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The Story of Seka Keep the door open

1

Keep the door open

I have to keep the door open. “Look at your mother! For the last 
time! I’m going to kill her!’ In his left hand he holds a knife, with 
the other he holds Mum tightly by the hair. He emits a disgusting 
whiff of liquor that fills the entire room, mingling with the stench 
of cigarettes and body odours. I have to keep the door open, so I 
put my foot against it. Mum screams in fear and pain. He roars 
even louder. Bitch! Whore! I’ll kill you! With his full, wobbly 
weight he tries to close the door to the bedroom. I push him back 
with all my strength and firmly cling on to the handle. I have to 
keep the door open. If I let him have his way, he really will kill 
her this time. I scream out. I fight and struggle to keep the door 
open, to divert his attention. In a clumsy attempt to push me 
away, he loosens his grip on Mum for a moment. That’s all she 
needs to break free. She jumps out of the window, into the night, 
into the snow, wearing nothing but a pitiful night gown. Daddy 
pushes me into the bedroom and locks the door. He stumbles out, 
seething with rage, knife at the ready, or at least that is what he 
wants to believe in his drunken delusion. We are left behind. Five 
crying, terrified children in our small, dilapidated house. I had 
to hold the door open. Have I saved my mother from death?

That night, Mum was able to hide in the neighbour’s cellar. 
Outside she could hear daddy ranting and raving. ‘If you don’t 
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come out, I’ll cut the twins’ throats. Just you name the one I 
should kill first!’ It was almost four o’clock before mummy 
dared to go out again. Barefoot, like a ghost in a white world, 
she trudged to Grandma’s through the snow, her mother-in-
law, who lived a few streets away. ‘Please go and check! He is 
going to kill the children!’ But Daddy had been asleep for a 
long time by then. He hadn’t even said a word when he home. 
We didn’t have to expect any help from his mother anyway. She 
despised Mum. The whole marriage was messed up, and she 
had played a major, nasty part in it.

I was four years old and we lived in Doboj, a town in the 
heart of former Yugoslavia, in the north of present-day Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. Or, to be more precise, in the Serbian 
Republic (not to be confused with Serbia), which together 
with the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, forms the 
independent state of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Yes, read that 
sentence again. It makes perfect sense, and gives an idea of the 
complex structures that have been set up since the break-up 
of Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Doboj may not have the shameful 
international reputation of Srebrenica or other places in our 
region, but the war was just as intense and had the same 
devastating impact on the relations between the different 
ethnic groups.

We still lived with and alongside each other. Christians, 
Muslims, Serbs, Bosnians: we knew where we came from, but 
we didn’t make a big deal out of it. Except when it came to getting 
married, of course. Then it was better to stick with your own 
people. You didn’t marry someone who worshipped another 
deity, and if you did, you had to accept the consequences. 

Safet Dobric, my father, was a Muslim. Because his father 
was a Muslim, and his grandfather, and all his ancestors in the 
last five hundred years, since the Ottomans forced a large part 
of the Bosnian population to convert to Islam. Dad was not 
so concerned about it. He never went to the mosque, he never 
prayed. Much to the annoyance of his mother, Ema. She did 
read the Quran every day, and observed the rules for praying 
and dressing. Not that she observed all the rules strictly. She 
never refused a drink, a glass of wine or a portion of roast 
pork. But she could never stomach the fact that her only son 
wanted to marry a Catholic girl. ‘How low can you fall?’, she 
screamed at Safet. ‘That woman is far below your level! A 
Christian whore!

To be fair, in Ema’s eyes no woman would have been good 
enough for her son, Muslim or not. He wasn’t exactly short of 
female attention either. Daddy was a handsome young man, 
tall, slim, with bright blue eyes and blond hair. He looked 
completely different from most Bosnian men, more Western 
and Northern European than Turkish-Mediterranean. In my 
memory, daddy lives on as a grumpy, gurgling drunk, but if 
the stories are to be believed, he made many a girl’s heart beat 
faster in his younger years. 

Matija Martic fell for him, and the love was mutual. My 
mother had been married before. In the fifties, when she was 
barely sixteen, her family married her off to a man aged 64. 
He was rich, a landowner and a highly respected man, so they 
turned a blind eye to the fifty-year age difference and their 
daughter’s resistance was ignored. Being raped every night by 
a dirty, ugly old man: it must have been hell for Mum. My heart 
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bleeds when I see the suffering of that young girl. It marked my 
mother for the rest of her life.

The marriage was doomed to fail, even though the couple 
were blessed with a child, Ana. After a few years Matija 
couldn’t stand it anymore and she left her old husband for 
good. Together with Ana she moved to Doboj. Both her own 
family and the in-laws took the break-up of the marriage very 
seriously. Parents, uncles, aunts, cousins: everyone thought 
Matija was a disgrace to them. Suddenly, she was alone in the 
world, with money nor shelter. Her only comfort was little 
Ana, only three years old.

But she was taken away from her too. In Doboj, Mum had to 
rebuild her life from scratch. She worked as a maid, as a cleaner, 
as a housekeeper, whatever people paid her to do. Meanwhile, 
Ana was staying home alone, Mum had no other choice. That 
was not to the liking of the child protection services, who 
threatened to place the child in a home. When Mum’s family 
heard about the problems, a drastic decision was taken. My 
grandparents decided to take Ana into their home and raise 
her. The little girl had to leave the woman who had shamed her 
husband and child, the whole family! In this way, the family 
also appropriated Ana’s future inheritance, the houses and the 
many pieces of land. If only she didn’t stay with that pernicious 
Matija.

Ana, seven years older than me, grew up convinced that 
she was not loved by her mother, and not even wanted. All 
she heard about her was gossip and ugly talk. Mum had 
tried several times to see her daughter, had rang her parents’ 
doorbells several times, but each time they turned their backs 

on her. For forty years mum never spoke a word to Ana, she 
never saw her. For forty years Ana was skilfully kept away from 
her mother, and from the truth. Forty years before she would 
finally get to know her five half-sisters - and brothers. She 
never knew she had any.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. My parents got 
married in the sixties. They didn’t have a lot of money, and 
they never would, which wasn’t unusual in Bosnia at that time. 
We thought that everyone lived like us, even in other countries. 
Out of necessity, we had reconciled with the communist 
system as it was still in force in Yugoslavia. A lifetime of free 
health care, free medicines and living for next to nothing in a 
small state-owned flat: what more can you ask for? Keep the 
people small and stupid, you could also say. It is the essence 
of communist power thinking: ensure that the basic needs are 
met and let the people believe that they can be very grateful 
for that. Even though you sometimes had to wait four or five 
hours for a visit to the doctor. Even though dentists would 
pull out teeth to their heart’s content without anaesthetic. You 
would not speak up against educated people. You preferred a 
few glasses of Slivovitz first to suppress the pain. 

However you look at it, I do owe my life to the communist 
health system. And to my mother’s determination and 
perseverance. For she is the one who brought me to the hospital 
in a panic, barely forty days after I was born. Dad was nowhere 
to be found. I had a fever and would not eat. I had a bad rash. 
The sores burst open, I bled all over my little body. It took a 
long time before the doctor could see us, at least a couple of 
hours, Mum told me later. 
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‘Your little one is going to die,’ the doctor said. ‘There’s 
nothing more I can do for her.’ Mum refused to believe him. 
‘There must be something you can do,’ she cried. ‘Please don’t 
let her die!’ But the doctor shook his head and moved on to 
the next patient. Mum was desperate. She took me in her arms 
and ran to another hospital a few kilometres away. There I was 
given an injection of antibiotics, the first of many. For three 
years, my fragile baby body had to endure three injections a 
day. More than sixteen hundred injections, spread over the 
entire body. Three times a day, mummy had to go to hospital 
with me and my sister Mila. She got pregnant and kept going. 
She gave birth to twins, and she took them with her. 

I was black and blue from the injections. The rash wouldn’t 
go away, the wounds kept bleeding. There was hardly any skin 
left. All you could see were my eyes, my nails and my hair. 
‘Give up on that baby’, the neighbours shouted at my mother 
when we left for the hospital. She has no future! Can’t you see 
that the injections don’t do anything?’  But she persevered. ‘If 
I have to fight for her until my last breath, I will’, she replied. 

In between running to and from the hospital, Mum kept 
seeing other doctors. She was convinced that someone, 
somewhere, would be able to treat my condition, and she 
turned out right. A doctor in a neighbouring town found out 
that Mum had caught some kind of infection during pregnancy, 
which she had passed on to me through her blood. The doctor 
put me in a camomile bath and treated my skin with special 
cream, which Mum was also given to treat the wounds. The 
rash gradually disappeared. Only on my bum, the deep scars I 
got from the many injections are still visible. 

If healthcare had not been free, I would not have made it. 
My parents would have never been able to pay for the doctors 
and the medication. But if Mummy had not believed in my 
cure, I would not have survived either. I count myself lucky 
that the benefits of the system then coincided perfectly with 
the unconditional and, above all, unyielding power of motherly 
love. It has kept me going. Men and friends come and go but 
the love of your mother is eternal. 

I never had a loving father. My dad was an evil, violent man, 
addicted to alcohol. Mum was tough and did everything she 
could to protect us. Time and time again, she knew things 
would escalate and that she would suffer for the umpteenth 
time. She could not and would not escape her fate, if only not 
to endanger her children. 

We were living a nightmare. At first, we still lived with my 
father’s parents. No matter how much Ema opposed her son’s 
marriage, she preferred to keep him under her wing. She took 
out her frustration on Mum. She tried, however, to be the ideal 
wife, modest and submissive, as is expected in Muslim culture. 
She bent over backwards to please her mother-in-law and be 
accepted in the family. But to no avail. Nothing she did was 
good enough. Every day, Mum was insulted and humiliated. 
Dad didn’t know what to do. He loved his wife but also wanted 
to remain loyal to his mother. More and more often he sought 
refuge in the pub. My grandmother even urged him on, and 
gave him some money to go drinking. She preferred to drive 
dad into the arms of the alcoholic devil than into those of his 
loving wife who took such good care of him and had complied 
with the house rules. She would rather destroy the marriage 
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than give it a chance. ‘I curse the breast that gave you milk,’ she 
said to her only son. Disgust doesn’t go much deeper.

The many heated arguments and marital tensions did not 
stop my parents from bringing five children into the world in a 
few years. My sister Mila came first, then me, my twin brothers 
Zele and Adem, and finally Amir, the youngest of our family. 
Mum and Dad loved their children very much but there were 
nine of us living under one roof now. The atmosphere in the 
house deteriorated noticeably, the relationship between Ema 
and Mum continued to sour. My grandfather was a good man, 
and often came to our rescue. He knew only too well what was 
going on. When his wife’s spiteful behaviour got out of hand, 
he dared to reprimand her. He even threatened to divorce her 
if she continued to stir up trouble. 

Grandpa’s death marked the beginning of Ema’s rule over 
our family. The situation became unliveable. For Mum, for 
Dad, for us, for me. Mila was grandma’s favourite child. She 
fried eggs for her, she fed me crusts of dry bread. I did not 
let it get to me. I was permanently in survival mode. But the 
incident did mark the atmosphere in the house, or in this case 
the general lack of it. Ema spoilt Mila, with chocolate and other 
delicacies, and left us out in the cold. She got nice clothes, we 
had to make do with worn-out stuff. Physically, I was the most 
like grandma, but Mila was the first-born, reason enough to 
favour her. Of course, it could also be that my grandmother 
was just an evil woman and deliberately wanted to divide our 
little family. In any case, I thought she was capable of it.

Mum wanted to move, and repeatedly spoke to Dad about 
it. But he didn’t dare to fight his mother, in spite of the daily 

misery. He could not cope with it all. He was in a bar more 
often than at home. 

But eventually, he gave in. We moved to a social district on 
the other side of Doboj. A tiny two-room flat, but we didn’t 
care. We had our own place now, away from Ema. Dad gave up 
drinking and found a job as a security guard. After his hours 
he did odd jobs as a painter and wallpapering contractor. At 
home he helped with the housework. He did the laundry and 
made dinner. He played with us, a happy father. Mum could 
finally breathe a little easier. There was no abundance but we 
had everything we needed. Until Ema suddenly appeared at 
the door, just under a year later. 

My grandmother couldn’t bear the fact that we were doing 
well. The fact that dad lent a hand in the household was enough 
to give him a good scolding. Weakling! Be a man! I don’t want 
you to do anything in this house ever again! Dad cringed and 
went back to his old shell of drunkenness and self-reproach. 
‘I’m going for a drink,’ he’d murmur. Ema handed over some 
money as usual. Here. At least in a bar you can see real men! 
And she pushed him out, not without giving her daughter-in-
law another triumphant look. Like that, the only beautiful year 
of my childhood ended.

Mummy is left for dead in a pool of blood. Foam is oozing 
from her mouth. Is she still moving? Did he kill her? There are 
five of us watching, my sister Mila, my three brothers Adem, Zele 
and Amir, and me, Petrified, but able to scream loudly. Panic 
sets in. Is she still alive? Who is going to help mummy? Not Dad. 
He throws his weapon on the floor, a screwdriver, and spits a 
thick roar at mum. Then he stumbles into the other room and 
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makes his way to his bed. Three days and three nights he has been 
away. Three days he drank and partied, without eating, without 
sleeping. I have not been worried for a long time. This is the 
umpteenth time that Dad has left us hanging and we don’t know 
where he is. But the roar of his old engine still makes me cringe. 
The cursing, the clanking chains, the slamming of the iron gate, 
the squeaking hinges: it’s been the prelude to so many arguments 
and so much misery. Drunk and confused, he comes stumbling 
in, his clothes resemble a heap of rags, his hair is greasy and 
messy. And then the cursing begins, which soon turns into abuse. 
This time he has beaten Mum up with a screwdriver. Resentment 
dripped from his face. He shouted the ugliest things at her. Had 
he gone too far this time?

The nightmare began again, and it took place in a desolate 
setting. The social district had degenerated into a sorry, 
deprived area. Unemployment was high, the streets full of 
rubbish, the children dirty and poorly dressed. We lived in a 
small flat with two rooms, a living room and a bedroom. No 
front door, but three little stairs and a gate with bars. Put your 
hand through and lower the latch: a burglar could get in just 
like that. It was a fear that conquered me from time to time as 
a little girl. But who would ever go to the trouble of breaking 
into our house? There was nothing to take.

Behind the fence was a tiny hall. Only there did we have 
running water. In the sink, we had to wash ourselves, clean 
food and do the dishes. The wooden wall had been rotting for 
years due to a leak. There was a large mouldy hole in it, forming 
a playground for large hordes of cockroaches. When I had to 
wash my hair, under the tap, I did it as quickly as possible. 

Imagine one of those dirty animals falling on my head. The 
toilet was outside. We shared two toilets with the residents of 
four other flats.

In one room we lived and cooked. In the other room we 
slept, mum and dad in their double bed, the five of us in a 
makeshift bed. One night I felt a tickle on my stomach. Half 
asleep, I saw a lot of mice running across the blanket, back and 
forth. It looked like a race, a scene from a cartoon too. I was 
seized with fear and loathing and pulled the blanket entirely 
over my head. The mice fanatically kept on doing their rounds. 
I never slept again that night.

We had no table and no cutlery. We ate sitting on the floor, 
with our little hands. Daddy still had a job, but he spent all 
his money on drink. We were hungry. We were cold. We wore 
hand-me-downs. There were no toys. We could only play 
outside on the meagre football pitch in front of our house. 
Inside, we were attacked by mice, rats and cockroaches. But 
all that was nothing compared to the fear we felt when we 
heard that engine again. Unconsciously, we held our breath. 
My brothers hid under Mum’s skirts. The nightmare became a 
horror movie. 

Why is Dad acting so weird? Sweet, friendly, completely 
different from how we know him. Have I ever seen him hug 
mummy? And why do we have to go to bed so early? I can see 
that mummy finds it strange too. But she obeys Daddy. She helps 
us change our clothes and tucks us in. I can’t sleep. Something 
is wrong. Let’s sit on mummy and daddy’s bed. What is that? In 
the dim light that shines from under the door, something glistens 
under the pillow. It’s a cutter knife! I almost cut myself. Is Daddy 
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planning to cut Mummy’s throat, as he has often threatened to 
do? Does he really want to kill her this time? I take the knife and 
throw it under the cupboard. I crawl back into our bed but I 
can’t sleep. Sometime later, Mummy and Daddy come to sleep. I 
hear that my father is restless. He is looking for the knife. What’s 
wrong?’ asks Mum. Nothing,’ he growls. Then it gets quiet. I 
remain wide awake. I have saved my mother from death. I have 
saved my mother from death!

Mummy says that Daddy was quite a sweet man once, and a 
nice daddy. I never knew him like that. I can’t recall seeing my 
father sober very often as a small child. He went out for days 
on end, and only came home when he was flat broke. In his 
distorted world of thoughts, still encouraged by his mother, 
he considered Mum to be the source of all his problems. And 
she had to pay, again and again. Daddy beat her. Daddy abused 
her. Daddy lashed out with a knife or a screwdriver. How many 
times did the neighbours have to call an ambulance? How 
many times did the police come? How many times did he have 
to spend a night in jail, only to return even more tormented?

In the end, not a day went by without a fight. My brothers 
eventually just slept through it. I crawled into a corner with 
a book (one of Mila’s). At the age of six, I could already read 
and write, the only bright spot in my miserable existence. I 
did not sleep much, always on my guard for the return of dad, 
or a sudden breakdown. The evening after I had taken his 
knife away, he was in a state again. With his drunken head he 
furiously took away our plaes and gave mum a good beating 
again in front of our eyes, up to the point she started bleeding. 
Again the police came to get him. ‘What kind of a woman puts 

her husband in prison? You are not worthy of being married 
to me!’ It was the voice of Ema, his mother, that made herself 
heard.

It was the beginning of the end. Dad was fired from his job 
as a security guard and couldn’t find work as a painter and 
fitter. He did not honour his appointments and rarely arrived 
at work sober. There was nothing left to buy food. Every day we 
got poorer. Day by day, our situation became more desperate. 

To daddy, we didn’t count any more. He rarely came home 
and flirted with other women. A drunkard as a lover, that’s a 
rather peculiar preference. At home, mum withered away with 
worry and grief. To us she tried to keep up appearances, but 
she didn’t have an idea what to do anymore. She could not 
expect anything from her family, and certainly not from her 
mother-in-law. The neighbours gave her something now and 
then, some food, a few old clothes, but that was not enough to 
survive. And what was even worse: mum blamed herself for all 
this misery, she later told me. She could never have imagined 
that her marriage would degenerate like that. Love would 
overcome everything, she was sure of that. Mum continued 
to love my father for a very long time, even when he was no 
longer worthy of that love. But now she had finally had enough. 
Mum decided to file for divorce. She no longer wanted to live 
with the constant threat of murder and abuse. She felt called to 
protect not only herself but also us, the five children she was 
trying to raise as best she could. She wanted to keep the door 
open for us, and offer the prospect of a better life. 
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My mom with Mila, baby Amir and Seka.

21

Mama wilde niet meer leven met de aanhoudende dreiging van moord en mishandeling. Ze voelde zich geroepen 

om niet alleen zichzelf  te beschermen maar ook ons, de kinderen die ze zo goed en zo kwaad als het kon 

probeerde op te voeden. Foto: Mila, mama met baby Amir en Seka.

94

Christian was de eerste en enige man die ik volledig vertrouwde, en die mij het vertrouwen gaf  dat ik nodig had 

om helemaal open te bloeien in een relatie, de zekerheid dat ik met hem niet bedrogen zou uitkomen. Bij hem 

voelde ik mij van meet af  aan veilig en geborgen, zoals ik dat bij geen enkele andere man ervaren heb.

Christian and Seka.

100

Arno werd geboren op 12 januari 2006. ‘Een echte Arno,’ zei Christian. Hij was erbij toen zijn zoontje geboren 

werd. Het was een ervaring die hem tegelijk nerveus en zielsgelukkig maakte, even verloren als betrokken tot in 

zijn diepste vezels. In de verloskamer wordt niet alleen de moeder een andere mens.

Arno and Seka.
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118

Het badpakkendefilé in Palm Springs. Ik stond mee op het podium van Mrs. Globe World als vierde eredame. 

Weinig vrouwen hadden zo goed gepresteerd als ik.

Seka in Palm Springs. Seka Dobric.

110

Ik was als huisvrouw en moeder van twee verkozen tot ‘mooiste dame’ van het land, Mrs. Globe Belgium. 

Ondanks mijn leeftijd, ondanks mijn afkomst, ondanks mijn lichamelijke tekortkomingen had ik deze wedstrijd 

mogen winnen. Ik kon er alleen maar dankbaar voor zijn.
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starred in TV shows and realities, currently she is a host of a popular 
podcast show #On The Sofa With Seka. 
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