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· Author's biography

Contemporary novelist Mohammad Mohammad-Ali was born in Tehran in 1948. He received his B.S. degree in political science from Tehran University and after that he regularly contributed to the press. He was chosen as member of the Iranian Writers' Association in 1980. In the same year the young writer toured the former Soviet Union and published his reminiscences two decades later. Mohammad-Ali has been the editor of several Iranian literary magazines  such as Donyay-e Sokhan,  Adineh, Karnameh, Jonege Borj (which was his own publication.). He has published 15 books including  There Are Wolves in Hindabad Valley,  The Jinni, Copper, Retirement, The Concealed Image, Thunderstorm Without Rains, The second Eye, The A Dead Man's Soaked Beliefs, Adam and Eve (in Biblical, Quranic and Avestan versions) Alas for the Opposite, Five years Before 1985. The Concealed Image was translated into Turkish by Dr. Hashem Khosroshahi and published by Kapi Press in Turkey upon the recommendation  of Turkish Nobel prizewinner Orhan Pamuk out of  several Iranian prominent poets/writers (in which book the spelling of his name is  rendered as Muhammed Muammedali). Mohammad-Ali has repeatedly traveled to Europe and lectured about his works and is a familiar face in western literary circles.   
· Abstract

The story begins twice. First his wife says he has made a fair copy of his husband's manuscript jotted down in his handbook (notebook). Since her husband had no patience to attend to works of imagination she undertook to rewrite and edit it…  This hints at  another shadowy figure which is the real author, Nasser Saboori, and the wife evaporates when the story begins.

Nasser Saboori lives with his wife Mana and his son. He has purchased a piece of land from the cooperative department of the employees of his company which he manages. Encouraged by his wife and colleagues Saboori decides to build a new house in Moradabad, a remote arid and forlorn district at the outskirts of the capital. Saboori suffers from daily ennui and suffers many hardships and frustrations to build the new house. Meanwhile there are several stories in the margin of the main story and the reader must read them all to solve the riddle of the work. The story starts from the heart of ancient history beginning with Zoroaster and the  's (well-digger's) ancient love for Malileh, Farmanuldolleh's love for Malileh and Saboori's own secret love for Mrs. Mir Jalali. These two last persons never unite and  Saboori pours his passion in his mind fearing to be detected by his wife who is a friend of Mrs. Mir Jalali. 
The writer profits from the strange and droll events in the story to dig a tunnel to his own soul and explore his origin and the country's past culture and rites. He starts the construction operation by using modern building techniques alongside the most primitive ways of well digging. The writer profits from the progress of events and brief flashbacks to cast a cursory glance to the remote past. In this sort of narration the line of events are registered in the reader's mind before they progress in the writer's mind. The characters in the story are symbols of traditional Iranians representing the customs and habits of the man of street.
Saboori has received an ancient lithographed book from his mother as birthday present and the book with its archaic prose serves as the backbone of the story. Lack of water compels him to seek a well digger or the Moghanibashi who is a strange half-crazy figure representing several centuries of Iranian well diggers. He helps to extract water but falls in love with Mrs. Malileh Mir Jalali, the secretary of the company's boss, who reminds him of Malileh of Qajar times and his old flame. Saboori too is fond of the fair. In a ceremony to cause the subterranean aqueduct to produce more water Mrs. Mir Jalali marries the tottering Moghanibashi  in a mock marriage but on the wedding night the bridegroom is killed by his dwarfish brother and rival and Mir Jalali marries the company boss.

Apart from the outward events the ancient book refers to a triangle of love of Qajar ruler (Farmanuldolleh) and Malileh, Moghanibashi and Malileh 50 years ago. The author who has fallen for Mir Jalali digs out old and nearly forgotten stories and myths. The leading team in this story is the Zoroastrian strong belief in the purity and sanctity of water. Water is the personification of life, purity and survival of  creatures on earth.
Saboori is born of an ancient aristocratic stock. Saboori, Sheibani, Qoochani and Mrs. Mir Jalali are the employees of the company  who have borrowed money and sold their valuables to buy land at a remote spot to build a house, but the building operation is interrupted  because of lack of water. Saboori is urged to hired old Moghanibashi ,who has built a room at the bottom of a qanat in a nearby village, to dig a well for the building complex. Moghanibashi addresses the well in the language of Zoroastrian mubids mingled with myth and allegories. At last water spurts out and the well digger takes over the control of the muddy and dirty water which sickens  children and kills the son of his mistress... Moghanibashi decides to dig a deeper well. He tells Saboori the new well is male and will yield no water as long as he does not find a bride - meaning Mrs. Jalali, the fair widow who is divorced and has a kid. Mir Jalali is the personification of blue-eyed Mrs. Malileh Maleki whom he had loved five decades ago and who was carried away by a rival.
The inhabitants in the district have crowded and are quarrelling for the water which is meager and polluted. But Moghanibashi is determined to accumulate wealth and emerge as the master of the field. Saboori and his colleagues try to dismiss the digger but their efforts are in vain. Moghanibashi firmly establishes himself as master of the residents of the townships who are in dire need of  water. The men are cowed by his threats and  harangues and cannot get rid of him but women join their hands and plot his downfall. They arrange a mock marriage and Mrs. Mir Jalali declares she is ready to be his bride. The ancient lover decks himself in his old attire and the young belle is adorned as a comely bride. The tottering groom mounts a horse and rides to the bride's house and triumphantly carries the belle to his house. 

As the guests congregate in the mock wedding feast the aging bridegroom asks the bride to descend to the well and bath in it to make the water fertile.  Woe and discord! The young bride changes into an ugly hag.  Moghanibashi's jealous dwarfish brother stabs and murders the morbid lover before he has conquered his bride! The mourners mount the body of the unfortunate bridegroom and take it to the graveyard and the murderer escapes. 
Near the end the author mixes facts with fancy is plunged deep in his dreams. He discloses his ardent and hopeless love for Mrs. Mir Jalali, as if he wants to bring a concubine for his wife. Mana and Saboori quarrel. Mana takes her son and abandon's the traitorous husband. Saboori suffers from a pain in his balder in the hospital, dreams nightmares after nightmare and falls in repeated hallucinations. At last Mana learns that Mrs. Mir Jalali is married to the company boss and in fact she had loved her husband like a sister. She makes up with Saboori and returns to her house.

The leading subject in the story is water and the ancient rites the well digger performs to extract water out of the depth of earth and his excessive respect for the liquid matter. Water represents the secret of creation, birth, death and resurrection in Younge's psychological vocabulary. We trace such deep worship in Virginia Woof and Mark Twin when they describe the Mississippi and Niles rivers and the importance attached to water in Zoroaster's hymens. The flowing water in fact animates and pushes ahead the story.   
The emergence of the old well digger and his rites and opinions  rooted in ancient mythology in a township that neighbors the 20th century capital of Iran and the deep contrast proves that despite march of time and modernization dormant primeval beliefs are stamped in human brain. With the exception of the well digger the other characters talk half seriously and tinged with jokes and witticism and the parody and satire continues to the end.
· Selected passages from the story
I heard this story from my husband (Saboori) who had jotted it down in his calendar-notebook as reminiscences.  Nowadays he has no patience to attend to works of taste and mental speculations. When I was making a fair copy of the story I had a mind to call it "Listen What I Am Telling You", but I noted that all his notes were in the first person. Several episodes had been transferred to the paper on momentary reflection without a second glance…. 

In this painful account of lack of water Saboori has chosen his friends by chance except me and Arash who are real characters. The only thing I have done with the text is to add several sentences in brackets by way of clarification without changing my husband's tone and almost conversational language. In other words I have rendered the story polyphonic. Of course such alternations are scarce and hardly notable…
I hope my husband (Nasser Saboori) has described his changing thoughts faithfully and has enjoyed it. You reader can now enter into his novel by reading it. Following a series of personal incidents Saboori plunges into three years of abstract life and tries hard not to loose his enthusiastic and meaningful life. He justifies his book by saying that rare incidents happening in a person's life turn to  recollections that  are firmly stamped in the brain. Resorting to Rumi who has said, ""A sentence too much decorated will obliterate the meaning"",  Saboori has not given himself a chance to elaboration and expound… (Prologue by Mana Poorsamimi, Saboori's wife."
**
Mana is asleep and I am sitting behind this little desk. I better record yesterday night's notes (several hours ago). Accompanied by the tick tick of the wall clock I hit at the blank space of this calendar  notebook with my newly filled fountain pen – on the 21st and 22nd March I have produced a series of dots and lines which have gradually developed into vague shapes. Then I continue hitting at the dots until my nerves are relieved of strain.  I know for many years that my mother has hidden a book. I had seen a book with a dark brown cover many years ago when I was a child. When  I saw my mother's frown in my youth I understood that I shouldn't open it and now… (p.11)"
**
We dismounted from my car along with the assistant expert of the Land Organization on the thin and fragile layer of snow. There remained little time until dusk and the wind was blowing and the map in the hand of the assistant specialist was fluttering and its sharp edges  turned back to the left side of his black and long raincoat. The assistant specialist was making its demarcations with the big pebbles we, the five colleagues, were giving him. He was trying to perform a satisfactory work to earn  money after his office hours. We were standing on forty to fifty square meters of triangle of ruined mud wall and the specialist was saying that had been part of the wall of a stable and that everything in the large orchard had dried  and ruined during years of famine  in the Qajar time… These were new facts that the survey engineer of the Ministry of Justice and the expert in the Land Registration Office had not revealed to us a month ago… (p.14)"
**
The deep well being dug by the Water Organization had not hit water yet. Trucks after trucks had been unloading bricks, sand, cement and pipes over our heads in the last few days. Several members including the five members of the board of directors of (the cooperative housing company), along with two laborers and the mason are working around the clock. The tanker's driver, agile and happy, fetches water from a deep well in an orchard behind the teashop and fills the reservoirs and receives his pay at the end of the week ... The weather is moderate and friendly, neither warm nor cold. We are faced with a great problem. In a rainy and cold week we could hardly imagine water shortage. None of us have yet fathomed the gravity of disaster looming over our heads.  Even when the climate was moderate and I went to the orchard behind the teashop and knocked and knocked and nobody opened the gate I had not lost my hope. When I went again the janitor immediately opened the gate. Mashadi Baqer, that old dwarfish man with trachoma-stricken red eyes, said the water in the well was drying and could only supply drinking water to the neighboring houses and no more. '"Who knows where is the careless son of the landlord or in what part of the world he is sleeping with a beauty? He has left everything in the air here under God's care..."  I said goodbye and reported the complete stoppage of water in full details to the meeting of the board of directors on Wednesday (p 24)."
**
The dwarf's brother stooped down again and yelled, but receiving no answer he turned to us ( who were standing near him) and said, "I must clean the public bath reservoir before sunset. Be kind enough and repeat the sentence (I told you before). The rope (hung in the well) will shake and if he is around. I swear by God I am not telling lies. Delavar Biabani knows that I am not lying,  my lord.""
When he went away Sheibani shouted to the well, "Distinguished Mr. Moghanibashi, guardian of Venus's powerful water! Guardian of Venus's powerful water!" We heard no response from the man. We repeated the strange phrase several times by turns until the rope began slowly shaking…   His brother adjusted the rope in the middle of the well as if he was trying to pull out a delicate and fragile object. He pulled the rope by inches by and by until it became tight and straight. Then he beckoned at me and Sheibani to slowly turn the wheel. He was keeping the rope in the middle of the well to avoid hitting the pail to the body of the well…   A chirping sound like the sound of cricket came out of the mouth of the well and echoed and reverberated in the bath. Then a man appeared in rags with a long thick beard besmeared with slime and crumpled inside the big black pail. His lips were pale and we could clearly see his Adam's apple quivering. He looked like a corpse dug out of the swamp.
Upon a sign by the Moghanibashi's brother we took hold of the pail and slowly carried it out of the public bath. The well-digger's eyes were shut and he was throwing incomprehensive jargon mingled with foam out of his mouth. We put him down on the ground near the square. He still looked puffed up and short of breath and remained motionless as if he continued to labor in his ascetic or fasting 40-day seclusion.
His brother poured a pail of water over his head and body and yelled aloud into  his ear, " What happened? From what trails did you trace?" 

Moghanibashi answered slowly and laconically,
"From the family of that village, the fifth Zoroaster's country,
  In another country, other than Zoroaster's Rey,

  There were only four trails in the Zoroaster's country,

  What are the trails of this country?

 That family, that village, that province and the fifth Zoroaster's…""
I asked the brother, "Do you understand what he is talking about?"

He said, "Me and that son-of bitch brother of mine have been educated in the same seminary, but every time he adds a new subject to his vocabulary, which I am ignorant about it."

"Can we help him? Why he doesn't come out of the pail to wash himself and change his dress?"

- "This bastard has is a man with a thousand faces and colors. Be silent now." 

Moghanibashi began speaking, "We lords… flow to every place… to sooth the heart of Vahid and Farid… We guide both the aristocratic and the common folk…"

I said, "I think there are no more secrets in his chatter. We understand that he is formally exaggerating his merits."
Moghanibashi's brother said, "Now you must speak the language of Qajar period to him to help him return to the present age. Don't be surprised my lord! My brother has inherited the heritage of all well-diggers in the course of history, especially during that time of Qajar era when he was very busy digging wells and was quite affluent. He was fasting for the sake of his father and grandfather. In order to return to his wits and become whole after such long and ascetic seclusion he must march to  Qajar period and then advance and approach us. He will warble like the nightingale and will prove more modern than you and me, even far eloquent than the village teacher if you mention money and qanat-digging …(p. 66,67,68)""
"Upon Moghanibashi's recommendation I moved out of the narrow asphalt road and drove to the barren lands and stopped near our estate in a steep ground full of boulders. When we stepped out of the car Moghanibashi immediately picked his brother's walking cane and began walking and hitting the ground with the cane every now and then. Sometimes he sat down and listened in a direction parallel to the valley and the Imamzadeh beyond the valley. Every several steps he took he shut his eyes and whispered something. Sheibani and I, who were walking behind the man,  again didn't understand what he had said to Aqa Ghani nor could fathom his gibberish nonsense now…

"The warm weather of May had punctured the scorched ground and now and then lizards jumped out of holes among the rocks and immediately dived into another holes. Moghanibashi was marching ahead and curving a line with the cane on the ground. His brother removed the rocks in front of him and helped the cane to hit a smooth and straight path on the ground as far as possible. I and Sheibani smiled the way the tall and dwarf were walking and suddenly we became aware that we were just one meter away from our own well. Moghanibashi laughed and said,"Well done Mr. experienced specialist! Didn you learn who had taught him his trade and how he had learned the knowledge of well searching and from what tribe?"  Moghanibashi descended from the embankment around the mouth of the well, removed the tarpaulin cover of the wheel and well, and fastened the end of the rope round his waist. His brother who was standing at a little distance and had lain down his ears on the ground ran and fastened the other end of the rope on the wheel. But before Moghanibashi had disappeared from his eyes he turned to me and said, "Now it is time for me to confess everything I know about him. This my villain brother has drunk from the spring of water of living to bewitch the office of the prince in his long life and  spring under your foot. Did you notice how he rejuvenated and jumped into the well like a snake?""

"We saw. So what?"

"Dismiss him from the post of superintending the wells and qanats and transfer that duty to me before he enchants and deceives you . Let him keep his title of special moghanibashi and keep the profits."
Sheibani tried to avoid a smile. He stepped forward and said, "Why did he refuse to transfer the supervision of qanats and wells to you?"

"In that case my brother will belabor you with his will power and before you become aware he will put his bridle on your necks and will compel you to give him ride all your life."

Sheibani said, "It looks as if you are ignorant of Mr. Saboori's extent of power and influence.""

Moghanibashi's brother bowed, a long bow, and stood straight.

"Will you allow me to destroy my brother inside this well or  you are going to ignore the risk?!"

Sheibani frowned. He was puzzled what answer to give. Then suddenly and secretly he grinned. The brother noticed his grin and said, "Have you or this gentleman  made a secret deal with my brother behind my back?"

Then he threw a kick towards Sheibani and let loose the well wheel. After that he ran and picked up a big rock to throw into the well . At this minute I caught him by his collar.

"Stop this comical farce. You have bored me son of the gun!" I yelled back and  tried to grasp his waist but he shook his shoulders so  violently that his artificial teeth mixed with his saliva and nose water jumped out. Suddenly he sat down on the ground irritated and kicked some clay into the well. 

"Nobody loves me. Nobody has fathered me. Nobody," the dwarf wailed… (p. 116-7)
**
Mrs. Mir Jalali said (to Moghanibashi), "We have heard things about the male and female nature of water before, but we are sure we will overcome any difficulty that might beset you. We are waiting to see you become the master of the qanat in our estates. I and Mr. Saboori have understood that it is a little job, below your dignity, to  dig out water for us."

Moghanibashi said, "It is nice to listen to the sweet warble of beauties…"

I thought it was time of farwell. Qoochani and Rahimzadeh and Alvandpoor were watching Moghanibashi beside me and the car and Mrs. Mir Jalali. I went to the laborers and ordered loudly to gather their tools and return to their business (after the quarrel when the well digger had decided to resign from his post). 
Mrs. Mir Jalali pulled me aside and said, "Take me to the pharmacy as soon as possible…" and breathed several deep sighs.

I was beckoning farewell to Moghanibashi when Mrs. Mir Jalali opened the front door of the car and sat down pale and haggard…

"Really, do you like Moghanibashi's pranks?" I asked Mrs. Mir Jalali.

"I like his pranks very very much, but I didn't like that farce when he tried to block the well (p. 142).""

**
Today is the qanat's wedding party… The young boys and girls have decorated the whole street with unbelievable speed with small colorful decorative lamps and lanterns mounted on high posts. Mrs. Mir Jalali's thatched and ugly-looking house wall has been covered and covered by long colorful fabrics. The loudspeakers too are operating. I am watching them standing on an elevation spot in peace of mind. When they move away from my sight I cannot restrain my curiosity. I croon my head to see where the crowd is heading from our street … (p.253)"
**
Without looking at the mob in the sidewalks, rooftops and those peeping from behind windows, Moghanibashi was pulling the bridle of his horse to reach Mrs. Mrs. Jalali's house as soon as possible. The streets were full of small colorful decorating lamps. As we approached Saboori Street the bride came out of her house with a white gown an her face covered with a white lovely veil. The wheeler  holding a cymbal moved ahead with all the time stooping. The women who had been startled before were laughing and giggling now. Then they helped the bride to mount the round wheel of the wheel and then the saddle of the horse. Moghanibashi carefully looked at the bride, then he turned toward me and said in a low tone, "Doesn't she want to show her face to me?"

"You will see her face in the bridal chamber."

"Your Excellency, I hope this matter is not like the vendor of wheat who sales barley instead. Isn't this a farce?"

Sheibani said with a sneer, "You will discover everything in the bridal chamber."
Both of us had made our own predictions but we didn't what would turn up. Mrs. Mir Jalali fidgeted and took the tip of the front horns of the saddle firmly and said, "Your Excellency, Mr. Saboori, would you permit?" I was puzzled what to say for a few moments. Surely it was she you had to give permission. I  announced my thought aloud and  the entire crowd in the streets cried hurrah for me and her.

Mana, Mrs. Sheibani and Mrs. Qoochani were walking behind the bride wearing white baggy flying chadors on their backs. Mana whispered to me,"Arrange matters in a way so that we will  go to Moghanibashi's house first and fix the dowry. It is you that will draw the document." Before I could ask what dowry Mana hadretuned among the women like a devoted companion and was walking gravely and with pomp. I saw Moghanibashi a little ahead. I called him back and said, "Actually the women have thought about everything. According to the new tradition we will return to your house and hold a little party. Then we will fix the dowry and then we will go to the qanat and will marry you to the bride…"

"The bride was wearing a white scarf fastened under her throat with a pin. She had painted her eyebrows with mascara. She had small mouth, rosy red lips and a mole near the upper lip. Here eyes were blue. Up to that moment I hadn't noticed how Mrs. Mir Jalali's black eyed had change to blue!
Moghanibashi was watching her secretly and staring at the big mirror astonished. For a moment he frowned. Then he came back to himself and then watched the big mirror with sudden joy as if he was searching for something hidden in the bride's picture in the mirror which he had just discovered.. The bride was gazing with alluring coquettish eyes into Moghanibashi's eyes. Both of them seemed to weigh each other in the life that was unfolding before them.

"Are you Malileh?" Moghanibashi b;irted
"Yes, I am Malileh, " the bride answered at a low pitch.

"Maybe I'm dreaming this wonderful scene today.""

"Your dream has turned true in this wedding party and in this place!"

"You know when and where my dream turned true.""

"How difficult were these lonely and non-ending years," the bride grumbled. 
"The game of age sometimes vexes me (Moghanibashi said) but I welcome fate with all my heart,  but I am void of sorrow now. Allow me to call you "queen", will you (p. 256-7)?"

**
I heard a veering sound echoing in the empty public bath and was started. Moghanibashi's brother was standing behind us. He pushed us inside the bath and locked it. I shouted,  "Do you know whom you are dealing with son of a gun?"  He paused for an  instant and laughed boisterously. I said,"Have you been sent to  murder us?" 
He laughed again, and then he pulled up his sleeve and said, "Prince, you are ignorant of the world  and beyond. Now I am the master in this my realm." He was holding the leather sheath of a dagger  in his left hand and my own dagger in his right hand. He tried to drive the dagger into the sheath but he couldn't push it inside.
"Since the dagger doesn't belong to me I consider you as a partner in the death of my brother, the great well-digger," he said. "I will make them torture you and blind you by a brazen rod. You cannot imagine what I have planned for you. It is past the time when you could call me a puny dwarf. Now all police stations and courts of justice are aware that I have been tyrannized for many years."

"I personally sympathize with you."

"Don't talk nonsense prince! Whoever who is guilty of my elder inefficient brother's death has committed bigger sin including Maliheh whom I still love. You are a first class criminal in this murder. I will hang you from your heels and will hang Maliheh from her perfumed tresses on the gates of towns and villages. (p. 292)."
Xxxxxxxx EDITED xxxxxxxxx
Had I failed to see the yellow sun on the wall in my room and Mana pacing in the room I would not have understood that I was awake, and it was only a dream.  Now that I had made my own inference of this episode from the lithographed book, I could again and again see Mana's angry looks from the gap of the half- open door. I was afraid should would prance into the roof and compel me to disclose my thoughts (how I had fallen in love with Mrs. Mir Jalali and wanted to marry her and forget Mana's love. Oh how I was embarrassed and suffered both for the pain  in my bladder and the wrath of my wife that threatened to divorce me and make ma a laughing stock of the whole neighborhood… p. 292-3)"
