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In the village of Otaghvar, nestled among the dense, misty forests of Gilan​[1], an old mansion with mud-brick walls and decaying shingle roofs​[2] stands atop a hill overlooking the rice paddies. This is the home of Aqajan, the last surviving member of a Qajar-era family​[3], a frail, broken man in his forties whose mournful eyes seem to carry centuries of sorrow. He spends his days in a dark room filled with dusty antiques and a cracked mirror, lost in memories and regrets. His only companion is Gilda's, an elderly servant who has served the family since childhood, now shuffling with trembling steps to bring Aqajan tea and tobacco.

Aqajan lies on his wooden bed, staring at the ceiling as the sound of rain on the shingles carries him back to the past. Fragmented memories flood his mind: his childhood, when his father, Mirza Hassan, was the lord of Otaghvar, and the mansion echoed with the laughter of harem women​[4] and the jingle of horse bells. He remembers his mother, Banu Firuzeh, a woman with long black hair that smelled of jasmine, forever subdued under Mirza Hassan’s heavy shadow. Firuzeh died young in this very mansion after a prolonged fever, and Aqajan still hears her moans echoing through the corridors.

“Why so quiet, Gilda?” Aqajan asks in a hoarse voice. Gilda, sweeping a corner of the room, mutters, “Nothing left to say, sir. Everything’s gone.” But Aqajan’s mind is elsewhere. He recalls his beloved, Gol-Andam, a village girl he loved in his youth. Their love was forbidden, as Gol-Andam came from a poor family, and Aqajan’s kin would never accept such a match. One night, when Mirza Hassan learned of their affair, Gol-Andam was banished from the village. Aqajan still sees her in the rice paddies, wearing a floral skirt, her smile lighting up the forest.

The mansion is now empty, save for Gilda and a few servants who come occasionally. The villagers no longer respect Aqajan. The rice paddies have been sold to new owners, and the sound of water pumps has replaced the jingle of bells. Aqajan, plagued by a lung illness, coughs harshly, each fit seeming to shake the mansion. He tells Gilda, “This house is cursed, Gilda. We’re all rotting in it.”

Gilda shakes her head and murmurs, “It’s not a curse, sir. The times have changed.”

One day, a young man from the village, Reza, comes to the mansion to discuss the sale of Aqajan’s last plot of land. Dressed in simple work clothes, Reza looks at Aqajan with indifference. Furious at this insolence, Aqajan shouts, “Who are you to speak like that in my house?” Reza calmly replies, “I’m Gol-Andam’s grandson, Aqajan. My mother said you loved her once.” The words pierce Aqajan’s heart like a dagger. He remembers Gol-Andam, the letter he wrote but never sent, the nights he stayed awake on the veranda hoping to see her.

That night, the rain grows heavier. Aqajan, now feverish, tosses in his bed. Sounds blend together: the rain, his mother’s moans, Gol-Andam’s laughter, his own coughs. He tells Gilda, “Take me to the window.” With effort, she helps him to a window overlooking the rice paddies. Aqajan stares into the darkness and whispers, “It’s all over... only the rain remains.” His breath falters, and in the silence of the mansion, only the sound of rain lingers.
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In the port city of Bushehr, where the sun settles like a fiery disc on the sea and the scent of salt and fish mingles with the aroma of scorched earth, stood Master Morad’s small workshop. The workshop, a simple four-walled room with a reed ceiling, was filled with the clink of hammers and the smell of wood and leather. Ney-anbans those soulful instruments of the south, came to life here. (A traditional wind instrument from southern Iran, particularly associated with Bushehr and the Persian Gulf region. It consists of a bag -often made of animal skin- and a double-reed pipe, similar to bagpipes. It is used in celebratory and mournful music, deeply tied to the culture of southern Iran.)

Morad, a man in his fifties with salt-and-pepper hair and a face etched as if carved by the lines of sun and sea, was the heart of the workshop. Alongside him worked three others: Soghra, a widowed woman whose delicate fingers worked miracles; Jafar, a lively young man who loved dancing to his own tunes; and Haj-Ramezan, an old man whose eyes seemed to hold a century’s worth of stories.

Melody One: The Roots

One evening, as the workshop fell quiet and only the distant sound of waves reached them, Jafar, always brimming with questions, asked, “Master, where did the ney-anban come from? Is it ours, or did the foreigners take it from us?” Morad, carefully cutting a piece of leather, smiled and said, “Jafar, my boy, this
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