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It was a cold December night, maybe just like every other December night, but back then, I never thought of it this way. The thunderbolts made me freeze of fear. I was always a chicken when it came to thunderbolts but luckily, they only scared me at night when I was crouching in bed with no one to find out about my shameful fear. Then the thunder stopped and all I could hear was the pouring rain, monotonously showering everything that was misfortune enough to be kept outside the large and warm mansion. 

Taking the opportunity of the sudden and unexpected peace with the angry skies, I quickly slipped out of my bed and tiptoed to the end of the corridor. I knocked twice and swiftly made my way through, still tiptoeing although I knew that any sound I made was unlikely to be noticed. 

My aunt Fida raised her sulky face, but when she saw me, she put the book she was reading aside, took her reading glasses off and finally smiled. That was a signal for me to crawl into her bed and an assurance that I was going to hear one of the best stories that anyone’s aunt on earth would tell. 

I did not know how old Aunt Fida was, but she was the most beautiful and attractive woman I had ever seen, even far more beautiful than my mother; sometimes I even wished that she were my own mother. 

Everyone in the family feared her. No one ever dared to quarrel with her. She was a great lawyer, my father said, but everybody also said that she never smiled. Yet, I loved her because she smiled to me of all the kids in the family. My relatives used to say that I have very beautiful dark hair but she is the only one whose fingers I would let to run through the dark crown that differentiated me from my brown-headed siblings. 

And she was the greatest story-teller that ever lived. Whenever she came to visit and stay over for Christmas and New Year, she would tell me the stories of great men such as Antara Ibn Shaddad, Shatir Hasan, and many others, great brave men who lived and died by the sword. I always dreamt that I was one of them, especially when I chickened out in my bed while the thunderbolts ruled the universe above. 

“Come here little prince. Come let me hug you close to me,” she whispered kindly. 

I loved the warmth that I felt when she said that and when she held me. I could hear ear heart throbbing against my ear, but that made me feel safe and happy. 

“Are you the lucky young man who will listen to the story of Saladin tonight?” she asked.

“No, no, I heard this one before,” I squeaked. “I want a true story. A true love story, something about you. You never told me anything that happened to you.”

There was silence in the room. The assuring smile soon vanished but I still did not feel scared of those large almond-shaped eyes that had rocked men behind the benches in court rooms for years. The rain was still pouring monotonously again. 

“What does a young boy like you know about love?” she wondered in a husky voice. 

“I know all about Clinton!” came my answer, and from the look on her face, I could feel that she was shocked. Shocked but not angry. 

I giggled in my heart while she reprimanded me and criticized the modern ways of pedagogy. I did not even know who Clinton was. I had simply borrowed the phrase from the elder kids in school and it seemed to work well every time. 

She stared at my face for a minute or two, and I knew at once that she was going to yield, and indeed she did.

“I was twenty-five years old, already successful after two large trials in court. I was working for my father, your grandfather, a man respected and feared by anyone who ever had the chance to meet him,” came her voice as if she was reading from a book with her eyes closed. 

“Very few women were really appreciated in the profession of law at that time, but I knew I had what it took to succeed. I was better than all the other girls in the neighborhood. I was more educated, more successful, more aggressive and more determined to build my own world rather than waste my time waiting for men. But you know something, they were all with someone all the time and I was alone. No man dared to ask me out, maybe because they feared my father, or maybe because they did not think I was attractive enough.”

She paused for a minute. I stole a couple of glimpses at her face. She was looking beyond the walls of the room, but she was certainly beautiful and attractive. 

Then she went on, speaking with the same absent-minded voice, “There was this man who was four or five years older than me. He was different from all the other men in the neighborhood. He lived across the street and I used to watch him when he left early in the morning and when he returned at night. He was always busy and in a hurry. We used to meet and discuss politics and issues of all kinds at a café at the street corner. He used to join us sometimes. When he spoke, everyone listened and no one wanted to argue with him, maybe because he was opinionated, maybe because he knew more, or maybe because he spoke so quickly and left before anyone had the chance to refute his arguments. On a couple of occasions, I had my share of debates with him and when I went to college, I still met him several times, only to continue those endless debates. I liked to see him, although I would only call him once every three or four months. He was always in a hurry and I wanted to be with him someone who gave me all his attention. But I knew that he was in love with me, although he never told me so.”

“How could you tell?” I interrupted.

“It’s always in the eyes. Eyes say lots more than the tongue,” then she added no more. 

I realized that this was as much as she was going to say for the night, so I closed my eyes and pretended that I was asleep. She said nothing for a while, and the silence was louder than the thunderbolts that ruled the universe outside. The rain continued to pour monotonously. Then she broke the silence again. 

“One day, we took a really long walk by the seaside. We walked for hours. It was a warm September evening and happiness was in the air. I felt so close to him and I wanted him to hold me tightly in his arms. It was just a fantasy. We were sitting on the rocks watching the sunset when he moved his hand close to mine. I took my hand away at once and he did not seem surprised, but he did not hold or even touch my hand either. I sensed the tension and asked him to walk me back to my office which he promptly did. I felt so angry that he had tried to touch me but at the same time, I hated myself for not letting him.” 

She was silent again. I feared that she was not going to say any more, but I did not move either, for I did not want to spoil her sacred sadness or to tamper with the sanctity of the past. 

“Two years passed by and we met very rarely. He was still busy and in a hurry. I was still busy and lonely. One night, I felt so lonely. Everyone was out and I was on vacation. I started sobbing, and then I called him and asked him to come to see me. He was there in minutes. You know what’s so strange about that man? He did not ask me a single question. All he did was walk in, hold my arms, walk me to his couch and seat me by his side. 

I wept in his arms for hours, and he did not say a word. All the time, he ran his fingers through my hair and whisper in my ears that it was okay. He was so calm, a totally different person who was not in a hurry or who did not want to be elsewhere. 

When I came to my senses, I was appalled by what I had done, but I was feeling comfortable and happy. His eyes were calm too. I sensed the sadness in them but clearly though, he neither reproached nor blamed me. I appreciated that like I had appreciated no one or anything before. 

And then I realized that I was not being myself, that it was all wrong. I tried to avoid his eyes but he held my face in his hands and slowly passed his thumbs over my eyebrows. I felt the blood rushing in my body and my cheeks were steaming red. For a moment, I felt the earth move under my feet, my existence swept into oblivion, and my inner grounds shivering like a leaflet in the middle of a storm. 

I was lost in the middle of a nowhere for a moment that sounded as mad and untrue as eternity. I wanted to stop him as hard as I could. I wanted to tear through his throat with my nails and make him disappear forever. But I also know that I loved him. I held tightly to his neck, hoping that my eyes and his would not meet. And then, I whispered in his ears the words that I shall never forget, ‘I do not want to see you ever again,’” she said that so uneasily, I thought she was sobbing. 

“He moved a step away from me and sat up. He stared at me and I could see the sadness getting deeper in his eyes before he finally replied, ‘Yes I know, I totally understand.’” 

She drowned in silence while she sobbed silently for a moment, and then, she gathered herself again and whispered, sobbing still interrupting her voice, “He stood up and walked away to the door while I stared at the floor, but he knew that my poisoned arrows of love and hatred were chasing every step of his. I did not hear the door open or slam. I did not hear his footsteps, nor did I dare look up, and I never saw him again after that.”

The rain outside was still pouring monotonously. There was a dog barking in the distance. My hands and feet were frozen although I was well-covered. Warm drops splashed on my cheek. I opened my eyes and sat up to hug Aunt Fida as she sobbed feverishly, until the night finally cast its last curtains of darkness. From that night on, Aunt Fida never visited us again, and from that night on, I never let anyone run their fingers through my hair. And from that night on, I could still hear the rain pouring down monotonously when the day folded, even when it was the middle of summer. 

