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Prologue

T'HERE’S A FLIGHT OF steps leading up, an entrance hall and
a sign saying ‘Bureau du Maire’.

My name is Leila and ’'m 21. I was born in France and I'm
Moroccan by tradition, a tradition that continues to exert a
controlling influence over my life through my father. He’s not
a religious fanatic or a bad man. He’s respectable and well
respected, like all the fathers in our neighbourhood. He beats
his daughter when she disobeys him and this is how he raised
me. He trained me to be obedient and submissive and he beat
me to make me marry the man walking up the steps before
me.

I’'m marrying a man [ barely know in a French registry
office. It’s not really a marriage; it’s a formality I'm going
through under duress. I could run away, race back down the
steps screaming for help, but if T did that, my life wouldn’t be
any more my own than it is now. A daughter brought up in
the Muslim tradition cannot live outside the family and the
protection of her father, whose role is to find another protec-
tor for his daughter: the husband he’s chosen for her.

I was born in this neighbourhood and my birth was
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registered at this town hall. People assume I have rights, but
what use are they? Who can I turn to? A social worker? This
is a personal matter: her hands would be tied. The police?
They’d tell me that I'm an adult and that I should just say
‘no’. Theoretically, there’s no such thing as a forced mar-
riage in a democracy. But if I said ‘no’ before the Mayor, |
still wouldn’t be free, because I had already been officially
married in Morocco and even though that marriage isn’t
recognised in France, I'd be permanently condemned by my
father and the whole neighbourhood community. They’d
label me a *bad girl” and cast me out if I refused to comply
with the final formality in France. I could never go back to
Morocco of my own accord; my ‘husband’ would have the
right to track me down and repudiate me. There’s no greater
humiliation for a traditionalist father than having his daugh-
ter repudiated.

I'd dreamed of marrying for love, of meeting Mr Right. [
would have had a beautiful white dress and a bouquet of
flowers they way they do in love stories. I would have stood
smiling at the top of the steps and all my friends would have
kissed me and congratulated me. I’d have left my family for a
tiny flat, just big enough for the two of us; I'd have wept with
emotion, kissed my father, mother and all my brothers, and
rushed towards the life of happiness and freedom that has
always been my dream.

The formality only took ten minutes.

The stranger now has what he wanted, which didn’t have
to be me, Leila. Any French-born Moroccan woman would
have done, so long as she was a virgin and came from a good
family. My father didn’t even ‘sell’ me to this man, which
sometimes happens. He simply believes in the tradition of
arranged marriages between families. He’s sincere in his
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determination to ensure that ’'m obedient, that I toe the line.
He wouldn’t stand for any other type of behaviour trom his
daughter.

My mind is a blank. I'm not here. This day isn’t happen-
ing: ’ve wiped it from my memory in advance. I buried my
head in the sand like an ostrich, hoping for fate to step in and
somehow rescue me: the end of the world, an earthquake,
someone jumping up to declare: ‘Forced marriages are against
French law?’

We were the only people in that room, apart from two wit-
nesses brought in specially, and there wasn’t an earthquake.
The Mayor didn’t ask any questions. He’d seen other hasty
marriages like this with no one uttering cries of joy. I said ‘yes’
in a voice that didn’t sound like mine and signed a piece of
paper that I couldn’t see for the tears blurring my eyes under
my father’s stern gaze. At the slightest sign of rebellion, he
would have beaten me black and blue and sent me back to
Morocco or thrown me out. [ ought to have escaped to a
hostel and taken advantage of a freedom that I'd never been
taught and that scares me half to death. Integration means
being free to say ‘no’. Tradition makes it impossible to say
‘no’. I've never been free to break that unwritten law.



CHAPTER ONE

Where were you?

I was aBouT sEVEN or eight, perhaps younger. I was already
used to hearing my father or mother shouting at me from
somewhere in the flat. ‘Leila! Lay the table! Leila! Watch your
brother! Leila! Do the washing-up! Leila! Stay here! Leila!
What are you doing?’

Come here. Don’t go out. Tidy your room. What time will
you be back from school? Clear your things away. Help your
mother. Don’t talk to that girl. Who were you with?

My head bristled like a pincushion with orders and embar-
goes. My life wasn’t my own. I belonged to the family; T was
their tool and they controlled my every move.

When [Hooked in the mirror I didn’t see anyone. I'd been born,
I'had a body and a head with eyes to see and a heart to feel, and
I couldn’t use them. I was being brought up in accordance with
Moroccan tradition in the heartland of France, and the only place
I could breathe freely was at school. In class I had a life.  was a
person in my own right. My intelligence revelled in being useful.
At break, [ was allowed to run around and laugh like the others.
Ioved school but, as soon as I walked out of the school gates and
was on my way back home, I had already ceased to exist.
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‘Don’t dawdle and don’t be late home! Look after your
brothers!’

I'm the only daughter in a tribe of boys. Every time my
mother fell pregnant, I stood in the corridor of the clinic
hoping with all my heart, waiting for deliverance, for a voice
to say, ‘It’s a girl?’

But the ritual was always the same: two older brothers,
then another brother and another, until there were ten of
them. By the time my little sister Sirinne finally arrived, 1
was 16.

At the age of five or six, I began howling with real despair
at never seeing my mother cradling someone who looked like
me. I spent my whole childhood and adolescence hoping for
a sister, a gift from heaven. It felt as if this endless procession
of boys from my mother’s womb was a punishment inflicted
on me, and that being born among them was an even greater
punishment.

Ali and Brahim, Karim and Miloud, Mohammad and
Hassan, Mansour and Slimane, Idriss and Rachid. My
mother had a baby virtually every year, so the characters
playing such an important role in my life scrolled past, one
after the other, like the credits of a film, while I remained
all alone behind the scenes, invisible yet burdened with all
the household chores. I was jealous of my school friends at
the end of the day: their mothers came to collect them,
hugging and kissing them at the school gates. They
appeared to mean a great deal to their parents. My mother
was doing production-line work with her tribe of children.
There was always a baby crying, even at night. Her life was
sheer slavery.

As a result, from a very young age | was supposed to help
round the house, but I flatly refused to be a slave to my ten
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brothers. My mother would smack me and pull my hair, but
[ did almost nothing she wanted. As far as she was concerned,
it was perfectly natural to expect some help from her only
daughter: that was how she’d been brought up in her village
before she arrived in France, where she knew no one and
couldn’t speak the language. When I was born, in the early
1980s, there were very few North African families in our
neighbourhood, but when she’d first arrived here from her
village, there wasn’t even one. As my mother kept having chil-
dren, she ended up trapped in a four-bedroom flat barely large
enough for eleven children, in a country where the sun never
shone, unable to venture outside to go shopping by herself.
My father took care of everything outside the home. He spent
all he earned as a factory worker on provisions, which he
went out to buy himself. There was no question of birth
control. No one had ever heard of the ‘pill’. God sent him
sons. I wondered later if the fact that my father had lost his
father so early might have had something to do with this
relentless procreation.

When my mother first began living in France, she watched
life pass by through the third-floor window. She only left
home to give birth or to follow in my father’s wake, trailing
her clan of boys behind her. [ was as cut off as she was. As the
boys grew older, they were allowed to run around outside
unchaperoned, but I wasn’t. If any of the girls who lived
locally came by to see if I wanted to play outside the block of
flats and said, ‘We’re going down to play elastic skipping. Are
you coming?’, I'd reply, ‘T'll have to ask Papa, but he won’t let
me. Go and ask him for me. He may say “yes” to you, but
he’ll say “no” if I ask him.’

And the answer was always the same: ‘If you want some
tresh air, go out on the balcony!’
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It wasn’t fair. I didn’t dare ask him why and I didn’t try to
understand. No was no. I can still see myself standing on that
balcony forced to watch the other girls playing, kept prisoner
by some unknown law. I was just a little girl, still in primary
school, and I didn’t understand. How dangerous could it be
to go downstairs for some fresh air?

Slowly other families moved into the neighbourhood from
the Maghreb, then from all over Africa. At school, we mixed
with the French-born girls and there were no conflicts. My
best friend Souria played elastic skipping with the others;
Farida, Joséphine, Sylvie, Malika, Alia and Charlotte played
in the street without me. Why?

My father raised all his children to be terrified of him, If
we made the big mistake of meeting his eyes when he was
questioning one of us, we’d be slapped in the face first before
being told, ‘Lower your eyes.’

There were never any words of affection, and even less
reassuring gestures. | don’t remember jumping onto my
tather’s lap once or being kissed hello or goodnight by him,
His brutal control was a far cry from what I saw or heard
from other children, whether they were French or of foreign
extraction. When I was very little, his style of upbringing
maddened me. I remember a residential winter sports trip
organised in the last year of primary school. I wasn’t allowed
to go from the start. The teacher came to see my father and
kindly told him, ‘Your daughter will be quite safe. The girls
are kept completely separate from the boys.’

But he refused. My father was worried that, despite segre-
gation, some socialising might go on between the girls and
boys when he wasn’t there to keep an eye on me. At the age
of ten, though, children are pretty innocent. I couldn’t see
anything wrong with mixing with boys.
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At home, I slept in the same bedroom as a tribe of broth-
ers and that didn’t bother my father. It did me. He had
absolutely no idea that I was at risk in his own home.

He didn’t know that at an age when I should have been
playing with Barbie dolls, I had been put off sexual promis-
cuity for life by one of my brothers, who was much older than
me. | was terrified at the thought of being trapped in a room
with that young man. My abuser, who was getting off scot-
free, knew very well that I'd keep my mouth shut through
shame and that I'd never dare to accuse him. He was right.
He had of course respected my virginity. In a Muslim family,
a girl’s virginity is sacred. But there are other ways that are
just as terrible to humiliate a little girl of that age. T held my
tongue like all abused children. 1 still hold my tongue, but
there’s no escaping from that poison. Why didn’t I shout for
help? Why did I put up with it? Why should I feel guiity all
the time when my abuser is living his life without an ounce of
remorse? He simply made me the butt of his sexuality; [ was
just a handy object. Nothing more.

I was being punished for some mysterious sin. I was
worthless, cowardly, defiled, fit for the rubbish heap. So I
did my best to bury the wretched business somewhere deep
in my head. I blocked it out. That was my only means of
escape.

I became aggressive, rebellious and emotionally unstable.
I was driven crazy by the imposed silence, by this prison in
which only the head of the family had the right to speak and
boys were always right. It was as a result of this that I vowed
to myself that I'd do well at school and have a career. I'd only
marry one day if I decided that it was what [ wanted, but I'd
do 1t as late as possible and, most importantly, I wouldn’t
breed a tribe of children. This meant meeting a man I really
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liked, someone I wouldn’t be tempted to make suffer for my
childhood.

While waiting, 1 dreamed on my balcony like an aban-
doned, solitary princess about some Prince Charming from
a TV soap. I clowned about with my school friends, telling
them about the thrashings, the slaps and the times I’'d had
the shit knocked out of me in punishment for my brazen
rebellion.

I just wanted to live my life, to receive a little attention
and affection. I wasn’t asking for much. I couldn’t have
cared less about pretty clothes or dolls. I wanted to be
loved, to be kissed good morning and goodnight, to be col-
lected from school and, as none of that happened, I kept
wondering if [ was really my father’s daughter. It seemed
to me that [ was the only one he treated with such indiffer-
ence. Despite the authority that he also exercised over my
brothers, they continually ganged up on me. I was never
right — and my mother agreed. She always made a fuss if 1
wanted to go out with my friends, to go into town or to one
of their homes, to listen to music and indulge in a little
girlish chatter. ‘Leila, you can’t go out on Wednesday after-
noon! You have to learn how to make bread and to cook;
you don’t realise it, but when you get married, you won’t
spend more than a night with your husband. You’ll be back
here the next day because your husband will repudiate
you.’

These threats meant nothing to me and seemed to belong
to another age. So, on Wednesday afternoons, I took mali-
cious pleasure in infuriating my mother. ‘So you don’t want
me to go out? Don’t worry, [ won’t go out.’

I’d flop down in front of the television. As a result, before
leaving for work my father would threaten me. ‘I'm warning

II
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you, if your mother tells me tonight that you haven’t done as
you’re told, you’ll be in big trouble.

‘Sure, whatever?

‘I'm talking to you, Leila! Look at me when I’'m talking to
you, not the TV’

‘Make up your mind! When I look at you, you tell me to
lower my eyes, and if [ don’t look at you, you tell me to look
at you, Which is it?

‘I'm warning you, you’ll get a good hiding before I leave.’

“Whatever, Papa, that’s fine by me, OK, no problem?’

I was thinking to myself: “Yeah, yeah, yeah?’

‘Leila, it’s time to serve dinner!’

Having to serve meals to my brothers while they watched
television in peace particularly infuriated me, Service was free
of charge for them. They sat down to eat, and then got up
again without lifting a finger. It was also my job to clear the
table. Once I’d finished that chore, I'd get dressed to go out,
and my mother would stand between the door and me.

‘Aren’t you going to do the washing-up?’

‘No.

‘Leila! I swear your father will murder you.’

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah.’

I’d leave under a barrage of insults, slamming the door
behind me. I knew when I slammed the door that I'd get a
good hiding from my father later that evening. My mother
would slap me or pull my hair, nothing too serious, and I'd
laugh it off, but with my father it was a different matter alto-
gether. Various expressions diplomatically described what
went on. Being beaten black and blue, or getting a good
hiding from your father or having the shit knocked out of you
meant winding up with a bruised and swollen face, not to
mention the rest.

I2
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On one occasion my father actually tied my feet and hands
together, because I'd been smoking a cigarette when T came
out of school. I was battered black and blue. He knocked the
living daylights out of me because of that fag — really heavy
blows that left marks and were extremely painful. He even
broke my arm once. It never worried anybody, although my
French teacher once tried to throw me a lifeline.

‘It something’s wrong, Leila, you know you can talk to me
about it.”

I'd gazed at him haughtily. ‘I'm absolutely fine. I fell over
in basketball and wrenched my forearm.’

I would have been ashamed to describe my life, even
though I didn’t deserve to be beaten like that.

When my parents had to go out, I stayed slumped in front
of the TV, which was usually reserved for my father, who’d
channel-hop in line with ‘his’ rules: no love stories, no kissing
on screen, nothing that might put ideas into a teenage girl’s
head.

The television was my way out, the dream missing from
my life. T was no longer Leila, 15 or 16 at that time and a pris-
oner on the third floor, but a soap-opera heroine. My father
couldn’t stand this type of escapism on the rare occasions I
was left alone in the house.

My mother: ‘Leila, 'm leaving the dish on the heat. Keep
an eye on it; we’ll have lunch when we come back!’

My father: ‘I'm warning you, if anything happens to that
dish, you’re in for it!’

‘OKY’

My mother: ‘Leila, you can’t go out on Wednesday after-
noon!’

My father would keep on and on. ‘If T ever hear anyone
gossiping about you . . . I'm warning you.”
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I knew all those little chats by heart. ‘I’'m warning you
... Iflever... Where were you?’

I heard that ‘where were you?’ millions of times. I was for-
bidden to go out, and forbidden to play ball and to skip
between the ages of 8 and 12. I thought it was ridiculously
unfair having to stay on that wretched balcony, but I still didn’t
realise I was being held prisoner. When I was a teenager, they
stopped talking about forbidding me to do things and started
calling it ‘protection’. Leila is a rebel; we have to protect her
because she’s so headstrong. However, the more ‘protected’ T
was, the more I rebelled, either silently or in hysterics.

It was like talking to a brick wall. My mother might give
me orders, my father might repeat them, but I just said ‘yeah,
yeah, yeah’ to shut them up and did what I wanted anyway.
The way they saw it, [ was abnormal because [ wouldn’t obey
the rules laid down for girls of my ‘sort’. My sort meant being
a French national, born in France, raised in the French cul-
tural tradition at school and in the North African cultural
tradition at home, which was tantamount to having no
freedom and no individuality, and being in service to the
family.

“What will people say if they see you going out too often?
You’ll get a bad reputation!’

A bad reputation . . .

Although when I was born there weren’t many North
Africans in the neighbourhood, by the time I was a teenager
they were everywhere, and families, children and rules that
had to be obeyed and applied to the whole community, sur-
rounded us. Like everyone else, my parents had to inculcate
me with the common laws, but we never had a chat to
explain them — it was just brutal authority, the type that leads
to conflict.
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