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Author relives hell for women
     
Richmond resident Ghazal Omid pours three decades of her stormy life into her first book that fights against injustice, including molestation at the hands of her brother.
By Matthew Hoekstra Staff Reporter

Immigrant documents personal and political struggles in Islamic Iran and aims for change
Ghazal Omid started to write the story of her life at a time she wished it was over.
After decades of abuse in her home country of Iran and years of struggle in Canada as a refugee, Omid finally became a Canadian citizen in March 2000. It was the high point in her tumultuous life, but realities of adjusting to her new life alone in a new country threw her into the depths of depression.
On July 17, 2000, Omid was on the telephone with a government agency begging for help. Suffering emotionally and financially, she had lost the desire to live and told the agent to send someone to pick up her body.
The next thing she knew, a police officer knocked on her door. Omid considered telling the officer she had the wrong address but her face told the story. 
"I have never forgotten the look of my room that day. My bedroom was completely chaotic. I said (to the police officer) take a look around you. Nothing is in order. My life looks like this."
Omid started telling her story to therapist Gayden Hemmans. Hemmans started crying. She later told Omid she should write a book about her life.
Months later, Omid sat down to write Living in Hell: A True Odyssey of a Woman's Struggle in Islamic Iran against Personal and Political Forces. Twenty-nine days later, she was finished her first draft, filled with raw emotion.
In it, she clearly recounted vivid and horrible images of her past from when she was three years old.
"I guess it's a gift that I have such a photographic memory, but at other times it's a curse that I can't forget. I sort of bury them, but it just never goes away," says the 35-year-old Richmond resident.
Omid's story begins with her mother, who was twice sold into marriage by age 16. Her father thought of her as a slave, a person born into a lifetime of solitude and servitude to simply produce babies.
Omid was an unwanted child. Her father never wanted her and offered her mother an abortion at six months of pregnancy. 
She was born during the reign of the Shah and grew up during a bloody revolution and under the dictatorial Islamic regime of Khomeini. Her father abused her; her brother molested her.
While studying French in university, Omid defied the government's interpretation of Islam, and as a woman, demanded she be treated as an equal. That led to her abduction by Iran's Islamic special police. She escaped by jumping from a moving car and fought to bring her captor to justice before fleeing to Canada.
After many drafts, three different editors and a long road to publication, Omid's book is now in stores. In it, she includes her pen name "Lost Soul," which she said editors kept extracting.
"I felt that I was completely lost. There was no protection from anywhere, neither in my childhood nor in my teenage years. Everywhere I went I ended up being hurt."
She has dedicated the book to all people who have endured pain and humiliation in being abused physically, emotionally and mentally. She said it is meant to give the victims courage to speak up against injustice, to forgive and move on with their lives. 
"If you know something is rightfully yours you have to demand it, and that's how I learn. All my life, everybody used me as a stepladder."
Growing up, Omid didn't know she could fight back. She wrote the book not for pity but to share her mistakes with other women so they don't go through the same experiences.
The book, which never would have been published in Iran, is also about justice and freedom. She believes change can occur in the world if women stand up for their rights and pursue justice.
"We are a force, we just don't see it that way. We are more powerful than we give ourselves credit for."
See Page 18
Living in Hell
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Living in Hell also highlights the gentleness of Islam-the side not often seen in the news media. The brutal acts of terrorists do not reflect true Islam, she says. Her understanding of the religion comes from her own research, not from what the Iranian government teaches. 
The politically and emotionally charged book has already inspired criticism. Some have sent her hate mail. Others have shut her website down.
But Omid hasn't stopped writing. She's penning a new title, Khomeini and bin Laden: The Odd Couple, which tackles the dichotomy of the two being of different sects yet acting similarly.
Chapters in Richport Town Centre (8171 Ackroyd Rd.) will host a book signing with Omid Sunday, Aug. 14 at 2 p.m. Visit www.livinginhell.com for more information. 
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