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[bookmark: _Toc65827480]Chapter 1 - The Upside-Down Koran

“Don’t ever try to leave me or I will take Atieh [Ah-te-Ah] to Iran and you will never see her again.” These are the words I lived with for too long. Sad thing - I knew he was telling the truth!  Any argument we had, and there were many, Amir my ex-husband screamed those words at me. 
When I met my ex-husband, I was very young. He was handsome, charming and mysterious. I was intrigued by him and after only a few months, we moved in together. Where we lived was a small rural area in West Virginia, often filled with prejudice, but I had never been raised that way. There was a group of Iranian students enrolled in our small college and they all stuck together. If you knew one, you knew them all. It didn’t take long before my parent’s home became a hang-out place. My mom was a wonderful host and it was not unusual for her to prepare a large dinner for any and all. The entire group was close and called her ‘mom’ and my young brother even had a joke he loved to tell; “What did the Persian Shah say he did when his country was attacked? I… ran.” Back then, things were good and I was happy.
Amir and I lived in a small trailer about ten minutes from my mom and it was a time of learning for both of us. Amir would literally go about the house picking up items, such as a spatula, and ask me what it was called. I was teaching him English and he was teaching me about Iran. I knew the name of the country, but not much more. So, as we learned more and more about each other, we also learned more and more about each other’s country and culture. His English improved and I learned to count to ten in Farsi.
I was on a break from an out of state college because I had come home to care for my brother while my mother was hospitalized for surgery, so I wasn’t working at the time. Amir left every morning to attend his classes while I stayed home. Slowly my job became helping Amir and his Iranian friends with homework assignments, especially when it involved writing. Every day I would clean up our little home and every day I would dust our displayed Bible and Koran. It didn’t take me long to figure out something was wrong. Daily when I wiped off the Koran, I would have to turn it right-side-up. This went on for at least a week or more and I finally decided to say something. One evening after dinner, I said to Amir, “You know in our culture it is disrespectful to turn the Bible face down. Every day when I clean your Koran, it is upside down.” Amir began laughing as I sat there bewildered. Finally catching his breath, he explained to me that I was the one turning it upside-down. It was then that I learned that Iranians read back-to-front, not front-to-back like we do. Amir had been turning it over correctly every night after I had cleaned during the day, but he hadn’t said anything to me. Lesson learned!
Once when Amir had gone to Virginia to visit his cousin, I was at home when the phone rang. I could tell immediately from the connection that the call was from Iran, or at least overseas. It was a male friend of Amir’s. With his broken English and my poor Farsi, I tried to convey to him that Amir was not there. That much I was able to explain to him, but then I decided to show off my new skill of counting to ten in Farsi. I decided to provide him with the telephone number where Amir was staying. Concentrating to make sure I got the numbers translated correctly, I began. Unfortunately, the guy on the telephone decided to show me that he could count to ten also, in English. Every time I said a number in Farsi, he would try repeating it back to me in English. Needless to say, it didn’t take long until we were both confused and the poor guy never did get the number correctly. When Amir returned home from his trip, I asked him if his friend had called him and, of course, the answer was no. After that, I had Amir teach me how to say “I’m sorry, he isn’t here.”
Things were well for the first few months and I can honestly say that we were happy, but it didn’t take long for red flags to appear. One evening we were at home looking at old pictures that each of us had, when Amir showed me a few pictures of a very beautiful Iranian woman that he had had a relationship with. She was stunning. Suddenly, he ripped up the pictures in front of me and told me that now that we were together neither of us should have pictures of people from the opposite sex. I was stunned. I tried to explain to him that I wasn’t threatened by the pictures and I didn’t mind him having them. I told him that I understood this was his past and it was okay with me if he wanted to keep them. Over my continued objection, he insisted on throwing them away. I let the matter drop and we continued looking at old photos. I knew things would be okay because all my photos were of family members. I had no pictures of any of my ex-boyfriends. We were going through my old photo albums and I was pointing out who was who in my family when Amir became agitated again. Puzzled, I asked what the problem was. He pulled out several photos while telling me they had to go. I honestly didn’t take him serious for a moment. They were photos of my male first cousin. I began telling him to calm down, that these were not of an ex, but of my cousin. He became even more angry and insisted I throw them away. Baffled, I stood my ground and told him no. The situation deteriorated and we ended up having a large argument. I remember I kept telling him that my cousin was like my brother, but he didn’t care and didn’t want to hear it. Finally, through raised voices, I learned that it is very normal in Iran for cousins to marry. In fact, it is preferred. I tried my best to convince him that I never looked at my cousin like that and would never dream of marrying him. I even brought it to his attention that we don’t do that in America. The argument continued into the wee hours of the morning with me adamantly refusing to toss the pictures out. I slept on the couch that night, but the matter was never settled between us. Red flag number one. To his credit, he did stop harassing me about the topic years later after he got to know my cousin and I retained my pictures.
Most weekends we were at one of his friend’s homes or at my parent’s house and, for the most part, things were good. We were growing closer and Amir spoke often about marriage. His main point was that most men his age back in Iran were already married, but I didn’t want to get married. To Amir or anyone else at that time. He didn’t belabor the fact, but I knew it was always in the back of his mind. During this time things were changing in Iran and the Iranian students were taking to the street to protest the Shah. Demonstrations and political unrest were coming to a head in his country. The Shah cracked down hard and relations with America deteriorated. Opinions were changing and Amir and his friends were being severely harassed in the small town that we lived in. When the banks in Iran were closed, Amir was no longer able to receive money from his parents. No one in our small community was willing to offer any of the Iranian students jobs. Amir and I began talking about relocating to a larger, more diverse area.
	One evening we had gone out to a club with friends and everyone was having a good time. At some point I had gone to the bar to get some change for the jukebox. While I waited a very intoxicated patron came over to me and asked me to dance. He was an older man and everyone knew him as he was a regular at the club. I had just turned to politely, but firmly, tell him no thank you. Before I was able to handle the situation, Amir was up, in the guy’s face and a brawl began. Things happened very quick and the drunk guy fell over the barstool and landed on the floor. As you might expect, all the Iranians were asked to leave the establishment, even those that had remained at our table. I was very upset with Amir because I felt he had ruined the evening for everyone and because it didn’t need to turn out this way had he let me deal with the matter. All the way home Amir was steaming, but what was causing his anger had me baffled. He was blaming me! Somehow, in his mind, I was at fault. He was yelling at me that my attitude was too friendly and the way I was dressed was all wrong. I tried unsuccessfully to defend myself and finally just let him rant. The argument continued after we got home and my silence seemed to only make him madder. At some point he started grabbing my belongings and piling them by the front door while yelling at me to get out. This was the first time I had seen him like this and I didn’t know what to do. Finally, after some pushing and shoving, I locked myself in the bedroom. After a few minutes of banging on the bedroom door, he stopped. I didn’t know why and I didn’t care. I just wanted it over. The ironic thing is that later on in our relationship, when he was angry at me, he would actually lock me in the bedroom against my will. A few minutes later I heard him on the phone talking to his family in Iran.
The next morning when I awoke, he was gone. I picked up my belongings and put them back where they belonged. When he came home later, he was fine, very apologetic and blamed it on the alcohol. Things kind-of went back to normal. Little did I know that this was just the beginning. It was at this point, although I didn’t recognize it, I started making excuses for him. I rationalized that he was upset about his family and what was taking place in his country.
As things worsened in Iran, they also worsened in our small town. Amir had no more money coming from his family and was trying desperately to find work anywhere. The small-town community that had once accepted the small group of Iranians had slowly turned against them. Things were bad everywhere. We finally decided it was time for us to move to a more diverse area with more job opportunities. Loading up the car, we headed to Dayton, Ohio, my hometown and where most of my family resided, to stay with my sister, Lynne.
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