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—M.J. Rose, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Tiara

“Dora Levy Mossanen’s new book commands our attention, not only for the range of its subject matter and literary artistry, but for weaving in a personal narrative within the context of Iran’s historical, political history and cultural practices. Love and War in the Jewish Quarter is both lyrical, informative, and very moving—an extraordinary addition to depiction of the lost worlds of Iranian Jewry.”

—Angella Nazarian, author of four books and the newly released: Creative Couples: Collaborations That Changed History

“With the signature lush economy and exuberant precision of her prose, which any poet would envy, Dora Levy Mossanen explores the intricacies of history’s lesser known side streets, as she introduces a new cast of unforgettably colorful characters, not all of them fictitious, including Iran’s Queen Fawzia, and the city of Tehran, itself, as it was in WWII. In full command of her uncanny powers of observation and inexhaustible imagination, Levy Mossanen crafts an exquisite balance between drama and comedy, idealism and worldliness, strength and weakness, risk and triumph, set in the midst of humanity’s two polar constants—love and war.”

—Leslie Monsour, poet, author of The Alarming Beauty of the Sky and The House Sitter

“With a love and gift for language, Dora Levy Mossanen lushly paints a tale of life, love, and war during mid-twentieth century Tehran. Right from the start, she captures your curiosity as she whisks you into opulent Persian palaces, colorful bazaars, and flourishing fields of opium. This is an intoxicating tale that takes place in Iran during the tension-filled years of World War II. A fascinating read.”

—Esther Amini, author of Concealed: Memoir of a Jewish-Iranian Daughter Caught Between the Chador and America

“Love and War in the Jewish Quarter is Dora Levy Mossanen’s best book yet. Set against the backdrop of World War II, the author shows mastery in blending Iranian history, the European turmoil, and Jewish life in Iran with a subtle touch of erotica. Trained in Europe, Soleiman Yaran, a humble but capable dentist, brings together the opposite worlds of Iranian royalty in gilded rooms and that of the Jewish minority consigned to the crumbling Jewish ghetto. Above all, this is also a story of women’s lives, of their fears, desires, ambitions, love, lust, loss and hope. Love and War in the Jewish Quarter is an enchanting rendition of how life may have been in Iran at that time. Although love, lust and desire palpitate throughout the novel, Mossanen masterfully controls its scope in favor of a more dramatic historic novel.”

—Farideh Dayanim Goldin—author of Wedding Song: Memoirs of an Iranian Jewish Woman and Leaving Iran: Between Exile and Migration, and founder of www.foodmemory.net

“Set in an Iranian Jewish Quarter during World War II, yet seemingly drawn from the Arabian Nights or Persian Book of Kings, two worlds collide in this tale of impossible love between a Jewish doctor and the Muslim Governor’s wife. Dora Levy Mossanen’s novel Love and War in the Jewish Quarter is at once down-to-earth and fantastical, modern and ancient. It is full of atmospheric and astonishing detail, whether she is describing a dental procedure or an exotic palace, and keeps the reader riveted until the redemptive end.”

—Lyn Julius, author of Uprooted: How 3000 years of Jewish Civilization in the Arab world Vanished overnight (Vallentine Mitchell)

“An utterly captivating and poignant tale that braids history, religion, and an improbable love story. Love and War in the Jewish Quarter offers the reader entrée to a world at a crossroads and the people who are caught between their own deeply rooted pasts and the unknown future. A mesmerizing read!”

—Angela Himsel, author of A River Could be a Tree

“Love and War in the Jewish Quarter, the newest novel by the very talented Dora Levy Mossanen, is pure pleasure from start to finish. It is a perfect blend of historical fiction set in one of the most crucial periods in modern history—World War II—and the tale of a marginalized Jewish dentist who is indispensable to those in the highest echelons of power, including the Queen of Iran. Striking the exact balance between the intimately personal and the crushing sweep of human history, this enchanting novel is steeped in an intoxicating mix of flavors ranging from Persian culture and history, to Jewish rituals of mourning, to touches of magical realism. Love and War in the Jewish Quarter is a story of worlds that are far from our own and, at the same time, evergreen truths of human nature. It grabbed me on page one and stayed with me long after I closed the book.”

—Deborah Goodrich Royce, Award-winning author of Ruby Falls and Finding Mrs. Ford

“The setting, dialogue, and details create the ideal backdrop for the tension and intensity of this lush and lusty tale of beguiling romance. A captivating historical gem.”

—Steve Berry, New York Times bestselling author of The Omega Factor

“With her lyrical, evocative prose, Dora Levy Mossanen transports the reader to Tehran in the 1940’s and delivers both a love story filled with passion and forbidden love and a novel rich with history and the turbulence of another era. Love and War in the Jewish Quarter is perfect for book clubs and for anyone trying to understand the strife that is still so relevant today.”
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CHAPTER ONE

Tehran, Iran, 1941

Pride and fear travel fast in the Jewish Quarter, where everyone’s nose is in someone else’s business, and gossip gets trapped in the low-roofed shacks and blind alleys.

Dr. Soleiman Yaran is on his way to see Her Majesty, Queen Fawzia Pahlavi.

Men with skullcaps on their heads and prayers on their lips, ululating women with festive clothes and colorful scarves, bankers and merchants, butchers and fruit vendors, the shah’s Water Man and the Quarter Fool, the rabbis, and the Quarter Whore with her bleached hair and rhinestone-studded slippers are out to wish their beloved doctor a safe journey and a safe return.

Soleiman guides his restless stallion toward the Alley of Seven Synagogues, where his father stoops out of the door of his house. Soleiman leans from the saddle to give his father’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze. “I’ll be back before nightfall, Baba, better off, I hope, and able to afford a house you’d walk out of with your back straight and proud.”

“Bowing to goyim is the least of my worries, son.” Eleazar the Redhead’s unruffled voice defies the constellation of blazing freckles sprinkling his pallid face. Having been accosted in alleys and under bridges, spat on and beaten, his head shaved with rusty razors, he no longer frets over the outdated edict requiring low doors on Jewish houses so that the occupants genuflect like servants when they step out. He slips a small Tehillim prayer book into the pocket of Soleiman’s coat. “Bottle up your pride, son, keep your eyes open and your mouth shut at all times, or you’ll end up hanging from a tree in a deserted alley. Don’t forget that even if you become the Queen’s dentist, to them, you’re still a najes Jew.”

Aunt Shamsi stoops her way out of the house as she swings a mesh fire-turner with crackling seeds of rue to ward off the evil eye. A backhanded slap on Rostam’s flank. “What did you eat for breakfast, Soleiman? Donkey brains? Look at you! Trotting to the Queen, all high and mighty on that smug stallion of yours.”

“Good morning to you, too!” Soleiman calls back to his aunt as he points his stallion toward Jacob Mordechai, who is rinsing the steps to his house, the paisley patterns on his silk, velvet-collard robe flickering in the wash of light tumbling out of the open door. He drops the hose and crosses the alley to greet his friend, grabs the reins, and lowers the stallion’s head. “It’s a big day, Rostam. You’re on your way to the palace.”

Soleiman prods Jacob with a playful tap of his riding crop. “And you, my friend, must have heard about the Queen’s toothache even before she felt it.”

Jacob steps back, clicks his crimson slippers, and raises his hand in a military salute. A member of the Jewish Agency for Palestine, his sharp ears and eyes are tuned to Tehran’s pulse, which currently pounds with indignation at the court’s choice to elevate Soleiman Yaran above all the Muslim dentists in the country. “Good luck, Soleiman. Use your new position wisely. Travel permits for Palestine aren’t being issued, and negotiations with the British are at a stalemate. But the agency keeps sending me more orphans. Plead their case with the new Queen before she’s hardened like the others. Go now, and don’t you dare come back feet first.”

Tehran has expanded beyond her old walls, all the way north toward the foot of the Alborz Mountain range. Neoclassical buildings, designed by European and Iranian architects, line avenues newly widened to accommodate the passage of cars. Gone are the charming gates that once led to streets and surrounding hamlets. Gone are the buildings of the Qajar dynasty, with their ornate mosaics and intricate woodwork. Gone are the inner courtyards with cooling turquoise-tiled fountains. In their place, block-like houses face the wider streets that buzz with pedestrians, donkey and horse-drawn droshkies, trucks and buses, and the two-car passenger train running along the center of town.

The din of hawkers can be heard everywhere—juicy pomegranate and quince for veal stew, crunchy cucumbers, ripe watermelons, grilled beets and corn on the cob, sun-dried fruit, and jars of shelled walnuts swimming in saltwater. A blind man, amulets displayed around his neck, wrists, and fingers, peddles his wares—turquoise pendants, evil eye bracelets, and prayer pouches—at the side of the street.

British soldiers patrol in khaki overalls and shirts, sleeves rolled up, the stomping of their dusty boots an insult to the ears. Hard-eyed Russian soldiers bark and spit and crush foreign cigarettes under their boots as if this is their home and all is well.

All is not well!

The Second World War is in full force, and Iran, despite her declaration of neutrality, has been invaded by the Allies. The Trans-Iranian Railway that winds its way through the Alborz Mountains has come under the control of the Allies, serving as a major corridor through which tons of war matériel are transported to the Soviet Union. Hundreds of American engineers are working day and night to render the treacherous highways and archaic ports operational, so as to transport added supplies and ammunition to the Red Army, which is overwhelmed by the massive German offensive.

Most of the country’s harvested grain is impounded by Russian and British soldiers. Bread, rice, and most other food is scarce, as is gasoline and clean air to breathe. Lootings have become rampant, and the populace lives in perpetual fear of famine, influenza, and typhoid.

Soleiman observes the squeezed faces of children that peer out of the opening of a tarp-covered Red Cross truck on its way to one of the hastily erected Polish refugee camps around Tehran. Thousands of refugees, who fled the German occupation of Poland, drowned in the Caspian Sea on their journey to the port of Pahlavi. Those who survived became sick with malaria and typhus and were so desperate for food that thousands more overate, when food became available, and died from dysentery. The luckier ones found temporary refuge in the homes of residents like Jacob, who is in talks with the British authorities to allow the “Tehran Children,” as they are called, entry to Palestine.

The beats of hope in Soleiman’s chest echo the footsteps of an assembly of Imperial Adjutants in red and blue uniforms, who escort him into the grounds of the Golestan Palace of Flowers. He, a Jewish man, is welcomed into the royal compound, where, for more than two-hundred-and-fifty years, edifices have been erected, added, and destroyed to accommodate the visions and ambitions of kings. He will prove worthy of the Queen’s trust. The Muslim society will see his people for who they are and accept them in their own land.

Crested helmets aglitter in the sun, the adjutants escort Soleiman into the magnificent complex of royal buildings—the Ivory Hall, Brilliant Building, Mirror Hall, Diamond Hall, and Marble Throne. A walled citadel during the reign of the Safavid King, Tahmasp I, and the official residence and governing hub of the last reigning Qajar Dynasty, this is where formal receptions, royal weddings, and coronations are held now.

Riders trot about the perimeter of the grounds, around the Wind Catcher Building, its golden cupola a dazzle in the sun, its summer hall cooled by breezes directed down by four towers.

Deep in conversation, men in western three-piece suits and somber-colored cravats stroll in and out of the columned Khalvat-e-Karimkhani, its domed terrace a place for peaceful reflection, far from the mayhem of war and chaos outside the walls.

Soleiman is accosted by an imposing man of the Ghashghaei Tribe, tall and wide-shouldered, a black handlebar mustache slashing across his face like double scimitars. A nasty rumble in the man’s hulk of a chest, he signals to the doctor to open his medical case. “Inspections!”

Grip tight around the handle of his case, Soleiman tugs at a chain looped through a buttonhole across his vest and flips open the top of his pocket watch. “I don’t have time for petty inspections, Agha. Her Imperial Majesty expects me in six minutes.”

A bald, full-bearded adjutant steps forward to inform the inspector that the doctor is authorized. The inspector growls something under his breath and marches away. The adjutant waves to a groom who, wide-eyed with wonder, offers a sugar cube to the magnificent thoroughbred he will be in charge of. A grunt at the groom’s feathered helmet, an indignant whinny, and the stallion allows the groom to steer him away.

With a confident gait that conceals the slight shortness of his left leg, a result of childhood polio, Soleiman follows the adjutants into the palace, resplendent with magnificent carpets and antique furniture, the walls decorated with miniature paintings by Persian masters, Sevres vases and bowls displayed on buffets and consoles.

A set of interior doors open, and Soleiman steps into the Hall of Mirrors, where the Peacock Throne was housed before it was moved to the Treasury of National Jewels. The dazzling lights of thousands of brilliant arrows shoot back and forth from intricate designs of cut-mirrored ceiling and walls. Everything is multiplied ten-fold, the grand chandeliers, the latticed windows, the gold-leafed furniture, and the twenty-year-old Queen Fawzia, who leans back in a cushioned chair, one leg crossed over the other, her white summer dress tumbling just below her knees to reveal shapely legs and varnished toes peeping out of satin shoes.

None of her photographs do justice to the stunning beauty he faces, the torrent of black curls framing her translucent complexion, the brightly painted lips, the turquoise eyes regarding him with detached curiosity and arrogance.

The grandeur triggers anxiety. But there is pride and awe, as well. Among the many dentists Her Majesty could have had her pick of, she chose him, a young, newly minted dentist from the Jewish Quarter.

Ill-prepared for the formalities and complexities of court, he wonders how to address the recently crowned Queen. How close should he step to bow his respects? Aware that Muslims consider Jews najes and impure, he clenches his hands at his sides and waits for a clue.

The Queen solves the problem by raising her hand to him. He kisses the air a few centimeters above the back of her hand, close enough to detect the scent of lavender on her royal skin.

The lace handkerchief she coils and uncoils around her fingers grants her a measure of innocence, which clashes with the fierce stare maintained steadily on him. “Good afternoon, Doctor Yaran.” Her voice originates deep in her throat, the words sounding more Arabic than French.

“Good afternoon, Your Majesty,” he replies in French, having read that the Queen has given up the study of Farsi and prefers to communicate in French with her husband and the royal court.

Like ghosts bleeding into the heavy curtains, a wall of attendants surveys the Queen’s every move as she rises and makes her way across the room toward a German-made Ritter Dental chair, fully equipped with a control panel, cuspidor, drill, tray table, saliva ejector, and air and water syringes.

The Queen waves her handkerchief toward the chair—behind which two liveried men stand at attention. “Will this do?”

“Perfectly, Your Majesty.” Aware of the many eyes on him, he crosses the room and arranges his medical equipment carefully on the table. Is he expected to wear rubber gloves? He hopes not. They are thick and cumbersome and would make it difficult to feel and diagnose the condition of the gums and the underlying bones, but the Queen, too, might find the touch of a Jew repulsive. “May I have Your Majesty’s permission to check your teeth without gloves?”

She nods, shuts her eyes as if his asking permission is a waste of her time.

He is relieved. It is true, then, that the Queen, like most Sunni Egyptians, is more tolerant than Shiite Iranians. Still, he feels the need to bring to her attention that he is wiping his fingers with alcohol and disinfecting his medical instruments, his every move slow and deliberate as a magician’s.

A white longhaired spaniel skips in to settle at the Queen’s feet. She slides one bare foot out of her shoe and strokes the dog’s groomed hair with her manicured toes.

Egyptians, unlike Shiite Muslims, do not consider dogs dirty, Soleiman is aware; even so, he is surprised at the liberties this court allows the Queen—her bold, unflinching stare, red lips, bare toes, her skirt barely covering her knees.

He recalls the unprecedented fanfare surrounding the royal union of the then seventeen-year-old Princess Fawzia, the eldest daughter of King Fuad I of Egypt and Sudan to Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the twenty-year-old crown prince of Iran. The wedding ceremony was held at the Abdeen Palace in Cairo and repeated in the Marble Palace in Tehran. Commemoration medallions of the royal marriage were minted, and Tagheh nostrat triumphal arches graced every street. Such a magnificently handsome couple, so deeply in love. May they be blessed with a son in nine months, Insha’Allah.

Fate had other plans for the young couple. Princess Fawzia gave birth to a daughter. And when the allies ordered her father-in-law, Reza Shah, the progressive and once powerful king of kings, who had forged close ties with Hitler, to abdicate, the heavy responsibility of ruling the country was forced upon her green husband, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi.

The weeks before the abdication and exile of Reza Shah to Johannesburg are forever tattooed in Soleiman’s mind. All ears were tuned to the news; Jews stayed with friends who owned a radio. Hitler was at the border. If he succeeded in invading Iran, it would have been the end of them all. Reza Shah, despite the forceful demands of the Allies, refused to expel German residents from Iran. Nor was he inclined to allow the Allies the use of the 788-kilometer Trans-Iranian Railway to transport war matériel to the Soviet Union.

The enraged Allies handed Reza Shah a diplomatic ultimatum:

Would His Highness kindly abdicate in favor of his son, the heir to the throne? We have a high opinion of him and will ensure his position. But His Highness should not think there is any other solution.

Her Sultanic Highness Princess, Fawzia bint Fuad, was crowned the Queen of Iran.

An impatient tap of the Queen’s finger on the armchair. “You were educated in Paris, Doctor Yaran. You have a Diplôme du Baccalauréat Professionnel in dentistry. You introduced Novocaine to our country. Yes?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Soleiman replies as he places his disinfecting paraphernalia on the table. “I have a valuable supply I brought from Paris.”

“This is why I asked for you.”

“I am honored, Your Majesty. I will not disappoint.”

“You left Paris to return here.” A dismissive gesture of her royal hand as if Iran is not worth naming. “Why?”

“Out of duty, Your Majesty.”

She nods, gauges him with added interest. “Duty to whom?”

“To my father, Your Majesty, to my people who financed my trip to France, so they would have the benefit of my education.”

The Queen questions him through narrowed eyes. “You have a wife, Doctor Yaran. She is expecting, yes?”

“Yes, Your Majesty, Ruby, my wife. She is expecting our first child.” A flicker of a rare smile in Soleiman’s eyes. God willing, Ruby will give him a son for whom he will purchase a stallion like his own. A gift from the first patient he had injected with Novocaine.

Grateful beyond words at the novelty of having a molar extracted painlessly, the patient led Soleiman to his breeding farm and handed him the reins of a liquid-eyed purebred named Rostam. The Jewish Quarter was no place for a splendid stallion named after the mythological warrior of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, Soleiman had reasoned, an imperial animal such as this would be a liability. Had Rostam not lowered his muzzle to sigh furtively in his ear, he would have refused the gift.

The Queen gestures to the dental explorer in Soleiman’s hand, prompting him to explain that the instrument is used to check for decay or any other abnormalities. What, he wonders, is the proper way to ask a queen to open her mouth wider? “Are you in pain, Your Majesty?”

“Yes, Doctor Yaran.” With her handkerchief, she wipes a speck of lipstick from her teeth as if she noticed it in a mirror. “I am in terrible pain.”

“I might be able to help Your Majesty.”

She spreads her hands in a gesture of surrender. His heart thumps with pride. He has been deemed worthy of the Queen’s trust. “May I ask Her Majesty to open her mouth wider?”

The Queen rests her head against a pillow an attendant brings in for that purpose. She shuts her eyes and slightly parts her lips, as if opening her mouth wider would expose some vulnerability.

He lifts her upper lip, noticing the slight tremble of his hand, but before he embarks on checking all her teeth, he sees the problem—a black, perceptible dot on her upper front tooth, which will require far more sensitive work than he had anticipated. This is not good. The Queen will not like her beauty marred. He taps on the tooth. A royal flinch. A spark of disapproval scuttles across the blazing eyes. “I apologize, Your Majesty, pardon me. I found the problem. A decay on your upper front tooth.”

Again, that unsettling half smile. “My indulgence in baklava, I’m afraid. It must be easy to fix. Yes?”

“I am not sure, Your Majesty. I am concerned about the aesthetic result. Gold filling is best, but Your Majesty will not like the look of it. Amalgam is even less attractive. We don’t have any material that will look natural, I am afraid.”

“Nonsense!” The Queen stares him down as if he uttered blasphemy. “What is it you need, Doctor Yaran? Whatever it is, it will be arranged.”

“No doubt, Your Majesty. But it might prove difficult. Such material has not been invented.”

“Invent it, then. And make sure it is the color of my teeth. You are an inventor. I have heard nothing but praise about you. Do not disappoint me.” The Queen snaps her manicured fingers to demonstrate the speed with which she expects him to accomplish the task.





CHAPTER TWO

“My royal dentist!” Ruby walks into Soleiman’s embrace. “Tell me all about the palace…no…about the Queen first.”

Soleiman strokes his wife’s child-heavy belly, lifts her in his arms, and digs his face in her raging hair, the shade of polished copper. “How is my beautiful queen?”

“As beautiful as Queen Fawzia?”

“Far more beautiful, Sweetheart.” He unspools her red scarf from around her neck and gathers her hair back with the scarf he ties into a neat bow. His mouth travels up her neck, nips at her earlobe as he carries her across the garden, past a feast of mint, lavender, basil, oregano, and thyme in a box she painted the shade of ripe cherries, past the two Shabbat candles that flicker behind the kitchen window, and sets her in one of the metal chairs under the ancient mulberry tree, where the air is laced with the scent of ripe berries hanging from branches overhead and the many squashed underfoot.

She lifts both arms and twirls six gold bangles on each wrist, displaying the gift he had given her for having tolerated his distracted behavior in the last months.

He slips from his vest pocket a gold watch with etching on the back, her gift to him for discovering Ruby Magic.

Their laughter echoes around the small garden as they recall the months of experiments Soleiman conducted in his laboratory after he learned that the Novocaine he brought to Iran could be deadly to an immune system compromised by long years of opium abuse.

He tested all kinds of bitter ointments on his own gums, applied them so often and for so long that his gums turned purple and remained numb for three days straight so he could not eat or drink properly. When he lost six kilos, Ruby marched across the garden and into his laboratory. Her cheeks flushed, her fiery mane chaotic, she planted a cage on his working table. “Enough, Soleiman, you’re killing yourself. Here! Experiment on these if you have to.”

A couple of pink-eyed rabbits stared at him like forlorn convicts through the cage’s tightly wound metal mesh.

The experiments on his gums continued but less often and in lower doses. Wary of bothering Ruby with the drone of his dental tools, he switched them on late at night and after she was asleep. In rare moments of respite from the endless computations of his hectic mind, he was content to sip tea in silence with his wife when she delivered two cups of cardamom tea with a plate of koloocheh cookies.

In the end, he invented a mixture of opium, lady slippers, oak bark, tea tree oil, and wild indigo, which he hoped would prove effective as an anesthetic for the large Iranian population of opium addicts, who could not tolerate Novocaine.

It took another month of adding and subtracting extracts of dates, molasses, and the sweet stevia rebaudiana plant to eliminate the bitter taste. He named the ointment Ruby Magic for his wife and, to thank her for reminding him of what really mattered, gave her his most precious possession—his mother’s twelve gold bangles, still wrapped in the original fading silk she had kept them in.

Ruby, too, had a gift for him: a gold pocket watch with ‘Ruby Magic’ engraved on the back.

Soleiman tucks his watch back into his vest pocket. “Tell me, Sweetheart, did you really think I could test my ointment on those rabbits?”

Ruby wraps her arms around her belly. “That, Soleiman, was your business. Mine was to make sure you don’t lose your teeth.”

He regards the white tablecloth covering the round iron table, the freshly baked challah, bowl of pickled herbs, a dish of pomegranate-rice and eggplant stew. “Everything smells delicious, Sweetheart. You shouldn’t tire yourself.”

“Tired? Never. I’m in love.” Despite chopping herbs from her garden box, despite mincing the dates and seeding the pomegranate Soleiman received in return for his services, despite having to manage the Quarter Fool’s every move when he came to hose down the garden earlier today, she is not tired.

“You need to take better care of yourself. That’s the doctor’s orders. Promise?”

She presses a palm to her eye. “Promise, Agha doctor.”

“The butcher’s holding some veal shank for you. Make a meat dish for yourself, Sweetheart.”

A twinge of anger scuttles across Ruby’s face. “They take advantage of you, Soleiman, the butcher, the Water Man, the greengrocer, every single one of them. Don’t go performing miracles on rotting teeth in return for two measly eggplants, a pomegranate, and a few grams of meat.” She ladles eggplant stew into his plate. “I’ll stop eating meat too.”

Soleiman cups her face in his hands. “The baby needs protein, Sweetheart, you too. The war will end soon, we’ll have lots of meat.”

The day he stopped consuming any type of meat or poultry remains alive in his mind with startling clarity. Hardly ten, he had accompanied his father on business as he walked around the Jewish Quarter, the legs of four chickens gripped in one hand, their racket sending housewives out to squat at the threshold of their homes. After thrusting a finger into the backside of one or another chicken, they handed the plumpest to Baba Eleazar to perform the kosher shechitah of slaughtering chickens for food. The quick metallic flash of the sharp knife slashed the chicken’s throat, tossing the dying bird into a blizzard of bloody feathers. Soleiman doubled over and vomited what was left in his stomach of last night’s dinner. He vowed to shape a different destiny for himself, make enough money to have Baba Eleazar retire from the thankless jobs of slaughtering chickens for a few dinars or shoveling snow off Muslim rooftops, his compensation more often than not a stinging slap at the back of his head accompanied by an expletive.

Soleiman fills to the brim a silver goblet with kosher wine. He rises, recites the Kiddush, drinks from the wine, then brings the goblet to Ruby’s lips for her to take a sip.

Ruby says the HaMotzi blessing over the challah and sprinkles it with salt, plucks a small morsel from the bread, and feeds it to Soleiman with such care and patience he says, “Soon you will be nursing your own baby.”

“Our son,” she whispers, disarming him with the wonderful strangeness of her dazzled gaze.

“A healthy child, Sweetheart.”

She fills his plate with pomegranate rice. “Tell me about the Queen. How did she treat you?”

“Far better than I expected. Don’t give me that jealous look, Sweetheart. I’ve eyes for you only. You should have seen how impossible it was to coax the Queen into opening her mouth.”

Their laughter is muffled by the roar of approaching airplanes, the rumble of engines overhead vibrates in their chests. The onslaught of black aircraft emblazoned with red stars turns the skies the color of soot and steel. The stench of smoke and gasoline sends them into fits of coughing.

A barrage of leaflets tumbles out of the planes, flaps, twists, and flutters mid-air, crowding the skies like drunk birds. They land on Ruby’s herb box, the roof of the laboratory, mulberry branches, and plates of food, soaking in pomegranate juice, olive oil, and kosher wine.

Attention Tehran!
The Soviet Air Force Commands.
Surrender!
Or suffer massive air raids and annihilation.

The faraway rumble of trucks crossing the main street shakes the small garden. The crack of gunfire in the distance. Three consecutive explosions propel Ruby out of her seat and into Soleiman’s arms.

“No one will bomb Tehran, Sweetheart. They’re waging a psychological war, trying to destroy our morale. The last leaflets warned us against cooperating with the Germans. These demand our surrender.” But he knows better. Germany has invaded the Soviet Union, forcing Britain and the Soviet Union into an uncomfortable alliance in their fight against the Third Reich. The Soviet Union and Britain have launched a full-scale invasion of Abadan to keep vulnerable oilfields from falling into German hands. Tehran might be next.

Soleiman lifts Ruby in his arms and carries her into the house, grabs a radio from the hallway table, and descends the steep basement stairs, lowers her onto a mattress and covers her with one of the blankets piled against a wall.

He turns on the radio, extends the antenna and adjusts it horizontally, this way and that, but the reception is weak. He drags a stool under the cellar window and climbs up to place the radio on the ledge, then adjusts the knob.

Zeesen, Nazi Germany’s propaganda station, comes to static life. “Jews! Communists! Hitler, the Shiite Messiah has arrived. Just as our Prophet Mohammed struggled against Jews, Hitler will—”

Hot winds slam the window shut, startling a cloud of flies and drowning the broadcast. A single branch of the ancient mulberry tree in the garden breaks loose from the trunk, sways in the wind, and scratches against the window like a gnarled finger.

Soleiman turns the radio knob in search of another station—Tehran Radio announces the advance of the Red Army deeper into Iran to the North. The British-led Indian army is marching into Iran from Iraq to take control of precious oil fields…. Massive invasion by air, land, and sea…heavy airstrikes on cities and airfields…staggering fatalities…. Palang, the 950-ton gunboat sloop, is sinking in the harbor of Abadan. Soviet armored units have invaded Tabriz. American airplanes on the ground in Abadan airfields are ready to be delivered to the Soviet Union. The warship, Babr, torpedoed in Khoramshahr…. Commander of the Caspian flotilla killed in the line of duty…tanks infantry and artillery under the command of General Shahbakhti…. Stand by…ten seconds an important announcement from…five seconds…I repeat…Rear Admiral Bayandor, commander of the Iranian navy…an amphibious attack—another burst of static explodes in Soleiman’s ears. Are the broadcasts reliable? How could the Iranian army, the pride of the exiled Reza Shah, surrender with such speed?

“Soleiman.” Ruby pulls herself up to lean against the wall. “Pary’s all alone. Go and bring her here.”

“Pary is safer where she is, Sweetheart, try not to worry.” But he is concerned. Pary, their next-door neighbor, is a strong and independent woman and not prone to being easily alarmed. Still, it is difficult to be alone with the threat of fighter planes overhead and the rumble of tanks and artillery so close. Hardly a month has passed since Pary lost Monsieur André, her French husband, to typhoid. Ruby was at her side the entire week of Shiva. And he, too, did what he could. Administered Valerian drops when needed, tonic of passion flowers and lemon balm leaves to calm the nerves, and a sleeping pill or two when Pary became inconsolable. A week after Monsieur André died, a superstitious rabbi claimed that he had seen Pary’s door shed tears at the exact hours of morning and evening prayers. Before long, the Alley of Physicians became crowded with people from near and far, who came to pray to the green door, encroaching on Pary’s need for solitude and making it difficult for her to step out of her house to purchase groceries or visit the bookstore for a book. Well, each to his own, Soleiman muses, as he steps down from the stool and carefully lowers himself next to Ruby, wraps his arm around her shoulders, and draws her close.

They are startled by the clang of the gate opening and the hasty bang of it closing. Soleiman jumps up, climbs the stool, and wipes the fogged-up window, but it is low and narrow and all he sees are the black shadows of two figures, hurrying across the garden toward the house.

He quickly silences the radio, descends from the stool, and goes back to Ruby. A burst of gunfire outside. A nearby explosion lights the basement from wall to wall. An acrid stench seeps in through the window and into their lungs. He gathers Ruby in his arms.

“We should have locked the door,” she whispers.

I should have fixed the broken lock of the gate, he thinks.

Heavy footsteps clamber down the stairs.

“May the black plague strike Hitler and his descendants. May pus-filled boils devour every stinking Nazi!”

A torrent of curses spill out of Aunt Shamsi’s mouth as she lumbers in, behind her Eleazar the Redhead, breathless, curls springing in odd directions.

Soleiman starts to his feet. “Baba! Why are you out? It’s dangerous.”

“Shamsi thought Ruby might need her.” Eleazar the Redhead greets his daughter-in-law with a resigned smile and a calm nod. His usually ruddy face is gaunt, the lines around his eyes deeper. He lowers himself into a cross-legged position on the floor and leans against the wall. From his coat pocket, he pulls his shechita knife out of its leather glove and, with the same quick and precise movements he has been performing the kosher shechita for thirty-two years, polishes the sharp, nick-less blade with his handkerchief.

“It’s hell out there, Soleiman, hell!” Aunt Shamsi wails. “Hitler opened his stinking koon bottom and vomited black smoke and filthy leaflets. People are running around like lunatics with their tails on fire. Ruby? How are you? You’re paler than death.”

“Calm down, Aunt Shamsi,” Soleiman says. “You’re safe here.”

“Of course,” huffs Aunt Shamsi, “With Eleazar brewing all kinds of nose-burning alcohol in our basement no one’s safe there. May they all choke on their aragh.”

Eleazar the Redhead folds his knife and tucks it back in his pocket. “Some peace, Shamsi, please.”

“Peace? Not until every single Nazi drowns in Hitler’s stinking shit!”

Hours pass in the cellar heat. It is hard to breathe, and their clothing is damp with sweat. Wary of further agitating Ruby, Soleiman does not turn on the radio. He arranges a folded blanket behind her back, but she rests her head in his lap and shuts her eyes.

Dawn breaks out of the fogged window and an odd silence descends upon the outside world. Despite the growing heat, Ruby shivers like a new-born kitten. Soleiman covers her with another blanket, kneels by her side, checks her pulse, and runs his hand over her face. Her cheeks are drained of color, her plump lips dry and chapped. Her belly distorts with a strong spasm, and she stuffs her scarf into her mouth to stifle her cry of pain. His heart lurches into his throat. The shock of the last hours has thrust Ruby into early labor. He lifts her in his arms. “I’m taking you upstairs, Sweetheart. Aunt Shamsi, prepare for delivery.”

Aunt Shamsi pulls herself to her feet. “Bring Ruby upstairs, Soleiman, then find something useful to do with your time.”

“Let Soleiman be.” Eleazar the Redhead climbs the stairs behind his sister. “He’s a doctor, Shamsi, he knows what he’s doing.”

Aunt Shamsi aims a string of curses—plagues, boils, and runny bowels—at every ignorant husband who made her life miserable in the last eleven years. What good is Soleiman, when he doesn’t know a fart about delivering babies? “Leave matters concerning women to women, Soleiman. You shouldn’t see your wife exposed in that immodest way.”

“May Hashem bless you with Noah’s patience,” Eleazar the Redhead tells his son, “I’ll be home if you need me.”

Soleiman lowers Ruby onto the cot in the bedroom, tells Aunt Shamsi to boil water on the coal stove, scrub her hands clean, and dip everything in the boiling water.

Shamsi washes her hands with great fanfare, grumbles under her breath that she, the most competent midwife in the Quarter, does not need directions from her nephew. “Step out, Soleiman, so I can check her. The birth won’t be anytime soon, not before her water breaks.”

Soleiman strokes Ruby’s hair away from her damp cheeks. “I’m not going anywhere, Sweetheart.”

A racket at the gate and a series of urgent bangs sends Aunt Shamsi to the door. She tiptoes back into the room and quietly closes the door. “Someone’s asking for you, Soleiman.”

“Can’t you see I’m busy? Send them away.”

“You better see for yourself, Soleiman, someone in uniform with very important medals all over his takhteh mordeh uniform.”

At the garden gate, Soleiman finds a huge man with coarse hair slicked back over a protruding forehead. From behind a thick mustache, his loud, deliberate voice appears to pronounce a fatwa: “His Majesty the Shahanshah, Aryamehr, and Bozorg Arteshdaran orders Doctor Soleiman Yaran to call on His Excellency, the Governor General!”

A peculiar silence descends on the Alley of Physicians. The shah’s Water Man and his donkey, the beet and cucumber seller, even the hungry stray dogs abandon their tasks and survey the royal messenger with dread-tinged curiosity.

Refusing royal orders is out of the question, Soleiman knows, as is escaping the long reach of the powerful Governor General, better known as the Land Eater, whose ruthless behavior has gripped Iran’s populace with fear.

“Is the Governor General in pain?” Soleiman asks.

“His Majesty commands!” the man declares.

“I understand,” says Soleiman. “But is it an emergency?”

The messenger lets out a roar of outrage from behind his hardly moving mustache. “By His Majesty’s command!”

“All right, then. I shall visit the Governor General first thing tomorrow. Right now, I’ll have to take care of my wife.”

The royal messenger’s mustache jumps once at the unexpected audacity confronting him. He draws his baton from its holster, stares for a long time at the neighbor’s mythical door, in front of which the greengrocer and his son have stopped praying, and threatens to smash their heads, unless Soleiman saddles his stallion right away and speeds to the Governor General.





CHAPTER THREE

Soleiman’s concern for Ruby mounts with every flick of the reins distancing him from home. Aunt Shamsi is an experienced midwife, better equipped than most doctors in Tehran’s filthy hospitals, where infections and contagion are prevalent, but her tendency to rely on antiquated superstitions—incantations, potions, blessings and curses—is no consolation. He will make sure to be back in time to deliver his child.

Rostam snorts and pants up the governor’s steep dirt-packed road, which had disrupted life for years. Continuous blasts shook Tehran day and night as hundreds of laborers dynamited through limestone and beds of lava, jackhammered, and shoveled to widen this private road to accommodate giant trucks that transported tons of construction material to build the governor general’s blue mansion, which rises like a ghost ship in the center of a sea of red poppies.

Soleiman observes with a blend of astonishment and disgust the private kingdom the governor general has created. It is no small feat to carve a plateau on top of such a mighty mountain. No small feat to erect a mansion here, along with two opium refineries, which are poisoning the air with smoke and ash. But to cultivate opium poppies in such a hostile environment is an achievement beyond comprehension.

The vast fields surrounding the mansion throb with workers in loose skirts and trousers, who collect opium in earthenware pots held at their waist with ropes. They mark with nishtar lancets the skins of the ripening poppy pods—horizontal incisions to manipulate the plants into shedding milky tears, which will dry to a sticky brown resin they will harvest at dawn. The harvested opium is hastily refined in the governor general’s crude laboratories, packed in falsely labeled boxes, and shipped with war supplies across the Trans-Iranian Railway to neighboring countries, Azerbaijan, Turkey, and Afghanistan.

Soleiman watches with dismay as from time to time the laborers take a break and lick accumulated resin off their blades, addicting themselves.

A uniformed chauffeur is polishing the gold trim of a black Lincoln Continental parked by wide-open gates bordered by massive stone pillars on top of which two cannons aim at the surrounding fields.

A woman emerges swiftly out of the gates, a golden comet blazing a path through the red poppies. Her yellow chador swells in the breeze as she breaks into a run, gathering speed as if borne on winged sandals. She comes to a breathless stop in front of the stunned Soleiman and his stallion. A few impatient tilts of her elegant neck, and the chador slips off her head to reveal a shock of corn silk hair, as dazzling as her silver eyes.

Soleiman touches his hat in salutation. “Sarkar Khanom, honorable Madame.” Who is this exquisite creature, this unexpected vision, who has the audacity to accost a male stranger with her face revealed like this, her hair flirting with her face in the breeze, the glint of her eyes as assured as those of a queen?

She steps closer, so close she can sense the faint scent of mud the stallion’s hooves stir as he trots in place, the horse sweat in the air, the quiver of the animal’s flank against his master’s thigh on which rests his silver-handled crop. It is not wise to be out here, she knows, but she had to see for herself the doctor who has aroused such hate and admiration. Now and then dignitaries visit to pay their respects to the governor general, bribe him with gold coins, gift him valuable clocks to add to his collection of precious clocks. But a Jew? Never.

Her gaze wanders up his high-waisted trousers and the red suspenders peeking from under his European-style coat, across his clean-shaven face up to his hat. She knows she will not find any proof of the horns the governor general describes with gleeful detail, jagged and sharp and more ominous than an Arab’s dagger. Curious, nonetheless, her eyes rest on the determined lines of his generous mouth, his carefully trimmed hair, grazing the starched collar of a white shirt with cuff buttons. Her silver eyes acquire a jubilant air as she drapes her yellow chador around her shoulders. “Salam, Agha doctor from Paris. You have a magical pain medicine, I hear.”

An imperceptible smile at the manner he is addressed. His right palm against his heart, a gesture of respect. “I have, sarkar Khanom.”

A wave of one hand toward the gates behind her. “Good luck Agha doctor from Paris.” She tugs the chador up to cover her hair and floats back toward the mansion, scattering the scent of roses in her wake.

With growing trepidation, Soleiman coaxes the grunting stallion toward the gates and into the gardens, where a host of men in army fatigue plant and prune a chilling landscape of twisted trunks and prickly shrubs dotted with purple lilies. Drops of water from the surrounding Persian junipers tremble on the animal’s back as his hooves sink into a pebbled path that leads to the governor general’s mausoleum-like mansion on top of which is a gold dome flanked by a pair of minarets depicting Islamic motifs.

A platoon of guards in military uniforms emerges from behind the dense landscape, marches in formation toward the stallion and his rider, and squeezes tight around them in a pincer movement. Rostam rears with a shrill neigh, scattering the men. A series of barked commands from a bald, thick-lipped guard, and the men scramble to regain their footing and formality, clicking heavy boots as if saluting an army general, rather than a doctor.

The thick-lipped guard steps forward, cracks his trunk of a neck this way and that. His slit eyes assess the visitor. “Doctor Soleiman Yaran?”

“Correct.” Soleiman hands Rostam’s reins to the groom, stops to take a good look at the groom’s face. Salak, a flesh-eating bacterial disease that originates from contaminated waters in reservoirs and aqueducts, has chewed off the man’s nose. “A moment, please,” Soleiman says to the thick lipped guard, “I will inoculate the Agha before the disease consumes the rest of his face.” Noticing the guard’s hesitation, he adds, “None of you are immune, either. Not even the governor general.”
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