







[image: Image]

Also by Dora Levy Mossanen

Harem


Courtesan


Dora Levy Mossanen

A Touchstone Book
Published by Simon & Schuster
New York  London  Toronto  Sydney

[image: Image]

TOUCHSTONE
Rockefeller Center
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and
incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or
are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales
or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2005 by Dora Levy Mossanen

All rights reserved,
including the right of reproduction
in whole or in part in any form.

TOUCHSTONE and colophon are registered trademarks
of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases,
please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at
1-800-456-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com

Designed by Melissa Isriprashad

Manufactured in the United States of America

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Levy Mossanen, Dora.

Courtesan : a novel / Dora Levy Mossanen.

p.  cm.

“A Touchstone book.”

1. Jews—Iran—Fiction.

2. Jewish women—Fiction.

3. Iran—Fiction.  I. Title. 

PS3612.E94C68 2005

813′.6—dc22                    2004059880

ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-4678-1

ISBN-10: 0-7432-4678-0

eISBN-13: 978-1-4391-8832-3

For
Leila Michaela
And For
Adam,
My Angels
And For
David A.
For the Bible



Acknowledgments


[image: Image]

I have been blessed with the inspiration and support of many.

My literary agent, Loretta Barrett, guided and encouraged me with patience and unparalleled wisdom.

My outstanding editors, Marcela Landres and Doris Cooper, led me through the labyrinth. Their insightful suggestions were critical.

I am indebted to my marvelous publishing team: Mark Gompertz, Trish Todd, Chris Lloreda, and Marcia Burch, whose continued support I cherish. A million thanks to Jonathon Brodman for managing all the intricate details, and to Cherlynne Li for the gift of beauty. Praise goes to Brad Foltz, who did the beautiful cover for this novel, just as he did for my previous title, Harem. My gratitude to Sara Schapiro, without whom I would have been lost in the maze.

My colleagues Maureen Connel, Alex Kivowitz, Joan Goldsmith Gurfield, and Paula Shtrum read and reread draft after draft. Without their perceptive comments, Courtesan would not have been.

Words cannot describe my gratitude to Nader, whose encouragements afforded me a haven to write, and kept me sane and ever hopeful.

Carolyn’s invaluable networking made the creative process much more enjoyable. I am grateful for that.

Thank you, Negin and David Ascher. You are more than a source of inspiration. Your astute contributions, endless research, and technical knowledge cast light upon paths that, at times, seemed impenetrable.

My heartfelt gratitude to my most cherished fan club, my family, Parvin, Sion, Laura, Ora, Sol, and David, whose constant support kept the pages turning.

Courtesan


1

[image: Image]

Persia
March 1901

I pinch my nose shut and gulp down two raw rooster gonads.

“Do not make that face, khanom Simone,” Pearl, the midwife, commands. “Do what I say, or your womb will continue to cough up blood each month.”

The woman pounds a brown concoction in a cast-iron mortar, her expression so serious she must imagine herself creating life. She rambles about mixing the pulp of a rare fish found in the Caspian Sea, five pulverized pearls harvested in fertile oysters, two grams of gold, and another secret elixir.

I dig my hands in the pockets of my riding breeches as the one-eyed witch raises a thimble of rosewater to my nose to hold back my vomit.

Why would I, the daughter of Françoise and granddaughter of Mme Gabrielle, idols of seduction, banish myself to a stone house on top of the Persian mountains? Why would I ingest gonads? Why would I follow the advice of a mad midwife?

The catalyst was Yaghout, my mother-in-law.
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Tired from months of travel from France to Persia, upon arriving at the port of Anzali on the Caspian Sea, Cyrus and I joined a caravan that made its way over tortuous passes toward Tehran. My first glimpse of Persia on approaching Anzali from Baku was the red-tiled roofs of a small town. And, in the distance, a mountain range hidden by clouds. From here, we crossed a vast desert on kajavehs, two-passenger vehicles resembling chicken coops balanced on donkeys. Our faces caked with dust and fatigue, we arrived at Mahaleh, the Jewish quarter. Sabbath candles flickered on windowsills. We negotiated a web of narrow alleys and crumbling walls to Sar-e-chal—the pit’s edge.

A sobering odor assaulted me.

A large heap of decomposing refuse sat in a pit at the center of the quarter. Traders, shopkeepers, and residents, a populace covered in a cloak of sadness, toss their daily garbage into this gorge. Men wear strange hats—the conical or lambskin of the middle and upper class, the woolly muff of the Cossack, half bowl felt of the working class. The cleric’s turban is reminiscent of my mother’s fluffy swan pillow. Strange little shops with fronts open to the street line the bazaar. Shopkeepers sit where they can reach everything without rising. Public cooks broil mutton en brochette over hot beds of charcoal. A water carrier, his sheepskin jug on his shoulders, handed me a tin cup. Cyrus waved him away, pulling my foulard over my red curls. I must drink nothing but hot tea, he said, until I become accustomed to Persian germs. Concealed under chadors, weary eyes peeping through horse-hair blinders, women shuffle around like black tents. Even Mme Gabrielle’s ghosts would have rejected this gloomy place, where Jews have to comply with the custom of wearing a chador.

To think I fought to leave Château Gabrielle for this.

The camel carrying our belongings had difficulty squeezing through the narrow cul-de-sac. We hired a mule to finish the task of transporting our valises.

“Houses at the end of alleys offer a degree of protection from periodic raids by Muslims,” Cyrus explained, causing me further alarm. I clung to his arm and asked the significance of the patch worn on certain jackets. “Jews must display identifying signs so Muslims won’t come in contact with us and defile themselves.”

“You don’t,” I said.

“I refuse to comply,” he replied.

“But you, a Jew, are the shah’s private jeweler?”

“Being the only Persian gemologist with a degree from France, I am needed in court. And I have invaluable connections to the European diamond markets.”

Before I had occasion to show more concern, he took me by the hand and led me to my future mother-in-law, Yaghout. Informed of our arrival by the quarter news bearer, she greeted us at the door. She wore the type of pants, vest, and ballet skirt the present shah’s father had admired at the Paris ballet and that the women of his harem later made fashionable. If only Cyrus’s mother knew that my grandmother had pleasured the present shah on his last visit to Paris.

“Madar, meet my fiancée,” Cyrus said, kissing her forehead.

“Pesaram, my son!” she cried out, ignoring my outstretched hand.

I cringed under her scalding stare that traveled the length of my body to rest on my red hair. Bursting into fits of violent sneezing, she feigned an allergic reaction, which I did not realize then was to me. She held a Bible above Cyrus’s head as we stepped into her home. In her other hand, she swayed a fire turner, a coal-filled, crackling wire basket. I had an urge to un-stopper the tiny pores of my skin and unleash my perfume to mask the pungent odor of the smoking wild rue seeds she used to ward off the evil eye.

Cyrus pulled me into his arms. “Welcome to Persia, jounam.”

Yaghout turned on her heels and stormed out into the garden. I glanced back to see her toss the fire turner into a small pool. The dying embers hissed in the water.

I suddenly missed Paris. I missed Françoise and Mme Gabrielle. I even missed my grandmother’s repertoire of spirits wandering Château Gabrielle and the surrounding Valley of Civet Cats.

During the two weeks I lived with Yaghout, I tried to ingratiate myself to her. I flaunted the Farsi I had learned from Alphonse, our Persian butler back home. I brewed tea and chopped herbs for rice. I prepared ghormeh sabzi, an herbal lamb stew of red beans and dried lemons. But despite her endless insistence, I refused to wear the chador.

The volley of sneezes my presence triggered, the gurgling of her ghalian hookah, the shuddering rose petals in the foaming water, and the smoke shooting out of her nostrils were rude and frightening. How long was I expected to live with this woman? When she began to pop pills under her tongue to thwart a looming heart attack, I was ready to flee. Nothing Cyrus had said, and certainly none of my fantasies, had prepared me for the dark-eyed, mustachioed Yaghout.

“Is she a virgin?” she hissed to Cyrus one morning. “Do not give me that look, pesaram, but reconsider your decision to wed her. Because if she fails to produce a bloody sheet with Rabbi Shlomo the Penitent’s signature on four corners, you will be dead to me.”

“Consider me dead right here and now!” Cyrus snapped back.

I had been late for breakfast, still patting my forest of curls into place, when he grabbed my arm and swept me out the door, across the dusty garden with its ancient walnut and mulberry trees, emaciated chickens and loud roosters, and past the outhouse, an open-mouthed grave.
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“Stop daydreaming, khanom Simone,” Pearl, the midwife, scolds, startling me back to the mountains, the lingering taste of gonads bitter in my mouth. “If you do not become pregnant, your husband will flee to yengeh donyah.”

Beard, the owner of the teahouse around the corner, considers yengeh donyah the edge of the world—somewhere very far from Persia. Somewhere like the Valley of Civet Cats, I suppose.

Out of her chemise, Pearl retrieves a stretch of flesh that resembles puckered leather, rather than the breast she directs under her armpit into the mouth of the child bundled up in the chador around her shoulders. “You see man hameh kareh hastam.”

Oui, oui, I suppose, she might be proficient in all manners of child rearing. But I would rather return to Tehran and face Yaghout than allow this woman to nurse my baby when I have one.

Her good eye stares at me, the other milky dull and forlorn like a dead goat’s. She lost the eye to the trachoma epidemic in Rasht, a town in the north of Persia, she explains, adding that her one good eye is sharper than my two. She pinches some of the concoction out of the mortar and rolls a smidgen into a lewd colored blob between her callused fingers.

I shake my head, assuring her that I will not consume chicken droppings, which is what the mixture looks like.

“Well, then,” she threatens, tying her bundle, “if you do not care to become pregnant, so be it. I came here to make you a proper wife. What else would a devout Muslim do, khanom, than come to the aid of a foreigner in the mountains?”

Pearl had first appeared at my doorsteps a week before. She had a message from Yaghout: Although Cyrus married a French goy, he is still a Persian Jew. And like every one of us he deserves a son to recite the kaddish over his grave.

That day, facing Pearl at the door, right there and then, a palpable fear bled into my veins. What if I never conceive? What if I fail to become pregnant with Cyrus’s child?

I opened the door wide, stepped back, and invited the midwife into the stone maisonette that was becoming home.

Wedged between two cliffs with an awesome view of the Damavand Volcano, a source of Persian mythology, the house stands thousands of meters above the capital city of Tehran. The surrounding mountains gush with streams, waterfalls, and wells that join the Karaj and Jajrud rivers to irrigate the thirsty city below. At daybreak, when clouds lounge low on our slate roof, hikers knock on our door. They seek a cup of hot tea, a glass of pomegranate juice, or a date-and-onion omelet before continuing their climb to the summit, before the summer sun bakes the boulders into stony ovens, or winter winds whip the carpet of snow into crystalline shards. The ever-changing shades of stone and earth, rain and snow, give the impression of four seasons encapsulated in one day. The silence, punctuated by the occasional clattering of hooves, cawing of crows, and braying of mules, is profoundly different from the sensual chaos of Château Gabrielle.

The décor of our boudoir with its ancient mirror reflecting images in mottled hues is primitive. The divan is covered with my stitched-together petticoats. Gradually, tentatively, the house reveals its charm, and I come to realize that what would have been impossible in Château Gabrielle—to love one man—is probable here. Here it is possible to love a man who, in the high altitude of the mountains, dethorns wildflowers that might prick my fingers, who calls me jounam—my life—who gathers back his shoulder-length, silver-peppered hair, and who wears a red diamond earring. In a backward society where bare skin is not tolerated, his white shirt is left carelessly open to reveal a muscular chest the color of almond husks. This is his way of showing his disapproval of a rigid culture that continues to challenge his choice of a wife.

Nevertheless, Château Gabrielle and its women are ever present in the trunk I salvaged from Mama. I pull out her costumes, capes, and masks to coil threads of memory around the mountains and keep my family alive.

And on the mantelpiece above the wood burner, eternally visible as a reminder of what he lost and what he gained, is Cyrus’s tallit bag. The taffeta bag is square and flat, and when sunlight pours through the window onto an embroidered Star of David, the threads cast silver webs on the ceiling. Tucked inside is Cyrus’s Old Testament, skullcap, and tallit with tzitzit fringes on both edges. Although secularly inclined, he has started attending the synagogue in Mahaleh. His Bible and prayer shawl, his only inheritance, have reconnected him to his faith. In full view on the mantelpiece, the bag must remind him of more than I could guess.

“This prayer shawl and Torah,” his mother said, “Are all you will have to turn to if you marry that goy.”

“She is Jewish,” Cyrus said.

“She is the daughter of prostitutes,” his mother replied.
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It is the spring equinox, Noruz, the Persian New Year. Our ceremonial table is laid with haft-seen, or seven S’s—symbols of rebirth, fertility, and wealth. We are in the company of Grandmère’s friendly ghosts—you have to have special ears and eyes to hear and see spirits, Mme Gabrielle said, and you, my beloved Simone, possess that blessing. Having invited themselves to the celebration, they hover above and around the table, their translucent images reflected in a silver-framed mirror signifying life. They swirl about candle flames that represent light and perch on gold coins symbolizing wealth. They lick wheat pudding for sweetness; settle on sprouts of wheat for fertility, hyacinth for beauty, and garlic for health. Avoiding a bowl of vinegar for patience, they circle rosewater apples representing health, plant kisses on painted eggs, rice cookies, and my cheeks.

We are neither alone nor lonely, Cyrus and I, cuddled in the ottoman, flush from the fire in the potbellied stove and from a dinner of smoked white fish and herb rice. The evening calls of muezzin from mosques around the city echo across the mountains. The aroma of jasmine tea is soothing.

“Come closer, jounam,” Cyrus whispers, thrusting his hand into my copper curls, his tongue sliding along my neck. “I want you to know me the way no one ever has. Last night, what a treat to be soaked in your ambergris perfume.”

“Recite a poem for me,” I say.

He narrates the love tale of Layla and Majnun by the twelfth-century poet Nizami, then the legend of Khosrow and Shirin from Ferdowsi’s tenth-century epic, the Shahnameh. I lose myself in the ebb and flow of his voice. He embarks on a mystical journey into the hearts of ancient lovers and the fatalistic poems of the Sufi Saadi. Why is Persian myth and romance always unrequited? I am finding peace in the solitude of the mountains, a sharing that culminates in a perfect togetherness that makes words superfluous.

He shuts the book and rests it on his lap. He hands me a box, his wide-set eyes seek mine. “The ivory frame is South African. But the photograph is by Antoin Sevruguin, a Russian raised in Persia.”

I am riveted to the grace and mystery of the image of the Veiled Woman with Pearls, her profile seductive under layers of gossamer. She wears a crown of gold coins; her neck is adorned with pearls. Despite being covered, she exudes a muted yet powerful sensuality.

He runs his thumb down my cheek. “A chador can disguise a woman’s strengths and skills and make her more agreeable to our culture. It could be liberating to observe everyone knowing that no one recognizes you or knows whom you are appraising.”

“I’ll never wear a chador—not even for you.”

“It is a way to comply with public restriction without succumbing to its limitations. It’s not always a choice here.”

“If the mountains become home, I might.”

“In that case, let us invent a past and a history for our home.” He assembles his writing supplies, the litmus paper and indigo ink. I am fond of Cyrus’s eccentric ways of revealing his defiance—his open shirt, the color of his ink, and the broad tip of his pen, as bold as a shout. “It makes a statement about me, jounam. It warns my enemies to keep away from my loved ones.”

I marvel at his baritone and the power of his imagination as he summons a time when the Damavand Volcano had not fallen into smoky lethargy, and the boulders at the floor of the Rostam Ravine had not been burnished by time, when stars were still colliding and oceans had not matured into their present symphony. Even then, so long ago, a man dreamed of and built a stone house for his Parisian bride on the summit of the snow-capped mountains. I elaborate on this long-ago universe with my own embroidery, embellish it with my personal flavors to further validate and anchor us in this solitary confinement. I evoke a faraway land where evil thrives despite the abundance of ash berries and bitter grass, where spirits lurk in autumn leaves and teardrops.

And intense pleasures, I think.

“Come, my lovely wife, walk with me through my past.”

Lost in his scent of cardamom, smoke, and leather, I ask, “Why do you wear the red diamond earring?”

“I received this in the rough from the father of my roommate at the Sorbonne—the man who would introduce me to red diamonds.

“A giant with a bone-breaking handshake, he sported bright-colored cravats, silk vests, and a Medusa-handled umbrella. His endless energy and charisma earned him acquaintances and connections all around the globe. But it was his strange eyes that were memorable. They did not seem normal. The dilated pupils and ax-heavy stare kept you in his grip.

“In time, I became indispensable to his trade. So much so that when I traveled on business, a bedroom was assigned to me in his mansion. BEDROOM OF PERSIAN NUNS was engraved on a plaque. I found that odd, never knew what that meant.

“One night, without his father’s knowledge, my roommate invited a number of guests. Simone, you might not believe this, but in front of my stunned eyes, Monsieur Jean Paul Dubois greeted his son’s guests. He then disappeared into a room and returned with a clay bowl. As if handing out pebbles, he plucked out and gave each guest a red diamond. Then, without the slightest show of displeasure, he bid them farewell. In a strange way, by not sending me away like the rest that night, he made me feel special.”

I nibble on a rice cake, fascinated by Cyrus’s account of this monstrous yet impressive man with whom Cyrus toured the Congo, Russia, and India, where he discovered the importance of discretion in a risky trade.

“I was introduced to influential men and exclusive clubs. I found out what strawberries, avocados, and pearl-sized beluga tasted like. My honesty earned the trust of merchants. The diamond business is rife with corruption. It can be brutal and dangerous. Money from the trade finances wars and other atrocities. Destitute men are shipped to South African mines to slave for unscrupulous miners. It is a heart-wrenching sight.

“I’ll never forget my first big sale. June 1, 1898. The night of the inauguration of the Ritz Hotel at the Place Vendôme. The elegant hotel was the first to have electric lighting throughout and rooms equipped with private bath and telephone. I, a jeweler from Mahaleh, introduced myself to counts, princes, and kings. I was ambushed by mistresses who flaunted pearls, emeralds, and sapphires comparable to your mother’s and grandmother’s.

“But most astonishing was the unprecedented number of red diamonds. I am not certain, but it must have been then that I questioned the stream of red diamonds trickling into the circle of the elite.

“Red diamonds, Simone, are a mistake of nature. A rare abnormality—a deviation in their chemical structure—changes the way they absorb and react to light and thereby gives the impression of color. To me, as much as in the color itself, the beauty lies in the fact that the chemical difference that transforms such a hard stone is minute and even fragile. It occurs so rarely, yet when it does, the diamond becomes infinitely more valuable.”

That night, at the Ritz Hotel, Cyrus met M. Rouge and his French mistress with a sleek sheet of red hair. M. Rouge was an eccentric diamantaire. His true surname and nationality were unknown. But his penchant for diamonds was legendary. He was having difficulty locating a red diamond for his mistress. Before the end of the next day, Cyrus, the newcomer, produced a five-carat red diamond.

He touches his earring. “This is my commission from that sale. I received it in the rough form from my roommate’s father. I polished the gem myself instead of trusting it to a master cutter. Such magic, jounam, goes into this complicated and precise craft. I perfected each facet to coax and lengthen the path of light that passes through, allowing rays to travel farther and, in the process, deepening and enhancing the color. I set the diamond in a four-pronged platinum frame and haven’t removed it since. It’s part of me now.”

I, too, have learned to appreciate the grace and power diamonds hold in their recesses. They inspire a certain awe not unlike what I experienced when my mother, drenched in diamonds, swathed in silk and velvet, sailed down the steps of the Théâtre des Variétés. Or when I happened to come across my grandmother’s marble bust in châteaux around Paris. Diamonds are similar to Françoise and Mme Gabrielle—to have them, kings disregard their state and familial responsibilities, and ordinary men pay with their lives.

But more than anything, I fell in love with diamonds because a bracelet of red diamonds introduced me to Cyrus and because they became synonymous with freedom.

Focused on the red woven flowers framed by a border of blue arabesques on the carpet, Cyrus murmurs, “I need to go to South Africa to arrange for a shipment of diamonds. I hate to leave you alone, but this will be the last trip. I would never go if it were not necessary.”

A rush of panic assaults me. I am rendered speechless with shock. I do not fear the mountains; they shelter me from the city. “I am scared, Cyrus, scared for you, conducting business with Muslims, and in court, no less.”

“There’s nothing to worry about, I assure you. I generate a lot of profit for the Qajar dynasty. In fact, I am not only respected, but liked.”

“You are still a Jew.”

“A good Jew!” He smiles, leaning forward and caressing my forehead with a hand that feels hot. “Please, jounam, trust me. Please don’t make it more difficult. Beard is down the path and will get you anything you need. I have asked Pearl to drop in on you. Yes, you don’t like her, but in case of emergency she would know whom to seek.” He presses one hand to his eye, pleading for understanding, saying he loves me more than the pupil of his eye.

I sip hot jasmine tea that burns my tongue and chokes back further questions.

“Thank you for your understanding, Simone. In the meantime, if you need help in Tehran, go to Mehrdad. He is a trusted colleague. Beard will know where to find him.”

Cyrus takes me by the hand and leads me into the bedroom. With the broad tip of his pen, he inscribes Mehrdad and another Persian name. “Here, this is another person to seek if you need assistances. You see, you are not alone.” He lifts the taffeta tallit bag and tucks the note between pages of his Bible.
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“Did you miss your menstrual period?” Pearl the midwife asks.

“Non, not yet.” In Cyrus’s absence, I find myself welcoming Pearl, who rides the lift to Beard’s Café and climbs to my house to check on me. The infant she nurses rocks on her back in the black chador wrapped around her. She presses her ear to my belly, murmurs incantations, peeks into my womb with her primitive tools, and consoles me that in no time I will swell with a son.

“My sons enter the world with wide smiles,” she says, as if they are hers, and as if her potions fashion boys.

“Do all Persian mothers want boys?”

“Albateh,” she replies. Of course. “And I am always the one to nurse them.” She taps the sleeping child behind her. “You, of course, will need me more than other mothers. Once you go into labor no one will come to your aid in this godforsaken place. And if my breasts, astakhfol’Allah, God forbid, dry up.” She bites her thumb and forefinger and spits to her left and right toward off evil thoughts, her incriminating stare crawling up and down my petite figure. “I sacrificed three roosters so their souls would enter your womb and make you fertile. Now I shall ward off the evil eye, so your womb will stop coughing up blood.”

My alarmed gaze follows her hand as it disappears inside the deep pocket of her wide trousers to reappear with an egg. No, I decide, I will not eat raw eggs.

She continues to spread herself out on the carpet and knots herself into a cross-legged position. From her bundle of potions, she retrieves a lump of coal and begins to draw circles on the egg. She murmurs incantations under her breath, and I make out the names of Beard, Cyrus, and Yaghout. She presses a coin to each end of the egg and wraps it in a handkerchief, squeezing the egg in her palm. A splitting sound that could not be caused by the mere cracking of an eggshell bursts out of her clenched fist. The baby in her pouch screams. The handkerchief turns the color of sour vin .

I am ready to toss Mama’s mantle across my shoulders and run out, flee this suspicious affair.

“Did you hear that? The evil eye exploded! You were certainly struck.” A gold tooth gleams in her mouth. I hope Cyrus is not paying her more than she deserves. She sways faster on her buttocks to calm the startled baby. She holds up a stained calico bundle for my inspection. Her good eye winks fitfully, and I am unable to tell if she is pleased or distressed. I look away from the assortment of concoctions, mortified at other horrors she might have in store. Last month, I ingested the merde she brewed in her mortar. Now, with Cyrus away, I cannot risk becoming sick; so whatever she is unfolding from its wrapping as she swears under her breath on all the great imams that it cost her more than a shah’s coffer, she might as well shove down her own throat.

She balances the open bundle on her palm as if it were a treasured jewel offered to Françoise by a wealthy admirer. A pinkish pile of what resembles some vile part of an animal emits the acrid odor of rotting meat. “Have one for fourteen evenings with castor oil, preferably warm.”

I wave to chase off the offensive odor, then step closer and sniff. Could this be true? I grab her by the collar. Shake her fat shoulders. Jostle her back and forth, unable to stop myself. “Foreskins?” I shout over and over again.

She loosens my grip with the sudden slap of her hands. “Women kill for foreskins!”

I snatch her bundle and run to the window. “Go away! We’ll make beautiful babies without your magic.” I hurl the bundle out, horrified as its contents—mortar, pestle, potions, coal, rags—scatter about the garden.

“Ahmagh, stupid foreigner!” she hisses, stomping out the door and aiming a spurt of spittle at the threshold.

“Adieu,” I call behind her, relieved to be rid of the witch.

“Whatever that means, may it come to pass on your own head,” she shouts behind the door.

I smile at the silliness of her counsel—sudden movements tangle the umbilical cord around the baby and choke him, a pinch of saffron strengthens the heart, salt-soaked lingerie under the pillow chases nightmares away. Still, I did try that last remedy, I am ashamed to confess. But it did not dispel nightmares of my mother-in-law dragging me down to the foreign city at the foot of the mountains. ; À  Dieu ne plaise, God forbid my coming face-to-face with Yaghout, having to suffer her again. But if I become pregnant, if Pearl refuses to deliver the baby, I would have to give birth in Yaghout’s house. That horrible prospect sends me to my feet and flying to the door. Pearl is at the gates. “I apologize, Pearl. Come back. We foreigners can’t control ourselves. I’ll fire the samovar, brew cardamom tea, jasmine if you prefer.”

She stops in her tracks, not coming forward, nor turning away, expecting me to grovel, I assume. “Please, Madame Pearl, if it were not for you I would die here alone. You are like a Persian mother to me.”

That last lie seems to touch her. She wiggles her backside to adjust the baby in its pouch and, grumbling that she has no desire to replace my mother, storms past me into the house. I pile her plate with last night’s dinner of roasted lamb and crunchy saffron rice. Spreading a tablecloth on the carpet, I set peeled cucumbers, roasted hazelnuts and pistachios on it, then serve glass after glass of steaming tea. When she has had her fill of every edible item in the kitchen, she belches and imparts another nugget of wisdom. “If you happen to smell food, have a bite, or the fetus will not form. And if you get scared, drop a pinch of salt under your tongue, or the baby’s heart will shrink. Excitement is deadly.” Her lips flap like hummingbirds. “The placenta will swell into such a putrid growth even Allah …” She throws her hands up in surrender, one good eye squeezed shut, the other staring at me like dull glass. Then, she utters her pièce de résistance: “No sex from the first month you miss your menstrual period until you give birth.”

My mother’s image on the bed “Seraglio” as she fans her breasts after an exhausting ménage pops across the screen of my mind. I purse my lips to trap my laughter in my chest.

Pearl’s gnarled finger points toward my smile. “I am not surprised at your shameful appetites, khanom, not at all, offspring of prostitutes.”

“Exceptional women,” I correct. “Nothing short of royalty.”
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Paris
August 2, 1900

Enfolded in layers of red gauze, orange tulle, and violet chiffon, her blue curls cascading about her straw bonnet, Mme Gabrielle d’Honoré fixed her indigo gaze on the horizon. The faraway rumble of a carriage and the synchronized clop-clop of advancing horses echoed across the Valley of Civet Cats.

She was not expecting visitors today.

From her vantage on top of the clover hill, she had a panoramic view of the Valley of Civet Cats and the surrounding lavender hills. A carriage whirled at the last bend of the dirt-packed road that snaked around the neighboring villages and turned into a cobblestone drive to end at her château. Twelve postilions jogged alongside twelve golden stallions. Coachmen yelled and whipped up a dust storm.

She slapped shut her journal and locked away her past. Raising herself on one elbow, she reached for a tumbler at her side, tossed back her head, and drank the absinthe normally reserved to mark the culmination of her afternoon séances. The fiery liquid raced down to pool into soothing warmth in her belly.

With the advancing clatter of hooves, the scent of roses became dizzying. A whinny of restive horses rose from the stables to join the honks of edgy geese from the lake below and the shrieks of courting peacocks from her hilltop perch. Farther around the hills, civet cats scurried out of burrows, trampled the lavender underfoot, and clambered up chestnut trees, marking their territory with their musky scent.

The carriage came to an abrupt stop by the two red-veined marble lions that flanked the grand gates above which shone Mme Gabrielle’s bronze family crest. The wrought iron panels were flung open to accommodate the entrance of the gold-fitted carriage. The postilions slowed down along the panting stallions with elaborate cheek pieces, crimson-plumed headgear, and leather harnesses inlaid with jewels. Coachmen yanked upon reins to keep the beasts in line and prevent the trampling of the bordering roses. Six uniformed men sprinted out of the carriage. They marched briskly into the park and toward the clover hill.

Mme Gabrielle replaced the tumbler of absinthe on its cobalt saucer, picked up a chocolate-covered almond from the gilded rim, and popped it in her mouth.

M. Günter, the malevolent ghost of a once demonic lover, whose pleasure stemmed from the misfortune of others, coiled his absinthe-steeped nebula around her ear and whispered—impending doom, chère madame. Your fate is about to take a turn, and not for the better, I am afraid.

A petit mal of melancholia scurried across her legendary hands. Had Jew haters finally caught up with the valley? Was France going mad? It would behoove everyone to learn a lesson or two from her dear friend émile Zola. Every citizen had a right to assert her individuality against society’s demands for conformity. She was who she was, Mme Gabrielle d’Honoré, Jew or gentile, and proud of her accomplishments. Her gloved hand shading her eyes, she squinted at the men who marched toward the clover hill as if negotiating familiar terrain. With their advance, the details of their uniforms and medals came into sharper focus. What did high-level government officials want of her? Emissaries of the president of the Third Republic, no less!

This was not good. Not good at all.

Alphonse, Mme Gabrielle’s butler, heard the commotion from inside the château and ran out. “No! No! Messieurs!” he bristled. “Madame may not be disturbed. This is unacceptable.”

“We deliver the president’s orders,” one of the couriers shouted, waving a newspaper in the air. “A terrible thing has happened.”

The indignant butler straightened his spine to its full impressive height. His intense eyes churning, his elegant features readjusted into their habitual high-brow manner. He seized the newspaper from the man and led the way with a great huff and a squaring of his shoulders.

The couriers’ swords pressed against their muscular thighs, heralding their advance through the park, past canals and reflecting pools, streams that bore paths into limestone, curved and twisted to flow into a man-made lake the shape of an enormous peacock, which, to Mme Gabrielle’s mortification, had attracted gaggles of geese she found insufferably crude.

The entourage stopped at the foot of the clover hill. They stared up at Mme Gabrielle’s celebrated galleries, an exhibitionistic Mecca visible from kilometers away.

Breathless with the effort to warn his mistress, Alphonse ran ahead. Reaching the clearing at the top of the hill, he handed her the newspaper, clasped his hands behind his back, and positioned himself in front of her. He shook his head dolefully. The polished expression he had carried on his face for the thirty-two years he had served his mistress was peeling away like onionskin to reveal an older man underneath.

Mme Gabrielle shooed away a flock of peacocks and lifted a veil from her face. Her gaze swept across the bold headline of Le Monde. 

Assassination Attempt on Persian King
Foiled by Minister of Court

“How do you pronounce your shah’s name?” she asked her Persian butler, the languorous roll of her smoky voice staggering the couriers.

“Mozaffar Ed-Din Shah, madame.” Alphonse stressed every syllable, his nostrils quivering indignantly. The fuss had nothing to do with Gabrielle, after all, but with his country. He had left Persia in protest of the Qajar dynasty’s pro-British policy, which had sold his country to the pitiless empire. He had settled in France for Gabrielle’s sake, and she did not even attempt to pronounce his shah’s name properly.

“Ah! Oui!” she murmured, returning to the newspaper. 


Thursday 1st of August 1900, a French anarchist intercepted the Persian king’s open carriage on the way to the Versailles. Mirza Mahmud Khan, the minister of the Persian Court, thwarted the attempt by redirecting the revolver aimed at the king. Lodging his finger under the hammer, the minister twisted the gun free of the anarchist and held him captive until the police arrived. 



Mme Gabrielle studied an artist’s rendition of the event—the shah’s fearful face cowering behind the wide-shouldered minister of court. She stared curtly at the tips of her ink-stained gloves and wiped them against her cocoon of colorful gauzes, tulles, and chiffons. Although not impressed by the shah, she was fascinated by his minister. His loyalty was contrary to the senseless campaign of terror anarchists had mounted throughout Europe. An Italian had assassinated Sadi Carnot, president of the Republic. Another had murdered King Humbert of Italy. Rumor had it there were impending conspiracies to eliminate leaders of every Western country while Paris was hosting dignitaries for the 1900 exhibition. She was thoroughly and completely appalled by impotent, chicken-brained extremists who were envious of the aristocracy. Folding the newspaper into four neat squares, she set it down on the carpet of clover. Her startled gaze fell upon the journal she had overlooked in the preceding commotion.

Conscious of her every move, Alphonse stepped forward to retrieve the journal of vellum leaves bound in brocade from under the chaise longue. In the process, he scattered her spirits, who kept court at her side when she chronicled her history. Aware of the role time played in shaping the past, they fine-tuned her memory when she embellished reality or slipped into self-serving lapses of reverie. Alphonse, unaware of having startled the ghosts, clutched the journal until an opportunity to conceal it presented itself.

“Well, messieurs, and what do you want from me?” Mme Gabrielle asked, once her journal was secure.

His cheeks as red as watermelon hearts, one of the couriers clicked his heels, snapped his hand in a salute, and informed her that émile François Loubet, the president of the Third Republic, demanded her presence at the palace.

“Pray, why,” she sighed, “does the president demand my presence?”

Another courier stepped forward and handed her an envelope sealed with the presidential emblem. Her hands slightly trembling, she tore the envelope open and scanned the handwritten script.

A quickened pulse fluttered in her throat. She, Mme Gabrielle d’Honoré, daughter of Rabbi Abramowicz of Warsaw, was summoned to the palace by the president of the Third Republic to entertain the Persian king.

The congratulatory soprano of Luciano Barbutzzi, the ghost of the Italian castrato, confirmed her triumph. When still alive and at the height of his fame, the castrato had sought her celebrated hands, which were reputed to bring any creature to orgasm with their supple acrobatics and without help from the rest of her able self. And she had not failed him. When he died from a premature affliction of the bones, the inevitable consequence of castration, he returned to lodge in her armpit—where he found the acoustics ideal. Depending on her victories or failures, Handel’s operas, Baroque music, or religious hymns resonated in the foamy-white tucks of her arms. If not for her insistence that he leave her in peace every now and then, her armpit would have turned into his permanent opera house. Now he celebrated with a joyous opus from Handel.

She was going back to court.

Her precious hands had, once again, proved a blessing. Their magic had helped her accumulate unparalleled wealth. And the same magic had impressed the president to choose her from among many other able—and much younger—Parisian courtesans. It was not for nothing that she slept with her cotton-gloved hands dripping in aromatic oils of sesame seed and musk and loosely tied to her four-poster bed so as not to inadvertently nick the tapered fingers, or the polished nail beds the shade and shape of peeled almonds.

She ran her gloved fingers through the curls Alphonse tinted with a blue dye from the glands of hermaphroditic snails. She had aged gracefully, elegantly, and without much fuss—as all women were meant to, but rarely do, she liked to say with a seductive wink. Nonetheless, being a sensible woman of depth and character, she had come to terms with the three lines in the center of her still-plump breasts, the appearance of which she softened with gossamer foulards. She did not mind the crescent-shaped wrinkles at the corners of her mouth, either. Or the two around her eyes, providing her with the expression of a woman who scorned the surrounding irrelevance. The seashell glow of her complexion was enhanced with veils. Her milky skin was pampered with an elixir created by the eminent Claudius Galenus, which the French had named Crème Ancienne. As a result, Mme Gabrielle had the appearance of a much younger woman nowhere remotely close to her marvelous forty-seven years.

The butler assisted her out of her gossamer cocoon and with a spectacular bow tossed a cape over her shoulders. She assessed the president’s men. They were riveted to her famous and infamous galleries, which provoked the surrounding populace into heated debates about her frivolity and exhibitionism. To those accusations, she would throw her shoulders up and indicate that the galleries were reflections of her triumphant life and that she was entitled to create her own reality however she desired. Consequently, she had achieved her objective to stir controversy during her lifetime rather than when she was gone. Her life was a stage, after all, and she the main performer and at the height of her theatrical aplomb. “Gentlemen,” she purred, the sweep of her arm taking in the galleries, “time permitting, I would have shown you around. But the president must not be kept waiting!”

And once again, with a few simple words, she transformed common men into potent emperors, and with as many words, caused her butler unbearable grief. It was in Gabrielle’s nature to flaunt her sexuality, he reflected, and the main reason he failed to wash her out of his blood.

A flock of shrieking peacocks followed her down the clover hill, pecking at her heels, fanning resplendent plumage as if courting a peahen. Her fingers waltzed on top of their iridescent heads, tapped edges of their soft feathers, and tickled their oily underwings.

She cut through the courtyard of mermaids where sixty-nine statues spewed water out of mouths, nipples, and other orifices. She stepped back to admire les grands jets d’eau, the arabesque reminiscent of art nouveau coming into vogue. A time of change, she reflected, an invitation to rekindle her dreams.

The indigo-eyed woman approached her mansion, a gift from her first serious protector, a living edifice that shimmered in pomp, glowed in moonlight, and pulsed with possibilities.

The château stood on the remains of a long vanished sea rich with minerals, limestone, and nourishing algae that created healthy equine bones. Fragrant fields of lavandin, a lavender hybrid, cast purple blooms across the surrounding hills. In the evening, hundreds of civet cats clambered out of a network of underground tunnels, transforming the hills into a spread of mottled fur.

Pursued by the presidential envoy, she ascended the limestone stairs curving up to an expansive terrace that led to the first level of the intricate façade of the twenty-five-bedroom brick-and-stone Louis XIII château.

A rose tumbled out of the window above, gyrated, danced, and twisted in the breeze, pink petals fluttering against the backdrop of an azure sky. The stem shuddered and, with a muted snap, landed on the brim of her straw bonnet. She gazed up at the open window on the second floor, the principal boudoir of the château that had once witnessed her dealings and business acumen. Now the boudoir was the scene of her daughter Françoise’s clandestine meetings with the best of men and the worst of the worst.

At this very moment, in that boudoir, her daughter was initiating her granddaughter, Simone, into the marvelous world of Honoré women.
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The Persian king, Mozaffar Ed-Din Shah, leaned in his high-backed chair, a scepter encrusted with a red gem propped against his thigh. Medals covered his topcoat, a belt studded with emeralds, sapphires, and rubies girthed his waist. He drew deeply from a ghalian supplied for his addiction. The aigrette on his hat fluttered with every puff of exhaled smoke. The tip of his nose touched the handlebar mustache he twisted as he addressed Mirza Mahmud Khan, his minister of court.

Having recently saved the shah from death, the minister had become indispensable to a king who had reigned for fewer than four years. He was a prime target for manipulation by a shrewd man such as the minister, who had insight into the inner politics of the Qajar dynasty, inundated by rumors, innuendo, and propaganda. Taking advantage of the shah’s trust and exploiting his superstitious nature, the minister advised and influenced the shah in selecting his viceroys, advisory council, and women for his harem. And those he enjoyed abroad.

The world Mme Gabrielle had entered was clearly controlled by the man whom she found even more charming in person than in his newspaper rendition. His ebony eyes, his strong chin, and the arrogance he flaunted without a trace of modesty demanded attention. To the king, she concluded, she must be an exotic novelty, a femme fatale who would introduce him to foreign sexual delights. The minister, on the other hand, observed her with the calculating expression of a politician. She did not mind engaging in his political game. In fact, she decided to engage him.
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