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To my dear friend, the writer (Hind Mokhtar), whose profound influence brought this work to light. Her impact resonated through every stage, from meticulous review and steadfast follow-up to her generous attention and the invaluable assistance offered by her writing workshop, an enriching experience I was privileged to attend through her kind invitation. Her encouragement and support in navigating the path to publication, once all the stories were complete, were truly immeasurable.

To the beautiful (Dr. Siham, daughter of Sannia and Abdelsalam), as she loved to be called. May she rest in peace. For cultivating that fertile and inspiring environment. Without it, perhaps I would not have found the focus to write with such intent.

To the soul sister and lifelong companion (Naglaa Siham Younes), who also prefers to be called that. It would take more pages than a Haruki Murakami novel to thank you properly for standing by me through every chapter of our 25-year journey and counting, into infinity and beyond.

To the writer (Ibtihal Abdel Hamid), for her selfless dedication in providing the editorial review of this work, sparing no effort in the process.

And for the keen eye of Language proofreading by (Hagar Ali)

(So you know who to blame 😜)
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To my late father, may he rest in peace. How I longed for you to witness the first bloom of my efforts after all those barren years. I often told you not to worry, yet I never truly gave you a reason not to. Here, then, is a proof, and forgive me, father, for the delay.

To my mother, may God bless you with health and heal you from your ailment. I hope my actions please you more than my words ever could, for the expanse of the universe itself could not contain the gratitude I owe you for everything.

To my sisters, Iman and Shaimaa, in the order of their arrival into my life. There is no one on this earth more fortunate than I am, for I have been blessed with you both. You are truly incomparable; you have been an unwavering support against every hardship.

To my family, Aunt Samia, Engy, and my beautiful son, Eyad. Without you, everything is meaningless and empty. How unsettling is the feeling of being homesick in one's own land, and how painful is separation.

To my son, Eyad: Hey kid, don't you dare grow up and become like us.. that's a wish against you, not for you! May God always guide you to the best for you, my little golden boy 😂. And enjoy your meal, my friend 😘.
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Getting High
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Illness consumed him completely, he no longer possessed the strength to even turn in his wooden bed.

Lying on his back brought back the draining days of dialysis. Pain had etched itself into his memory, he felt its grip every time he lay down or tried to sleep.

His attachment to getting high had its price, or rather, its toll on his health. He had a long history of smoking tobacco and the like, all of which he finally relinquished with his last harmful breaths on the 17th of last January.

He remembered that date well, along with his wry comments about the word "tar" that he would read carelessly on cigarette packs, its significance dawning on him now, too late, with time already gone
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He found no pleasure in the atmosphere due to the heat. He adored the cool weather and would never willingly sit in such a cafe without air conditioning.

Only for her sake would he endure it.

Ever since that spontaneous encounter here one day, when he saw her sitting and sipping coffee, he was hooked and had been coming at the same time, every day, just to see her. Yet, he had never summoned the courage to approach her.

This had been his routine for the past two weeks, and today, Wednesday, marked the beginning of the third. A single glance at her, the sight of her green eyes, was enough to stir his emotions and settle the matter within him. Her eyes reminded him of his first kiss. He was walking through a tunnel beneath the train tracks. He saw her standing at the other end.

Green eyes... white veil... school uniform.

She looked at him and smiled, while he remained captivated, his gaze fixed upon her. Suddenly, the power went out. Darkness took over. She nearly vanished before him. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the shadows, hoping to see her again, But she didn’t wait... he was caught off guard by a soft hand grabbing his in the dark, pulling him closer... she kissed him, then whispered in his ear:

-"You're beautiful"

Then she disappeared.

The lights flickered back on, illuminating the scene.

He turned around and saw only her feet climbing the steps of the tunnel, her friends beside her, laughing. 

Were they laughing at him?

Did they know what had just happened?

Should he go back and talk to her?

Why did he suddenly feel possessed by Hamlet’s ghost?

He snapped out of it when his friend nudged him.

-"Why did you stop? We have an appointment."

-"I didn't stop... time did."

How he wished that pause could have stretched on, that her kiss could have lingered, allowing him to tell her how beautiful she was too. How he had adored her kiss and wished it would never end. Now, he found himself obsessed with green eyes. His reverie was broken by the realization that he had started biting his nails again... he disliked this habit. He looked at the length of his nails... he hadn't trimmed them in a week, not since he had lost his favorite nail clipper. 

His black-eyed wife had offered him scissors ... black-eyed wife...

-"Unfortunately!"

He spoke the word a little loudly, like someone annoyed. He smiled, looked at his girl, and took another sip of coffee with her at the same moment.

-"I will not use scissors, and I shall buy a new nail clipper just like the old one."

He declared this to his wife, who offered no comment. Then he added,

-"It's a matter of principle"

She left him and went to the kitchen to finish preparing lunch, promising him she would not interfere between him and his nails again.

-"you know what! It’s my fault. You and your nails can go to hell"

(The man of principle) as his friends and colleagues always called him, didn't exactly know what that title meant... he hadn't chosen it, hadn't intended it... he had no idea when the rules of these principles were established, or what they were. What would happen if he broke them? Or even why they were called that in the first place? He simply did what felt right, never consulting a dictionary of principles, nor knowing where others might have consulted one.

But he wouldn’t back down from his decision to trim his nails with a clipper. It was the one thing he chose to call a principle and stick to.

Once, he decided to ask his trusted friend. He took a calm breath and said:

- "Would you do me a favor and tell me where I can find a book on general principles? Or a dictionary that explains them, for example? "

-"There you go, adding a new trait to yourself... now, unusually, you're being funny."

His friend said, laughing wholeheartedly.

He didn't know why his friend thought he was trying to elicit laughter. He replied,

-"That's how I am when I'm confused."

His friend didn’t comment... he didn’t get what confusion had to do with lightheartedness. He only realized that his friend’s absent stare meant he was once again feeling the heaviness of his soul and the increasing burden of his worries.

He saw her ordering some food... a light snack now in front of her. It seemed the coffee had ignited her digestive system, unlike its usual effect on most people. This confirmed his suspicion that she was special... like any green-eyed woman, she didn't feel things as others did...

Alas, if those who called him the man of principle could see him now, ordering food for himself just as she had, but without any hunger... 

Oh, if only time would rewind so he could see her again. To tell her he wanted to continue what she started... endlessly, for life. Ever since that moment... no, that kiss... Her eyes had claimed him. He searched for her among all other eyes.

Even at his age, he looked at that young girl and hoped she was the one... as though his mind refused to believe she could have been defeated by the years, the months, the days.

She had green eyes, therefore, she was extraordinary, capable of what others were not.

He ate as she ate, his mind occupied by the dent this day had made in his budget because of her... wouldn’t it have been better if she’d stuck to her usual weekly coffee?... Now, he’d have to justify to his black-eyed wife what he had done with all that money... now, he’d have to lie in a way he didn’t like. And if he wouldn't lie for the sake of those green eyes, when and for whom would he ever lie?

In truth, he had never been lucky with money, nor with staying in one job for long. The so-called principles didn’t help him at all, in his view. Now, he was just like an outcast as it always seemed like he was the only one at fault. Everyone else could make mistakes, but when Abanoub messed up, it was a catastrophe. He was judged, nearly crucified. He always wondered: hadn’t Magdy, Mina, Maher, and Mustafa, his coworkers, made mistakes? But they weren’t scolded like he was. They weren’t threatened with losing their jobs this way.

He would lie in wait for those who erred and fell short, only to find them in the front ranks of promotions while he remained stagnant. His friend would often tell him:

-"You're a stern Christian. Things in this life move through overlooking faults. You're making enemies, not friends or colleagues."

-“Am I wrong for pointing out issues at work?”

-“No. But why go looking for them? What do you gain? Let the caravan pass. You’re not the one leading it. Look at me... I'm a devout Muslim with a prayer mark on my forehead, and I don't do half of what you do.”

-“What does your prayer mark have to do with this? How is it relevant to our discussion now?"
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