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1Slices of Life

Introduction

For the family and social circle of  a disabled woman, the confrontation 
with the disability is a daily challenge. For the male members of  the family, the 
challenge is even greater, because traditionally the role of  the male members 
of  the family has been considered to be more concerned with matters outside 
the family than within it. A part of  these men face this challenge and offer 
their utmost support to the waker member of  the family, but some others isolate 
themselves into a shell of  selfishness and indifference, sometimes they even use 
violence against the disabled woman. Men in the social circle of  these women 
can be indifferent and unsympathetic, but sometimes they are the opposite: 
supportive, and motivating, as the stories of  this booklet show. 

This booklet brings real stories from the lives of  disabled women. Women 
with stories of  success tell about the support that they have received from the 
men in their lives. Women who were subject to violence tell about what they 
suffered, and how they managed to escape this violence. 

In Albania the law offers protective measures for disabled women, such 
as the temporary order for protection, and the order for protection. Some 
residential centers have been created in Tirana and Elbasan, where disabled 
women can be sheltered. There are telephone lines where counseling is offered 
for women who were subjects of  violence (toll free number at 0 800 40 20; 0800 
9888), as well as counseling violent men about the problem of  violence.  

The purpose for this booklet is to raise awareness for this current issue. The 
booklet was created under the framework of  the project “Promoting innovative 
ideas for building partnership between men and women for gender equality 
and a violence-free society,” financed by UNDP, Albania. Collaborated for this 
booklet Mrs. Liliana Dango, project director, Mrs. Rita Strakosha, coordinator,  
Ms. Milida Gjermani, visibility specialist, Mrs. Elvana Lule, consultant. The 
National Center for Community Services is responsible for the content of  this 
publication, and it does not represent the views of  UNDP.
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Alketa's Story

I didn’t used to go out often. I used to sit by the window every day where I 
saw a guy walking. I didn’t know him and he didn’t know me. He smiled at me 
and it felt nice, so I smiled back. I started to have feelings for him as days went 
by. 

The kind of  life I used to have was quite isolated and lonely; I did not have 
contacts with the outside world. I wanted to feel equal to my peers. I did not 
think long enough about the consequences of  a quick decision. 

I cannot even remember how we started dating and then living together. 
Our families were against our relationship, especially his family. They could not 
accept the fact that their young and handsome son was dating a paraplegic girl. 
According to my family, he wanted to deceive me and take my money. But our 
love was so big that we overcame the challenges and prejudices that came our 
way.

He showed me how to smile, how to sit, how to keep my head up and not 
to worry what people would think or say about us, because this was our life. Few 
years later, after having a good time, our first problems come into view.

He started to overreact and be aggressive. He offended me and called me a 
parasite, demanding and lazy. I tried to save money but he would take it and use 
it for sports betting. I could not go in the bank without his help. He used to go 
always. One day he took all our money from the bank and disappeared. I didn’t 
know where to look for him or where to report him. He left me alone with no 
money. 

6
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The Story of The Women Who Were Abused by Rexhep

Nevila, the first wife
Nevila today is 52 years old. She used to live in a big family but in good 

economic condition. Her family married her to Rexhep when she was 19. She 
met him before she got married to him, but did not like him. However, her 
mother told her that she was going to marry him anyways. While Rexhep liked 
her, she refused to marry him because she noticed his aggressive behavior since 
the early days. 

Six years after they were married, their daughter Albana was born. He 
used to beat Nevila almost every day while she was pregnant. Nevila’s brothers 
suggested her to leave him and to come stay with the parents, but she refused, 
hoping that it would become better because of  the child. Rexhep used to drink 
a lot of  raki. When he did not like the meal, he would open Nevila’s shirt and 
throw the hot dish in her bare back. It did not matter when: it could happen 
at breakfast, lunch or dinner time. He hit her with a thick, military belt in her 
hands, in her neck and even on her head. One day they had to call the nurse 
due to her swollen head. Nevila could not speak; she would only roll her eyes. 
Following her brother in law’s suggestion, they took her to the hospital. Rexhep 
carried on doing the same even afterwards. He hit her although his children 
begged him not to. Every time she left him, he would follow her and bring her 
back home. Few days later he would start again. He called Nevila “stupid” 
many times, because she married him. He used to lock her in the room. He 
dragged her from her hair on the floor because according to him his laundry 
was not done properly. He never allowed her to go out shopping or meet with 
a girlfriend. 

More than once he took her to her brothers’ with the intention to divorce 
her, but then he would go back and take her again. He abused with the children 
also in front of  Nevila. He ended up in prison following an armed conflict, but 
came out of  there soon.

Nevila's illness
Nevila did not show any sign of  mental illness in the beginning of  marriage, 

only after a few years. She used to work hard. But when she started to show 
signs of  it, the husband did not take her to the doctor. She would unconsciously 
do  things  like running away, crying a lot, sleeping a lot, and would not look 
after the home. When her mother in law would suggest her to look after the 
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place she would respond: “I cannot do anything, I need to go to the hospital.” 
Then the mother in law would try herself  to do the  house work without telling 
Rexhep. One day Rexhep hit his mother when he learnt the truth. His mother, 
to Nevila’s defense, told Rexhep: “You are just like your father; I never saw a 
happy day with him.” 

After many years of  suffering, Nevila left Rexhep and the children and went 
to stay with her parents. He didn’t allow Nevila to see her children. She used to 
go see her daughter at her school, but Rexhep would follow her and beat her. 
At 36, Nevila received the biggest hit when she lost her 10 year old son due to 
leukemia. He was an excellent student and Nevila was proud of  him. He was 
quite slim and the continuous abuse damaged his health. This worsened Nevila’s 
health even more. She used spend the night sleeping by her son’s graveyard. Her 
only income was the disability payment.  

She ended up in the psychiatric hospital quite a few times. She also left her 
brothers’ home where she used to live, quite a few times to go barefoot and check 
the city’s garbage bins. She fell pregnant a few times because of  relationships 
she wasn’t conscious about. Her relatives help her have an abortion each time. 
To date, Nevila spends her days between the psychiatric hospital, her brothers’ 
home, and the street.

Rexhep’s second marriage and abuse of his stepdaughter
Soon after his divorce with Nevila, Rexhep married another woman who 

had a daughter from her previous marriage. Rexhep had a son from his second 
marriage. When his stepdaughter was in grade eight, Rexhep started having 
a sexual relationship with her. When his oldest daughter (the daughter he had 
with Nevila) saw them one day, she had a schock. The stepdaughter missed 
school a few times because of  Rexhep. 

When the second wife learnt about this relationship, she took her daughter 
to stay with her family of  origin 2-3 times. But Rexhep would force her bring 
her daughter back and once she was back, he restarted his sexual relationship 
with her, without hiding it. 

Rexhep’s abuse of his son and daughter from his first marriage
Rexhep used to physically abuse the daughter and son from his first 

marriage. He was an excellent student. He wanted to become a doctor. He 
continued abusing his son until he died of  leukemia, one month after the first 
signs of  the disease. Rexhep regretted his behavior after he lost his son.  

8
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However, he carried on abusing other members of  his family. He took his 
eldest daughter out of  school and treated her like a servant. He kept her away 
from everyone, including family. “I will put you in the psychiatric hospital” – he 
used to tell his daughter – “I will put your stepmother in the street, I will keep 
my son and will marry my stepdaughter”. One day, when one of  the sheep got 
ill, he threatened his daughter that he would kill her. Another day, when the 
sheep got lost, he told her daughter not to come home until she found them. She 
had to stay out until midnight until she found them. She worked hard, together 
with her stepmother, who was 9 months pregnant. Nothing would make him 
happy. His daughter recalls one dress that her mother bought her, and he tore 
it. Now even his daughter has psychological problems. She is often thinking of  
committing suicide, she either becomes aggressive or apathetic.

Rexhep’s second wife’s illness
 Rexhep’s second wife had likewise mental problems. During her paranoiac 
crisis she used to go out in the fields running away from criminals who were 
trying to kill her. Her brothers made sure to take her to the doctor to cure her. 
The list of  Rexhep’s abused women goes on. He forced his sister to marry a 
man she did not want. He also hit sis sister in law with an ax once.

Rexhep’s suicide 
Following the son’s death, Rexhep became depressive. He used to say that he 
wanted to poison himself  and die. He attempted suicide twice. He died after 
the third attempt.
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Adi's Story

I was very young, only 11 when my life changed forever. At two and a half  
years old I was diagnosed with Juvenile Rheumatoid Polio, a type of  advanced 
rheumatism for a child of  that age, which symptoms where bad joint pains 
and high fever. This was only the start of  a long and difficult journey filled 
with pain, tears, joy and victories. My parents’ love would alleviate my pain 
despite the difficult economic situation. They did not give up even when the 
doctors told them: “Take her to a government-owned center, as she won’t be like 
other children.” But a miracle happened: I was healed thanks to the alternative 
medicine.

 I started public school like all my peers. I used to walk 6 km a day. I was 
an excellent student! But destiny challenged me again. The disease returned just 
as I started fifth grade. This time was worse due to the lack of  medications in a 
dictatorial system. I lived through life and death for one and a half  years, amid 
strong pain and high fever. I would be in a state of  trance for 12 hours.  

However, life won again, fever went down and the pain started to settle, but 
with a very high price: my quadriplegia, present to this day.

My parents started feeding me like a bird in a cage, while I was thirsty to 
learn. I would read my books on the bed on top of  a double-folded blanket. 
I would call my mom to come and turn the page for me after I was finished 
reading two pages. Years later and after enormous efforts, my situation started 
to slowly improve. I could sit and turn the book pages on my own. I started to 
feed myself  with my left hand, while I could use my right hand only for writing.  

The switch of  the political systems brought about unlimited hope for 
all Albanians, but our conditions were limited due to poverty. Despite my 
family’s savings being spent to maintain my health, the improvement was so 
inconsiderable that I was really stressed. As a result, I had no appetite and read 
every book I could. My elder brother became a member of  the city library so I 
could read. All our visitors used to bring me books. I started writing poetry in 
secret, as I did not want my family to know about my sad feelings.

As the years went by my siblings grew up. They were my army of  protection. 
But the closest ‘soldier’ to me was my second brother, B. He grew up witnessing 
my pain and my suffering and helped me like an angel throughout my endless 
challenges. He emigrated together with my eldest brother and convinced me to 
learn how to drive. Despite the mountainous terrain, lack of  infrastructure, and  
prejudices, I managed to drive with the help of  my second brother.
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In the meantime poetry became my fellow traveler and trusted friend. I 
published my first poem in the local press and the most known writers of  my 
small town invited me to publish my first book. This is how my series of  poetry 
books started. I was then invited to participate in different cultural activities, as 
equal amid equals. I won prizes in poetry. 

Often, when I would forget my wheelchair at home, my brother would 
carry me and say to me: “I am your wheelchair now”. He learned beautifully 
how to walk with me in my wheelchair through the infrastructural barriers of  
my town until we moved to the metropolis. I had more opportunities to do what 
I always wanted: writing poetry and the intention of  helping others as well as 
protection of  my rights.

Now the wheelchair is to me like shoes are to others. I am a good driver for 
13 years now. By the way, it wasn’t an easy path to obtain my driving license. Not 
because I could not drive, but I had to convince the doctor to issue the papers 
necessary for the application. The first moment he saw me, he said: “How can 
I issue you the paper when you can’t move without a wheelchair?!” With tears 
in my eyes I responded: “I am driving for 11 years, doctor, and my car does not 
even have a scratch.” Then he said: “I can’t go to prison because of  you.” I 
lastly told him: “What about the ‘normal’ drivers whom are the cause of  daily 
accidents, do they go to prison?” This is how he got convinced.

I got my driving license fulfilling the same criteria as everybody else. I am 
thankful to my family and my parents for every single achievement. They took 
me as equal to their other children and continue supporting every initiative of  
mine, especially my brother.
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Zylfie's Story

They are two bodies but one person. He is her right arm and she sees with 
his eyes. This is the story of  Besnik and Zylfie Laçi. Besnik has been looking 
after his wife for ten years now. She lost her sight slowly due to a genetic disease 
which appeared later in life. Besnik went on a long search for help and support 
to bring back the sight to his wife but to no avail. “One day I asked a doctor – 
how is it possible that there is no cure for this disease despite the advancement 
of  the science?! The doctor replied: “Yes, there is a cure. Do you love your wife?  
- I love her a lot. – Then you are her cure.” “It was then when I took on being 
her cure.”

Looking at Zylfie one can hardly guess she is blind. When she first learned 
she was losing her sight she was depressed. It is thanks to her husband’s support 
that she lives a normal life.

Zylfie Laçi: “I did not want to listen to anything. I thought this is the end of  
my life. But it is thanks to Besnik that I don’t mind I am blind.”

Every morning Besnik makes Zylfie a cup of  coffee and helps her get 
dressed. He cooks and stays with Zylfie the whole time. This was not an easy 
challenge; he had to look after his wife and the children. 

This is a usual day for them:
Besnik Laçi: “First thing in the morning is to have our coffee. We talk about 

the plans for the day, the children. Then we decide what to cook. Then we go 
for a walk. We have walked through the whole town of  Puka.”

Although Zylfie is happy with her husband and children, sometimes she 
feels bad because her husband had to leave everyone in order to look after her 
24/7. 

Zylfie Laçi: “He looks after me, but I cannot look after him. If  he is sick, I 
cannot even make him a cup of  tea. This is why I feel so bad not to be able to 
help him for anything.”
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Lindita's Story

To be honest my experience is quite positive. I graduated in history-
geography, I worked as a teacher in Sukth for ten years, I got married and had 
a daughter. Then I got a kidney disease, which I tried curing for 13 years. The 
disease emerged after I gave birth to my daughter, at 28 years.  My kidney’s 
disease worsened and following ten years of  treatment I ended up in dialysis.

The beginning was very difficult and I was in a depressive state for the first 
three months of  treatment. I used to lock myself  in the room and ponder: “one 
cannot live like this; how will I manage to go three times a week for the dialysis, I 
cannot even move.” But thanks to my husband, daughter and extended family’s 
support, I made it. My husband has his own law practice. However, in the 
beginning we faced economic difficulties, because I went to Italy for a better 
treatment. Then, I continued my treatment at the Hygeia hospital in Tirana 
and afterwards at the American Hospital in Durres.

I have tried my best to adapt to the new situation and to also find a job. 
Despite the financial support of  the family I was devastated and felt useless 
staying at home. This was until April 2016 when I got a job at the Municipality 
of  Durres as public relationship employee, thanks to the support of  the Mayor. 
I am very content with the working environment and I never experienced a 
different treatment as a person with a disability. I am happier, more active and 
more at peace now that I am working. I feel equal to everybody else. Sometimes 
I experience physical pains, due to the complications of  the dialysis, but the 
situation is better thanks to the medication.

Dialysis is tough. Few people understand what it takes. I see other women 
in the same conditions as myself, they have a lot of  economic and or family 
problems. There are quite a number of  husbands who abandon their wives in 
similar conditions, whereas I am conducting a normal life. I am able to work 
and help my family as much as possible. I am not sure what the future has in 
store for me, but for now I am content. My daughter is now 20 and is studying 
in the Durres Faculty of  Tourism Management. In this way I can fulfill all my 
roles: mother,  wife and working woman. 

Truth is, I still face depression and exhaustion and sometimes it is difficult to 
work four hours a day. I have a difficult battle to fight. I have, however succeeded 
the first phase of  dialysis. Now, after three years I try not to remember that I 
am ill, except for the times when I have to do my four hour treatment. I try to 
convince myself  that I am resting at home while in therapy. I consider my story 
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as a victory. I never wanted anyone to feel pity for me, that is why I have tried 
hard to get where I am today.

   
   
    

    (Lindita Golemi)
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Blerina's Story

It was a lucky coincidence for me to go back in time and to recall the 
high school and university years. I met Professor Vladimir through common 
acquaintances who spoke very highly of  him. When I met him in person I had 
a much better impression than I was told. It is not my intention to praise him, 
but rather to tell the truth, a very touchy one. I was a different student, but like 
other students I graduated in the high school “Jordan Misja”.

I studied piano for years but I was attracted to composing music. I wanted 
to transform everything in music, to give it my energy but it wasn’t that simple. 
Surprisingly, I met my future teacher, Vladimir. I admired famous musicians 
from the TV, but little did I know that one day I would learn in the first person 
from one of  them. 

Reluctantly, the professor decided to work with me. I brought along 
notebooks, discs, a tape recorder and that limited literature that I owned at the 
time. He was not a teacher in the classical meaning, he was a gifted person. Not 
only he did not get affected by my blindness, but he saw it as an alternative, as a 
different way of  thinking. He used this during his teaching. 

He realized that I owned a high level of  abstract thinking of  the sounds. 
He did not hesitate to transform the lectures in painting images that seemed 
real in my mind. I used to leave the classroom quite inspired to compose and I 
was quite touched by the fact that my teacher used to write down my music. He 
wrote in paper every single sound for me so that I could not lose the beginning 
of  what was coming later. My teacher was a friend who knew how to discover the 
philosophy, melancholy, and optimism in the future musician and this pushed 
him to work further with me. Through his ability to permeate inside my artistic 
world, he would guide me in the right direction towards the pieces of  music that 
I would compose. We weren’t simply a teacher-student but we were friends and 
artists. 

I recall one of  the most significant moments of  our lectures. I keep this 
diamond close to my soul.  I had written a piece named “The awakening of  
the forest”, which I had to play as part of  my composing exam in front of  my 
professors. This was a chorus piece made of  four voices. I could not find all 
the voices I needed, so my teacher played the upper registry on the piano and 
I played the lower one. I am confident that if  you were there, you would have 
witnessed his zeal to play my music. He used to stand at the end of  each piece of  
music. He would listen more than once, would sing it and he would compliment 
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me at the end. 
He was quite a reserved person so he would rather act upon things. We 

had quite some productive work in most of  the occasions but even when we 
didn’t, he would never be upset. There are plenty of  things I can share about my 
teacher and friend, but the most important one is that he was never prejudiced. 
He did not mind my difficulties. 

As part of  my entry exam in the Academy of  Arts I had to play an improvised 
piece.  I was quite nervous about it and spoke to my teacher. He told me he was 
going to come to my place in the morning to write down the notes for me. The 
piece had to be ready because my exam was at 9:00 of  the next morning. He 
reassured me that he was going to come in the morning. To my surprise, he 
came to my place at 6:00 and we finished my five page piece in one hour and 
twenty minutes. Now you tell me: do you know any other teacher who would be 
available at that time in the morning? 

This was only one of  the occasions he came to teach me, be it in winter, 
summer, hot and cold days. We even worked in a candle light so that we could 
keep the work on and that the emotion of  that given moment would not die. 
He used to stress: “You must never leave a work uncompleted.” I have so many 
stories to tell that I could write a book with detailed information about our 
challenges that most of  the artists face. 

One of  the most beautiful moments was when my teacher wrote the notes 
on a notebook whilst holding the notebook against his body. We did not have a 
desk or table. We only had a piano. It was the only vessel we had to make the 
notes charming. He wrote my musical notes for me. I am positive that many of  
his students are going to feel these words and maybe also write or talk about 
him, although it is not easy to describe his commitment. I am also positive that 
they would inspire him further, in order to teach generation after generation.  
Now that I am teaching myself  I often wonder: Would I ever be able to endure 
the challenges of  composing and would I ever pass on my gift to the others like 
my professor did with me? I really believe so!
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Majlinda's Story

I had many plans and dreams for my life like any other fellow young person 
in Albania. One of  them was to have a university degree in teaching. But this 
dream could not be true when at the age of  19 I had an accident. I fell from an 
olive tree and injured my back. I was hospitalized for two months in the Military 
Hospital of  Tirana. 

At home I could only move through a four-leg appliance, called an 
“ambulator.” I was in a depressive state, as I had to make peace with my new 
situation. I was most of  the time lying in bed and could only move with the help 
of  others. Thanks to my brother’s wife I could shower and walk a bit. 

Six months after my injury I got in touch with the rehabilitation center 
“God loves Albania” in Marikaj. My father was my biggest supporter as he 
hated seeing me in a passive state. I attended the rehabilitation program and I 
started to walk with crutches, which I still use. When I was able to move again I 
felt like I was born again. My father used to come see me at the center and was 
pleased to see me studying English, swimming, and take part in other activities. 

I met my future husband in this center and we got married in 2005. He 
is paraplegic. I finally got my bachelor's degree in social work. My husband 
supported my efforts to get a degree by driving me there and wait for me until 
I was done with lectures.  He then helped me to learn how to drive. It was very 
challenging to get the driving license but I made it thanks to my husband who 
has always been my biggest supporter. I now work for Vodafone where I am 
treated equally to the rest of  the employees. Vodafone sets a good example of  
employing people with different abilities. 
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Eralda's Story

I was 11 when I experienced my first neurological problems. My back got 
tired quickly and it was hard to stand still. My parents took me to Rome where 
I got diagnosed with “Friedrich's ataxia” condition. It is a genetic disease which 
causes progressive damages in the nervous system due to the degeneration of  the 
cells of  the spinal column. The symptoms include difficulties in walking (which 
advance and make walking impossible), speech problems, heart problems, and 
diabetes. I was 18 when I started to use a wheelchair. 

I emigrated to Italy despite the disease. I studied law. I returned to Albania 
a year ago and I work for the Ministry of  Justice. The first two years of  using 
the wheelchair were very difficult but my father has been very supportive. My 
parents had a tough time each time I needed to go out as we lived in the fourth 
floor with no elevator. My father did not give up, he decided to build an elevator 
for me. It was quite a basic one. He bought the parts and he built it with the 
help of  a friend. At first, the neighbors did not approve it, but later they were 
convinced that it is vital to me. Today other families with disabled members are 
asking for my father’s help in building similar elevators in their flats. 

Lack of  a ramp at the entrance of  the flat was another challenge. But my 
father built one too.  I have used my father’s elevator until recently. It is been a 
year now that I live with my sister in another flat which has an elevator. 

I had all the support and encouragement of  my father then I decided to 
move to Italy. My mom was worried and insecure. My father was proud about 
my determination to challenge the disease. During my stay in Italy my parents 
used to visit me often and to speak on the phone. We were always close. 

I still need my father’s support when it comes to moving around due to the 
bad infrastructure. It is impossible to use the wheelchair in these streets. My 
parents take me to work and pick me from work every day and also take me to 
my regular physiotherapy sessions with their own vehicle. 

Despite my disease, I like to go out and dad is always available. There is still 
no cure for my disease and no security what the future has in store for me. But 
I try to live my life to the fullest knowing that I will always have the support of  
my family. 
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Ina's Story

Ina’s father: “Ina is now 27 years old. She was born in Fier and was a very 
healthy and beautiful baby. When she was three days old she got jaundice and 
had a very high fever. She stayed a few days in the hospital with her mom. 
We weren’t able to realize that she had several neurological problems. She had 
trouble in hearing, speaking, walking, etc.

In order to have a thorough diagnosis, I took her to Greece, while my wife 
was taking care of  the family business. Ina did not need medication, rather 
physiotherapy in order to improve her gross motor skills and speech.  Afterwards, 
we sent her to the Center for Children’s Development in Tirana for one and a 
half  years. I took her every Wednesday to physiotherapy and speech therapy.

When 7 years old she used to fall often while walking, but we were quite 
brave and we bought her a bicycle. She fell a few times until she learned. I would 
accompany her each time, even to play outside.

Her hearing is impaired; she finds it hard to pronounce the letter “k”. We 
have not been able to find a good speech therapist for her. Our finances are very 
limited now after her treatment in Tirana. It is hard to meet all the special needs 
of  Ina, because we got two other kids to raise and look after.

I have fond memories of  Ina when I used to go fishing with friends. I used 
to take her with me, she used to play with the sand and I taught her how to swim 
as well. She was happy.

The camera is Ina’s hobby. She learned that from her brother and his two 
friends, who help her from time to time when she needs it. I have had to buy new 
cameras as Ina would drop and break them, due to her limited physical abilities 
in using her hands.

We never treated her like a person with disabilities. We have always tried to 
involve her in making decision about her life and to make sure that her needs 
are always met. We took her to a public school where teachers treated her like 
every other pupil. When we decided to do so, our elder daughter repeated the 
first grade so that she would be in the same class as Ina in order to help her. 
Both sisters were in the same class until grade 8. After that, Ina went to the 
private school “Alen”. We are deeply grateful to the teachers of  this school as 
they treated her with much love from them as well as her classmates. 

Now Ina is a member of  the “Horizon” center for children and youngsters 
in need. She works there as photographer on a voluntary basis. She is very active 
in civil society activities, including the summer camps. In December 2015 she 
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had her first photo exhibition “Do not hide my abilities” on the International 
Day of  Children with Different Abilities.

Ina is a loving child; she radiates positive energy to everyone near her. She 
has good friends in the neighborhood and in the NGO she is working. She is very 
keen on other children with different abilities and tried to help them.

We also had some support from the Municipality of  Fier. “Horizon” center 
for children with different abilities is a well known one in the town. All Ina wants 
is to be accepted like everybody else.

(Ina Toska)
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Armela's Story

I was born in a modest family in Saranda 45 years ago. I was a pretty and 
loving girl. When I was 17 I got a kidney disease. I noticed blood in my urine 
and got hospitalized in Tirana for a month. I was diagnosed with: glomerial 
disease of  the kidneys. The doctors advised a particular diet: no fried food and 
no salt. When I was 19, I received a proposal to marry a guy from Vlora, whose 
family knew mine. We informed them about my disease, although little we knew 
how serious it was.

My fiancé, Ervin, was very jealous. We were still engaged when he told me 
one day: “I am gonna kill you if  you ever leave me.” I got really frightened. I 
could not dare thinking of  leaving him after that. I was always under his control. 
If  I wanted to visit my aunties, I always needed his permission and I had to be 
accompanied by him or a relative of  his. I was under his constant psychological 
pressure. He always tried to put me down while praising himself. I used to cry 
often because of  how I was treated. He would say: “I will drive you insane.” “I 
will kill you.” Sometimes he would say this in front of  my mother as a joke.

We had different educational backgrounds. I graduated from high school 
whereas he dropped out school after the 8th grade. This was also the cause of  
his low self-esteem which it was manifested in his trying to make me think that 
I was inferior. Ervin’s family was very poor, they were 9 siblings. In winter, we 
used to wash laundry by hand in the garden. I had to interrupt my diet due to 
poverty. I was not supposed to eat most of  the food they cooked.

I fell pregnant 3-4 months after I got married despite my family’s advice 
to Ervin that it was not safe for me to fall pregnant this quick. I had a difficult 
pregnancy. I went to stay with my parents in Saranda during the difficult part 
of  the pregnancy. My mom looked after me and I was feeling much better. But 
Ervin’s family complained about my long stay at my parents’ home so I had to 
go back to Vlora. I went back to consuming the food that was available at my 
in-laws, but very inappropriate for my health condition.

During my pregnancy my kidney’s function deteriorated. If  I carried on 
with the pregnancy I risked to die, so following the doctor’s advice I had an 
abortion. Before this there was a big fight between my parents and Ervin’s 
family. According to my mother in law, I shouldn’t abort the baby as nothing 
would happen to me. She had 9 children herself  and was healthy, whereas my 
parents pointed out the lack of  care towards me for being able to keep the diet 
as advised by the doctors.  
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Few years after we married, Ervin and I decided to emigrate to Greece. He 
was still jealous and I was not allowed to go out with friends or to visit a relative. 
He always tried to create division between my relatives and I. I tried my best not 
to give him a reason to be jealous. I started working as a caregiver for the elderly 
after 2-3 years of  our arrival to Greece.

Four years after we moved to Greece, one of  Ervin’s brothers and family 
(wife and a child) came to live with us. We had a really small place (50 square 
meters). Both my brother in law and his wife used to work, but they did not want 
to live in a separate place. I did not agree with this mandatory cohabitation. 
One day I had an argument with my brother in law, which led me to leave and 
divorce Ervin.

Ervin did not want to divorce and he asked me to come back. But I knew 
that our marriage would not work. The doctors in Greece warned me that my 
disease had no cure and that soon I would have to go through dialysis. One day 
I asked Ervin: “What would you do if  I have to do dialysis?” He replied: “I will 
leave you”. He never accompanied me in the hospital saying that he could not 
bear the hospitals.

We had a few million of  drachmas in our savings account as a common 
contribution. After the separation, I went to the bank to do my mother’s banking. 
My brother in law happened to be in front of  the bank that day. He then told 
Ervin: “I saw your wife at the bank today, watch out for your money.” The 
following day Ervin went to the bank and withdrew all the money. Although I 
had my part in those savings, I did not ask my husband for it.

After the divorce, I was not allowed to get into my ex-husband place and 
take my stuff, which was left outside the door. Four years after the divorce I 
started the dialysis and after 7 years of  dialysis I had a kidney transplant. Today I 
am very healthy and I do not want to recall the time I lived with my ex-husband.
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Laureta's Story

I want to share my story of  violence I endured from my husband. I was 
married for five years, during 1987-1992. This is not a long time compared to 
other abused women. I faced abuse my whole life, therefore marrying an abuser 
was not any different.

I cannot remember how it started, but most probably this was an abusive 
relationship from the start. Maybe I was so used with his kind of  abuse that I was 
not worried. Now, ten years after leaving an abusive relationship, I realize that I 
was so used to being abused, that I accepted it as something normal.

There were different forms of  abuse, but some of  them were specific for a 
wheelchair user. Screaming, pressure and derogative language were normal in 
many abusive situations. He never hit me if  I do not count the times he hit the 
wheelchair. He was a control freak, from the bank accounts, to the house keys, 
which he put high up so I could not reach them. He used to cook and be gentle 
in the beginning. As time went by, he made me think I didn’t know how to cook.

Sometimes I didn’t agree to do something he wanted, he would take my 
wheelchair away so that I could agree. Maybe this gave him a sense of  power. 
Often times he would leave me in the car alone when we went shopping, so that 
we “will be quicker this way.” Maybe he didn’t realize how much he hurt me; 
maybe he did it to feel powerful. 

The relationship with our son was my biggest worry. He gave outside people 
the impression of  an available father, but it was not the case. He looked after our 
son for the first two years. He was indeed available. But he excluded me from my 
son’s life. My contact with my son was minimal. I was in hospital during those 
two years. My husband decided when, where and for how long I could see my 
son. He decided that I could see my son only 1-2 times a week. I used to call the 
nursery where my son went, to speak to him. I cried on the phone and told him 
how much I missed him. I could feel that he missed me too. This was our routine 
until I left the hospital two years later. The moment I came home, I went to hug 
my son but he didn’t come near me. He looked afraid. This broke my heart.

Upon my return home, my husband went back to work, so I had more 
contacts with my son. I met a social worker at the hospital. After speaking with 
her, I realized how controlling and abusive my husband was. Shouting, pressure, 
and manipulation to do things against my will and keeping me away from my 
son, were constant forms of  abuse.
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About six months before we split, my husband lost his job. I therefore started 
to look for a job. I was the breadwinner after that. My husband stayed at home 
and took our son to kindergarten. I am not sure what he was up to during my 
absence, but most probably illegal stuff which he used to be involved with before 
we got married. He wasn’t a stranger to the police.

I often went to work after a night of  fighting. The days I went to work crying 
are endless. This was interfering with my job, although I had nice colleagues with 
whom I could speak and who made me realize how damaging this relationship 
had became for me.

I started to think about leaving him. After long talks and a long agony and 
being worried that I would not be able to look after our three year old son, I 
decided to leave him. He repeatedly told me that I could not look after our 
son and I started to believe that. I spoke to the people at the counseling line 
for abused women and also with the social worker of  the hospital where I was. 
Although I was the breadwinner, my husband used to manage all the money.

One day I asked myself: “Why am I so weak to leave him?” The answer 
came: “You are not leaving because he is not abusing your son. If  he will do the 
same to him, you will leave immediately.” It was true.

The abuse to our son happened. One day my husband did not come to pick 
me up from work like he did every day. I took a taxi. When I came home, I saw 
my husband and two friends of  his smoking hashish, while our son was stuck 
on a fence outside and crying. We had a fight in front of  his friends. He told me 
he was leaving and taking our son with him. In order not to scare my son I told 
him that he was going for a little vacation with daddy and that I was going to 
see him soon. My husband packed the clothes and told me I was never going to 
see them again. 

I called the police. They told me that I needed a court order to request the 
return of  my son. After this they could start the search of  my son. However, 
three hours later, my husband came home with our son. They had been to a 
playground. My husband laughed at my tears and worry. He made fun of  me 
once more. 

The next day he gave me a lift to work. I was shocked, but determined. I 
was shocked to the idea of  how easy it was for him to take my son away and 
how powerless I was. I decided to leave that same day. That morning I asked my 
husband to give me some money and we argued as usual. It was the money I was 
providing. At the end he gave me some money.
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Upon my arrival at work, I spoke on the phone to the social worker and also 
to the people at the counseling line against violence. The social worker advised 
me to take my son from kindergarten first and then to go see her at the hospital 
she was working at. I had the support at work to prepare for leaving. I did not tell 
anything to my husband. The day I decided to leave was the scariest of  my life. 

First I went to see the notary to prepare an affidavit for my lawyer. Then 
I went to work to get a few things that I had been able to keep there. I said 
goodbye to everyone, phoned the kindergarten and informed them that I was 
going to pick my son up. He was sleeping. I told him that we were going to a 
place to have some fun. He asked about his father. I told him that he was going 
to see him soon.  

We went to the hospital where the social worker was waiting for me. She had 
arranged everything for us to stay there until we found a safe place. The hospital 
was a safe place with no access for my husband. It seemed such a long time to 
wait at the hospital. Finally they could find a wheelchair accessible shelter. We 
stayed there for a few weeks. The staff was very nice to us, but isolation and 
being away from my own environment was really painful.

I took the case to Court, which in turn decided that I would have the custody 
of  my son and also ownership of  the house. My ex-husband had the right to see 
the son every other weekend as well as every Wednesday. 

Today, my son is 14 years old. We are very close to each other, but we also 
have tough times. I often wonder how I ended up in this situation.  Not even in 
my worst nightmares I though I would have to go through this. I always dreamed 
of  the fairytale: a husband, a house, children, a car and a happy ending. But life 
is not a fairytale. 

I survived the abuse. I will never let anyone to take so much control over 
my life. Today I am stronger, wiser, and more loving because of  what I went 
through. My experience with the ex-husband is a part of  my life. I never regret 
this relationship because my son is everything to me. However, I will never allow 
anymore abuse and violence in my relationships.
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Flutura's Story

I had a fever of  40 degrees Celsius when I was 8 months old. As a 
consequence, my lips, my right eye and my arm got injured. I lived with my 
parents until I was 30 years old. I got married in 2005. Because of  my disability, 
I had to marry a window man who had two children from the previous marriage. 
My husband did not mind that I was blind in one eye. “I took you just the way 
you are. I did not marry you out of  pity,” he told me. One year later we had a 
baby. In the beginning we had a good life, but two years after we got married, 
we started fighting over trivial matters. I could not fulfill of  the needs of  our 
kindergarten-aged son. My husband never brought the salary at home, he kept 
it for himself.  Each time I asked him to buy things for the home; he would say 
that he didn’t have money.

I didn’t work during the ten years of  my marriage. I wanted to work at a 
candies factory but my husband did not allow me because of  my disability. We 
then started to fight even more when his family interfered with our life. It was 
four of  us living in the same house, my husband and I, our son and his son from 
his first marriage. I was hospitalized quite a few times due to stress. One week 
before our separation, I had a very strong headache and was in bed all the time. 
My husband did not have money to take me to the doctor. He used to ask for 
money his eldest son, so we could buy groceries. My husband was unable to 
provide and this was the reason we used to fight. He never asked how we were 
and never sat and talked to me.

Flutura’s mother:  “When I went to take my daughter from the hospital she 
had lost a lot of  weight. I had a hard time raising her; God had mercy on us by 
saving her life. It is very hard to accept his sister’s comments on my daughter: 
“Why did you may a blind woman?”

Before the divorce he beat me. He pushed me to the door and caused me 
a black eye. I had to tell my son that I fell.  My husband did not want to pay for 
our son’s child support of  15,000 Lek a month. He was ready not to see his son 
anymore.

Today my son is 9 years old. His father saw him only twice after the divorce. 
He gave him 200 Lek to him and that’s it. As soon as I divorced, I started 
working in an assistant tailor. I worked for 8 months but then the business cut 
the staff. I am still looking for a job, but it is very difficult.

Her son is also ill. He has a compressed vertebra. His medication is not paid 
by the medical aid, so she has to pay cash. She cannot afford to buy the school 
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books for the son. All of  their clothes are received from charity donations.
Flutura lives only with the little savings from when she worked. She has pain 

in her injured arm, where due to the difficult job she did, she strained her arm. 
Her disability makes it very hard to find an adequate job. Those that she could 
find were far from her place and the cost of  transportation was so high that it 
made the job unprofitable. 

She has finished only compulsory education and she can apply for a 
disability pension only when she reaches the age of  70.
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Mimoza's Story

“I wish I wasn’t born. I have been disabled for 10 years now and I have 
had 10 surgeries. My husband does not work, nor does my son. My son injured 
his eye 5 years ago. It is difficult to go by with an economic aid of  95.000 Lek 
only. It is not enough to buy bread, water, and medication. I suffer from many 
diseases and I cannot go by without medication. My arm is paralyzed, I have 
depression, my liver is ill, I have asthma….everything. Our suffering is endless."

Mimoza suffers from a high blood pressure and deformative arthritis. She 
complains about the useless bureaucracy that requires her to have her invalidity 
status renewed every year in Tirana. It is exhausting for her given her medical 
conditions and also unnecessary because deformative arthritis is incurable.

Mimoza started to work under difficult conditions at 10 years of  age. After 
the death of  her 20 years old brother, her mother went into a deep depression 
and her father was ill, therefore they could not work. Her sisters were married, 
so she had to start working. In the beginning she started working in a farm, 
carrying big bags of  cabbage. Soon her father passed away, so she took upon her 
the head of  household role.

“I have graduated from high school in Shkozet. In the morning I went to 
work and in the evening at 4.00 pm I went to school. I was a very good student.”

She even worked in a construction company, a very hard job for her. Now 
she is unemployed because of  her disability. Her husband lost his job 3 years 
ago due to shutting down of  the construction company where he used to work. 
Her son of  14 also obliged to start working under very inappropriate working 
conditions at a very young age, just like his mother.  He collected empty cans 
and the working conditions were very hard. One day, a metallic splinter went 
into his eye, permanently damaging it.

Mimoza’s arm is also getting injured because of  arthritis. There is no job 
she can do.

“I only get an invalidity payment; officials say I am not entitled to get 
anything else. I have to take medication for myself  and my son. We have such 
a hard life, with one injured son, no money to buy food. There is not much 
one can buy with only 95.000 Lek a month. Sometimes, we have to wait for 
the economic aid due to lack of  funds from the municipality. It is only during 
electoral campaigns that we receive our money in time. My husband also must 
be entitled to receive economic aid, but based on the law, it is impossible for two 
people of  the same household to receive it. We are living in misery. No one will 
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hire me in my condition especially because I am also reaching 50 years now. I 
wasn’t depressed before, it is because of  the stress.” Economic difficulties can 
lead to family conflicts.

“My husband and I have had several fights. I was close to divorce in at least 
three occasions. He also abused me in the past and still does but less.” 

This is not the typical case of  domestic violence, but rather violence as a 
result of  poverty. Mimoza suffers from chronic depression and strong headache. 
Mimoza says that the husband was not abusive because she was ill. However, she 
has been violent to herself.

“This bruise in my arm is a sign of  hurting myself. I had a very strong 
headache, I lost control and I broke the glass of  the door. I must not be stressed, 
but rather calm. If  I am depressed I’d rather stay in the hospital. I don’t want to 
hurt myself  or other people! Mentally disabled people can commit murder. I feel 
like mentally disabled because of  poverty. I take Xanax for anxiety and other 
medication for my depression.”

She has been suffering from depression for 10 years now. She says that she 
must have done things she cannot remember when she was in pain.

“I have had leg surgery. Not all my medication is under medical aid. I 
have to pay cash for some of  them, although I cannot afford to buy them all. 
Sometimes I can’t even walk due to the pain in my ankles. I just want to be 
indoors by myself  and weep. It feels like the medicines are no longer effective. I 
am not allowed to go outside because I may lose control.”

Her son is not doing well at school. He will have to work as soon as he 
finishes grade 9.
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Ada's Story

The microphone, for many people it’s magic, for many others something 
to be feared, a phobia, but for me it’s a love that never ends. As soon as I had 
begun to my the first words I was holding a toy microphone, and in my soul was 
fermenting the love for the piano that I don’t know how it came to be. At the 
age of  10 I made the first imaginary interview, and also the interviews of  my 
parents and sister. When I studied in the Lyceum of  Arts in Tirana was boiling 
an other passion, piano. I played an endless repertory but I also liked radio, and 
the desire to be close to it and to share with others that what was hiding inside 
me and did not leave me still. One of  those days that were empty like outer 
space,  this due to unemployment, my sister said: 

Try and go to Radio Tirana’s studios, because who knows what may 
happen? I did so. I had heard that from many years Mr. Martin Leka had been 
leading it. He was an old professional of  the field and had written many articles 
and had criticized with sarcasm the many problems of  the time. This, of  course, 
made an impression in me. I had been told that he was sensitive to people with 
disabilities and this was proven by the presence of  three journalists that had 
physical problems. For Mr. Martin Leka this was not a problem because the 
doors of  the radio station, but also those of  his hearts were open for anyone 
who could to give something to the microphone, which had made history. This 
happened to me too. Like I explained, I met with him. I presented him my 
desire that I would barely hide, and he, like an old journalist who knows what 
passion is, accepted immediately my project idea. He suggested that I write 
a project and send it written. I was surprised that at no moment he was not 
affected by my disability. 

He never pointed out my disability. When I asked how long my show would 
be, he answered “As long as you like”, and with that my passion only grew. Even 
though I still didn't have a contract with the station, the director again treated 
me like an old employee. He called me in the meetings that he always held 
with journalists, and this was of  great significance to me. I was even toughed 
by their willingness to let me participate in their decisions. This way my show 
became known in Radio Tirana. The director accepted one day that they had 
taken me as an example in the meetings they had held, and that I didn’t expect 
to receive such good words for the work I had done, this despite being new 
into the profession. One day I found myself  in a hall where a social themed 
documentary was being shown. In it the director of  the Albanian public radio 
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and TV, Mr. Martin Leka, spoke: 
“I in this institution that I lead have some journalists, which even though they 

were limited by their physical problems, they are twice or thrice more motivated 
in their work than their others. You only have to give these people a chance, 
and they will reward you with their work. They don’t want to be overpraised or 
treated differently, and this I have understood from the beginning.” Mr. Leka 
perhaps didn’t know from the beginning what the reward would be, but he had 
believed that he would not be disappointed by them. He, like a great fan of  
radio, had heard my shows about folk music, and had said that to him it seemed 
as if  I had twenty years that I had been doing this. Finally my Martin Luther 
Kingian dream became a reality. I was in the radio, touching its studios, feeling 
the collaboration with my colleagues, listening their opinions, and going on with 
the work. So many times I had met on the radio halls with the director, and he 
never hesitated to give me an opinion.  

This way, week after week, and month after month, I made two years of  
contributions in the radio and its listeners in Albania and the wide world, and 
this due to a visionary professional like Mr. Leka. It is not enough to say that I 
am grateful to him, it is not enough to express this in words, and it’s inadequate 
to write a few lines about this employer that becomes a colleague and a friend, 
as well as a teacher for this job. I am sure that I am not the only person who has 
praised and thanked him for his friendliness, good nature, and trust that he gives 
especially to young people. Now I am not afraid to say to other young people: 
be brave, because your profession is not a dream only.
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(Ada Shalari)
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Meri's Story

My life today is difficult, strange. I feel sad, everything is sad. I have nothing 
to do. I watch too much TV and listen to music. I don’t have money to go out 
with my son who is in high school. Do I feel safe at home? No. Sometimes I do, 
sometimes I don’t. It depends. There is no man in my house even though I have 
a husband. Sometimes I want to forget he exists. He is always on the computer, 
or playing cards, or watching TV.  

I met him 16 years ago. He was a driver on an institution where I lived. For 
him it was a simple decision to marry me: he loved me so he took me as wife. 
But many of  his family were against it. My mother and father said to me: If  you 
want to marry, OK, while my sister were against. They were worried about me. 
My husband had been married before, many years before we met. I don’t know 
what happened with his first wife. I don’t know anything about her.

My husband takes care of  me. I love him sometimes because he helps me, 
but sometimes we fight. He controls all of  our finances, he keeps the money. He 
doesn’t listen to me when I tell him that I need money. He pays the rent, water, 
and power with my money, while he keeps his own for himself. Sometimes our 
son needs money for school, but I have to ask my husband for it. Sometimes we 
fight about our son. He is growing up and needs more, and this makes us fight. 

My husband helps me get dressed, he cooks, he feeds me. But often I need 
to wait. I hate waiting. Sometimes when he accompanies our son to school he 
makes me wait until he gets back so that I can get ready. Sometimes he speaks ill 
of  me to my son behind my back. If  I fall from the chair, my husband does not 
take me to the doctor or to the hospital, even if  I'm badly hurt. He only takes 
me there to get contraceptives. 

Sometimes we fight very badly, and he hits or pushes me. When I get into 
the car he pushes me hard and my foot hurts. He helps me very little, and I have 
to make great efforts to get into the car. He does not know sign language very 
well, and but he does not use it anymore, he just yells at me. My son learned 
sign language but nowadays he does not use it either. In the beginning of  our 
marriage he used sign language often but now he has forgotten it. 

I don’t know what would help to improve our relationship. Perhaps I should 
have been more demanding. Sometimes he behaves very badly. I have thought 
about divorcing him, but I am afraid I cannot live without him, and I have 
nowhere to go. If  I have to leave my son to him, then I would be worried about 
my son. He is older now, and he can take care of  himself. My husband can take 
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care of  him. But where am I to go?
I don’t know what to think about marriage anymore. I have spoken only 

to a few people about the way how my husband treats me. I have spoken to a 
social worker and to an NGO that works with disabled people. My suggestion for 
women is that they make sure that they find a good husband. They would make 
sure that they are happy with him and have a good time.
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Badhylka's Story

No to pity and self-isolation

When people are faced with the biggest challenge in life, that of  losing the 
ability for having a normal life, they wonder how the future will be. One has to 
make a very difficult decision. I am one of  them. I found myself  in a crossway, 
with no traffic lights and an unpaved road full of  obstacles. 

The genius of  science and physics, Stephen Hawking, once said: “It is 
not your fault that you are a person with disabilities, but it does not add any 
value to blame other people or to expect them to pity you. We must have a 
positive attitude and do the best we can in our given circumstances; if  someone 
has physical disabilities, it does not necessarily mean that s/he is also mentally 
disabled.”

This is the conclusion in a nutshell of  a person with disabilities and an 
example of  social integration and success. He was brave enough to hope, then 
20 years old, at the time when doctors predicted only 3 more years of  life for 
him. Today, he is 74 years old and a witness of  a long battle for having a life like 
everybody else and the everyday successful effort for not losing this battle. How 
easy is it to have a positive attitude in difficult moments?

Not at all. First, one has to find the inner strength to decide which path to 
take that makes the person useful again and second to re-organize the family 
life in order to adapt to the social and work life. In order to do that, s/he needs 
comprehensive support, an acceptive and cooperative environment, and needs 
to be away from a pitiful surrounding. One has to put him/herself  together with 
the help of  those who intend to help him/her, instead of  conducting a sedentary 
life. One has to confront and fight prejudice.

I have had diverse experiences with its ups and downs. My family and I got 
a big shock at the time of  my disease. The support of  my family was crucial in 
keeping me from losing my mind.  The infrastructural barriers contributed to 
my isolation and kept me away from having a social life. However I challenged 
them and went back to being a construction planning engineer. This boosted my 
self-worth. I saw no difference in my quality of  work from before my disability. 
However, the communication with the outside world was lacking. 

Again, my friends came to help. I became a board member of  a civil society 
organization, Human Rights Foundation and then as a disability rights advocate. 
This empowered me to change myself  and the attitude of  the society towards 
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people with disabilities. The results are not easy to achieve. At the individual 
level, I feel better and better knowing that my friends no longer feel sorry for 
me.. Instead, they continuously cheer me: “We are very happy to see you very 
active”. At the social and institutional level, I tend to be very demanding and I 
am far from being accomplished. However, nothing can be done alone.

Thanks to my family, colleagues and friends I have been able to achieve 
these results. In general, people are very willing to help, but they need to be 
taught how. In the meantime, people with disabilities must not only ask for help 
and take a passive position. When a person puts his/her best effort cooperation 
is always possible.

Today I am blessed with good friends who are supporting and understanding. 
For me, the barriers that isolate disabled people from the rest of  the world are 
demolished. It is however, crucial for the society to demolish these obstacles in 
order to really be inclusive.

I would like to conclude with Stephen Hawking’s saying: 
“If  you think you are in the middle of  a black hole don’t give up. There is 

a way to escape… Despite the life difficulties there is always something you can 
do successfully. Where there is life, there is hope.”
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