.
"Behen, hum yahan hain. Jab tumhaari marzi ho, tab aana. Chai tayaar hai. Koi sawaal nahi, koi jaldi nahi. Tum akeli nahi ho."
(Sister, we are here. Come when you are ready. The chai is waiting. No questions, no rush. You are not alone.)
I sat on that bathroom floor and I read those four sentences twenty-three times. I counted.
*Somebody, somewhere in this city, had said tum akeli nahi ho to me — and meant it.*
And for the first time in ten years, sister, I remembered that I existed.

What Blossom did — and what they refused to do
Now listen. Because this is the part every sister needs to hear.
They did not tell me to leave. They did not tell me to stay. They did not call the police behind my back. They did not report me to social services without me knowing. They did not make me sit across a desk from a stranger and tell my story from the beginning while somebody typed.
What they did was so much smaller, and so much bigger, than that.
They said: come. Have chai. Just chai. That is all.
So I came. And I had chai. And the next week — chai. And the week after — chai. And slowly, over cups of chai in a room that smelled like cardamom and safety and other women's laughter, in a language my tongue remembered even when my mouth had forgotten how to use it — I began to speak.
Not the whole story. Not the first day. Not the second. In pieces. The size of the pieces I could bear to lift.
They sat me across from a woman called Sahera, who had lived a version of my life and come out the other side with grey in her hair and steel in her spine. She did not flinch at anything I told her. She did not gasp. She did not say "Are you sure?" or "But he seems so nice at the mosque" or "Have you tried talking to him?"
She said, five words, and they undid me:
"Main tumhein maanti hoon. Chalo, ab dheere dheere."
(I believe you. Now, let us go slowly.)
Do you know what those three English words — I believe you — do to a woman who has been told for ten years that her own memory is broken?
They put the ground back under her feet.
For ten years I had been standing on nothing. Falling through nothing. Watching my own reflection in the mirror and wondering which of us was lying. And this woman I had known for eleven minutes said I believe you, and it was as if somebody had reached down through the sky and put solid earth back under my shoes.
That is the antidote to gaslighting, sister. Being believed.
And then, over months — not days, months — they walked with me, at my pace, over a bridge I had not known existed:
1. A safeguarding referral for Bilal and my daughters — made with me, not behind me — because a nine-year-old autistic child being trained to say Ammi is wrong is emotional abuse, and it has a name, and the professionals needed to know.
1. An IDVA — an Independent Domestic Violence Advocate — who understood coercive control, honour-based abuse, and dowry abuse, and who did not treat my culture as the villain of the story.
1. A solicitor who explained, with legal aid, in Urdu, that a husband taking Child Benefit and Universal Credit paid into a wife's name is economic abuse under the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 — and that he could be prosecuted for it.
1. A non-molestation order and an occupation order — meaning it was him who had to leave the house, not me and three children in the middle of the night with a bin bag.
1. A safe housing plan that took Bilal's autism into account: same borough, same school, same speech therapist, same brand of biscuit, same blue plate.
1. A quiet trip to the GP to get a letter, and then to the DWP and HMRC, to have my Child Benefit and Universal Credit redirected into a brand-new bank account with a card only I would ever touch. The first time I bought a bag of apples with my own money, I stood in the shop and cried on the self-checkout screen.
1. The number for the National Domestic Abuse Helpline (0808 2000 247) written on a card in my purse, for the nights when Blossom was closed and my chest was full of teeth.
And, gently — so gently my ribs still ache when I think of it — a phone call to my mother in Lahore, with Sahera holding my hand, in which I finally, finally, said the true words.
There was a long silence.
Then my mother, whose weak-hearted husband was asleep beside her, whispered the words I had waited a decade to hear:
"Beti, ghar aa jao. Aur agar nahi aa sakti, toh wahaan ghar bana lo. Yeh tumhari ghalti kabhi nahi thi. Kabhi bhi nahi. Meri jaan, mujhe maaf kar do — main tumhein aisi jagah kyun bheja."
(Daughter, come home. And if you cannot come home, build a home there. This was never your fault. Never. My life, forgive me — why did I send you to such a place.)
I did not go to Pakistan.
I stayed.
But I stayed on my own terms. In my own flat. With my own key. With my own kettle. With my own children.

And the giant — what happened to him
You want to know what happened to the mountain, sister? The lion? The king of the sitting room?
I will tell you.
When the police officer knocked on the door with the non-molestation order in his hand, my husband — the man who had thrown me into a wall while I was pregnant — my husband cried. Real tears. Snot down his beard. Begging.
"Sir, please sir, I have not done anything sir, my wife is a liar sir, she is mentally unwell sir, please sir, this is a mistake sir."
Sir. Sir. Sir.
The man who had never once, in ten years, called me by my name without spitting it — now calling a twenty-four-year-old police constable sir like he was auditioning for the role of the innocent man.
My saas, the queen of the almirah, the woman whose word was law — she hid upstairs. She actually hid. She would not come down. When the officer asked to speak to her, she pretended not to speak English. Same woman who had watched every episode of EastEnders for fifteen years.
My sasur, the wall, the mountain, the tasbeeh-clicking judge of my soul — he sat in his chair, and for the first time in a decade he did not look at me. Would not raise his eyes. Because a man with a badge was in the room, and suddenly the emperor had no clothes.
And my nanads — the ones who had filmed me crying on their phones — they went into their bedroom, closed the door, and did not come out until the police had left.
Do you see, sister? Do you see?
The whole fortress collapsed the moment one outside witness walked in.
Ten years of terror. Ten years of "there is no way out." Ten years of "they are too powerful, we are too many, you are alone, God is on our side, you will never win."
And it took one police officer, one piece of paper, one Sahera, one Blossom Group, one Farzana who was finally tired enough to send four words on WhatsApp — and the entire kingdom of my captivity turned out to have been a stage set the whole time.
The lion was a house cat.
The mountain was cardboard.
The king was a small man in a big chair.
The queen was a bully who could not read English.
And I — the "mad one," the "weak one," the "problem" — I turned out to be the only real thing in that whole house.

My Bilal
I want to end here, because he is where this whole story broke, and he is where it has been healing.
Autistic children are not stupid, sister. They are the most honest people you will ever meet. If you tell them your mother is breaking the family, they will believe you and repeat it — because you are the adult, and they trust adults to tell the truth.
But if you show them, day after day after day, in a small quiet flat that smells like your cooking and not their grandmother's fear — that their mother is safe, that their mother is calm, that their mother is here, that their mother did not leave them, that their mother in fact carried them through fire to a place where the fire could not reach — they will rewrite it. In their own time.
It took six months.
Six months of me making his toast the exact way — butter first, then jam, then cut into four triangles, corners meeting in the middle.
Six months of the same bedtime story, the one about the little bird who was very small and very brave.
Six months of not flinching when he flapped, or when he screamed at the fire alarm, or when he asked me — every night for the first two months, at exactly 8:47 p.m., in the same flat voice —
"Ammi. Are you breaking the family?"
And every single night, sister, I sat on the edge of his bed and I put my hand on his blanket where I knew he would tolerate the pressure, and I said, in the steadiest voice I could find:
"Nahi, mera Bilal. Ammi family nahi tod rahi. Ammi ek nayi family bana rahi hai. Aur tum — tum, mere jaan — tum uske pehle member ho. Ammi ne tumhein choda nahi. Ammi tumhein leke aayi."
(No, my Bilal. Ammi is not breaking the family. Ammi is building a new family. And you — you, my life — you are the first person in it. Ammi did not leave you. Ammi carried you with her.)
He would not answer. He would just close his eyes.
And then one night in the sixth month, he opened his eyes and he said, in his flat, precious little voice:
"Ammi is building. Ammi is not breaking. Ammi is building."
I did not cry in front of him. He does not like it when I cry — the frequency hurts his ears.
I waited until the door was closed. Then I sat down on the hallway carpet and I cried for the version of me who had lain on that bathroom floor ten years earlier and whispered sab theek hai, Ammi into a phone she was not allowed to hold.
Now, sister — now, he draws pictures.
He draws our flat. Four stick figures. Him. His two sisters. Me.
And sometimes — not always, but sometimes — he draws a fifth figure standing at the front door with a steaming cup in her hand.
When I ask him who that is, he says, very seriously:
"Sahera Aunty. She helped Ammi dig out."
I do not know where he got the word dig out from. He is nine. But he is right.
Because that is what they did.
For ten years I was buried alive in that house.
Blossom did not knock politely on the coffin lid.
Blossom dug me out with their bare hands.

For the sister reading this right now
I do not know your name.
I do not know if you are reading this on your husband's old phone in the bathroom with the door locked. I do not know if you are reading it in Urdu translation, or Punjabi, or Bengali, or Somali, or Dari, or in an English you are still learning word by word.
I do not know if your saas is downstairs right now. I do not know if you have already deleted your browser history four times today. I do not know if you are pregnant. I do not know if there is a bruise under your dupatta. I do not know if you have eaten today.
But I know this.
I know it in my bones the way I know my own children's breathing in the dark.
It is not your religion. It is their misuse of it. God did not build that cage. They did. And they hung His name on the door to stop you looking for the key.
It is not your culture. It is their weaponising of it. Our culture also gave milloinjs of female heroes . Our culture also gave us the mothers who crossed borders in 1947 with babies on their hips and dignity in their spines. You come from women who walked through fire. You are not doing anything they did not do.
It is not your mind. It is their gaslighting. You are not mad. You are not imagining it. Your memory is not broken. Your version of events is the true one. The person telling you that you are crazy is the person who needs you to be crazy so that you never leave. Your sanity was the first thing they had to steal, because they knew — they knew — that a woman who trusted her own mind would have walked out on day one.
It is not your fault. Not the shouting. Not the hitting. Not the money. Not the men's eyes. Not the silence. Not the children believing lies. Not the ten years. Not the twenty. Not any of it. Not one single second of it was ever your fault.
He is not powerful. He is a coward. He hits you because you are the only person in the world he is not afraid of. He controls you because he could never control anyone his own size. He shouts inside four walls because he would never dare shout outside them. The man you have been terrified of for ten years is a small, frightened boy in a grown man's body, and the second you step outside that house with even one witness beside you, the whole world will see him for exactly what he is. So will you. And you will wonder how you were ever afraid.
Your children are not safer with an abuser. They are learning from him. Every day you stay, your son is learning how to be him and your daughter is learning how to be you. You cannot break that chain by enduring it. You break it by leaving it.
Your benefits are yours. Child Benefit is yours. Universal Credit is yours. The card is yours. The PIN is yours. Anyone controlling those things is committing a crime, and the law of this country is on your side, not his.
Ten years is not too long. Twenty years is not too long. Thirty years is not too long. It is never — do you hear me, sister, look up from this page — it is never, ever, ever too late.
You do not have to leave today. You do not have to tell anyone your whole story today. You do not have to know what you want to do today. You do not even have to be ready today.
You only have to send four words — in any language your heart still remembers — to this number on WhatsApp:
📞  07786 478961
You can write main thak gayi hoon. You can write I am tired. You can write help. You can write sister. You can write chai.
Any four words. Any one word. Even a full stop. Even a voice note where you say nothing and just breathe.
We will make the chai. We will wait. We are not going anywhere.
And when you are ready — not before, not one second before — we will dig you out too.
And on the day you finally look back at that house from the safe side of the door, sister — I promise you this — you will see what I saw.
A cage full of cowards.
And you, walking away, the only lion in the room.

— Farzana
Sister. Mother. Survivor. Still here. Still healing. And waiting for you at the door with a warm cup.

You are not alone. You never were.
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