
Michelle’s Story
 Michelle had just turned 16 in September of 1992, and by the end of 1992, she was married and forced to drop 

out of school because her then husband was jealous that other boys might look at her. Her stepmother wanted 
her out of her life, so Michelle’s father consented to let her marry a 22-year-old man she had dated a few times. “No 
one ever asked me if I was sure I wanted to get married. When my father went to the court clerk to sign permission 
for me to get married, no one batted an eye. Soon after we married, my husband quit his job and we moved in with 
his grandmother. Then the abuse started. His mother, his brother, and even his friends saw it. No one did anything to 
help me or to stop him. I left at least three times prior to leaving for good. In July of 1994, I had finally had enough 
and left. My husband had slammed my head against his steering wheel because I changed the radio station without 
his permission. The most important years of my life, my high school years, were ones filled with abuse and being 
forced to grow up way before I should have.” Even though it has been over 20 years since Michelle left her abusive 
marriage and she has since remarried a wonderful man, she still has severe PTSD from her experience of being an 
underage bride. Michelle said she should never have been allowed to marry.

Syeda’s Story
 Syeda was forced into marriage at age 16 in Pakistan. She went along with the marriage to her first cousin, a 

stranger to her, only after her father told her that was the only way she’d be allowed to attend college. After her 
wedding, Syeda continued to live with her own parents, and the family moved to the U.S. But when she was 25, her 
husband followed her to the U.S. and moved in with her and her family where he subjected her to unspeakable 
physical and sexual abuse. He also demanded that Syeda move with him back to Pakistan. Syeda endured seven 
weeks of her husband’s abuse before her family threw her out of the house because of her refusal to return with her 
husband to Pakistan. She fled to a shelter. Despite what she has been through, Syeda has taken control of her life. 
Since then, she has transitioned from living in a shelter to having her own apartment and car. Hard at work, she 
has managed to hold down a job while pursuing a Bachelors degree and becoming fluent in English. Unchained is 
now working with Syeda to help her get divorced and end, forever, her forced marriage. A prominent law firm has 
generously agreed to represent Syeda pro bono.

Julia’s Story
 We were told we were ‘made’ for each other at 15, meant to be together by God in a religious cult. We were just 

like everyone else in our commune—our partners were picked for us by the elders. We could have said no, right? 
Not really. Not as a child who is trained to fear God and authority. Marrying each other meant we got to stay in the 
community, with our parents and families. Getting married meant we were doing the right thing. We had seen what 
happened to people who didn’t marry their arranged mate. They were screamed at, ostracized, and banished. The 
rules were strict and rigid. Our choices were to obey or disobey and suffer the wrath. For many years, I tried to say 
no; I said she didn’t want to marry someone from the commune that I wanted to leave and have experiences. But 
the brutality was just too great. Friends and family wouldn’t speak to me, I would get screamed at, people would 
come to my house late at night and yell at my mother about me. My husband and I had a baby together and began 
our life. I was one of the lucky ones — my partner was kind and gentle. After years of therapy, we have begun to 
rebuild our lives outside of the cult. But the fact remains that we didn’t have a choice in the biggest adult decision 
either of us would ever make, and that has lasting effects.

There are many more stories such as these. 
We edited them for length and names may have been changed for privacy purposes

Valentine’s Day Chain-In

We need to make sure no more children 
have stories like these


