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For every person who built a life through endurance,

then found the courage to ask whether endurance was enough.

And for those who stayed in the question.




"We are not the story of what happened to us. We are the story of what we did with what happened to us."

— M. Zahi

"The most honest life is not the one without contradiction, but the one brave enough to see it."

— M. Zahi
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Author's Note

This book is written as a reflective narrative — a memoir in the true sense of the word: an account of memory, not a court document of fact. It is not offered as a manual of success, nor as a testimony of suffering. It is a story of becoming.

The events described here are real. The feelings described here are real. The questions raised here are real and remain, in many ways, unanswered. Some names have been changed or omitted. Some sequences have been compressed. Some conversations are reconstructed from memory rather than transcript. But the spirit of what happened, and more importantly the spirit of what those things meant, has not been altered.

I wrote in the third person because I needed distance to see myself. There is a version of this book written as "I," and perhaps one day it will exist. But the "he" of these pages allowed me to look at myself the way one looks at another person — with the mixture of sympathy, criticism, and patience that we rarely manage to extend to ourselves.

This is a Lebanese story. It is also a human story. The village, the war, the poverty, the dormitory, the betrayal, the marriage, the question — these are local details of a universal experience: the experience of building a life and then asking, quietly, whether the life you built is the one you were meant to live.

I do not offer answers. I offer the record of a man learning to stay inside the question.

M. Zahi

Beirut, 2026
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Part One Origins

Chapter One
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The Boy Who Did Not Fit


"No one is coming to build your life for you."



"No one is coming to build your life for you."

He did not learn this sentence. He absorbed it, the way children absorb everything important — before they have the language to repeat it, before they understand what it will cost them to carry it. It entered him not through words but through mornings. Through the sound of a door opening before light. Through the smell of bread made from necessity rather than pleasure. Through the silence of adults who had long since stopped waiting for things to improve on their own.

✦

The village woke before the sun. That was the first fact of his life — not a lesson, not a philosophy, simply a condition, like weather. He would lie still in the moments before rising and listen: the scrape of tools being lifted from their places, the low complaint of an old engine somewhere beyond the field, the careful movement of his mother through the kitchen, the particular silence of his father, who spoke rarely and whose silence was not empty but full — full of things already decided, already accepted, already set aside.

His family were farmers in the way that certain people are farmers — not as an occupation they had chosen but as a state they had inherited, the way one inherits a face or a name. The land gave them what it chose to give, and they adapted to its choices without much argument. In a good season, the house breathed more easily. In a difficult one, it contracted. Children understood these rhythms before they understood money, before they understood almost anything, because the rhythms were in the food, in the mood at the table, in whether the evening was quiet or whether sleep came with a tension that had no name.

In that environment, life was simple but not easy. People outside such places often confuse the two. Simplicity means fewer choices. It does not mean fewer consequences. The village gave children a place, a name, a memory, a path already worn by those who had walked it before. It also gave them limits — and the limits were never written down because they did not need to be. They were in the air.

For boys especially, the path was clear before they were old enough to question it. You grew. You worked. You carried weight. You became useful before you fully understood yourself. No one asked what kind of man you wanted to become. The question was considered a luxury. The answer was already there, written in the posture of your father, in the gestures of your uncles, in the men who moved through the fields every year in the same order, under the same sun, with the same patience that looked, from outside, like peace, but was actually something quieter and harder: acceptance without surrender.

✦

His father moved through those fields with the patience of a man who had stopped asking why long ago. He was not unkind. He was not brutal. He was simply finished with questions — worn, over decades, to the exact shape of the life available to him. He worked and he endured and he provided what providing was possible, and he asked very little in return, not even to be understood.

The boy watched that wearing and understood something, before he had any words for it, that would take him years to name: that a person could disappear into usefulness. Could become so entirely what the world needed from him that the original self — the self before the field, before the family name, before responsibility — dissolved quietly, like salt in water, leaving no visible trace.

He did not want that. He did not yet know what he wanted. But he knew, with the particular certainty of children who have not yet learned to doubt their instincts, that he did not want that.

✦

His mother was a different matter entirely.

He was the youngest, which gave him a particular position in the family — not the oldest's weight of responsibility, not the middle child's negotiated place, but the youngest's specific and unrepeatable closeness to the mother. The youngest is the last child, which means the mother knows, in some part of herself that does not need to speak, that this is the last time she will have someone this small to hold. That knowledge changes the quality of the attention.

She was not demonstrative in the way that word is usually meant. She did not make speeches or declarations. She did not express what she felt in ways that required interpretation. But she was present with him in a way that he recognised even then, before he had language for recognition — a particular quality of attention that said: you are seen. Not judged, not managed, not directed toward some outcome. Seen.

During the nights of movement, when families had to leave their own houses and take shelter in the homes of neighbours nearby, she kept him close with a physical intensity that he would remember for the rest of his life. Not gently — that is important. She held him the way people hold things they are afraid of losing: firmly, sometimes too firmly, with a force that communicated everything she could not say about the fear she was carrying. He understood it as safety. The grip that hurt a little was the grip that meant you have been found. You have been returned. The world has re-formed around you.

He followed her through those nights without question. Not from obedience — he was not, by nature, an obedient child. From trust. From the understanding, arrived at before he had words for it, that her body knew where to go even when her mind was uncertain, that the direction of her movement contained information that language could not. He pressed against her side in the dark and felt her breathing and knew that as long as he could feel that, the situation, however frightening, had not become the worst thing.

She asked very little of him directly. She did not use the youngest's position to make demands. She cooked and prepared and maintained the house and managed the practical dimensions of a family's survival in difficult conditions, and she did all of this without requiring him to witness it or to be grateful for it in any formal sense. Gratitude was understood. It did not need to be performed.

What she gave him — and he understood this only much later, when he was the age she had been during those years — was the experience of being unconditionally held. Not approved of. Not praised. Held. The sense that whatever happened, whatever he became, whatever he failed at or refused or questioned or got wrong, there was one person for whom his existence was not conditional on any of it. This is not a small gift. In a life that would require him to prove himself in many rooms, in many situations, against many forms of indifference and judgment, the memory of having been unconditionally held was something to return to. A reference point for what it felt like not to be assessed.

He did not talk about this much. He was not, by habit or by formation, a person who spoke about what his mother meant to him. But it was there, running underneath everything — the particular warmth of the bond with the youngest child, the grip in the dark, the quality of attention that asked nothing back. It was the first relationship of his life, and it had given him something the later relationships were always, in some sense, trying to find again.

✦

As the youngest, he occupied a particular position in the family that was sometimes privilege and sometimes its opposite.

His older siblings — a sister and a brother, each with their own established world, their own friendships, their own hierarchy of loyalties — did not always include him. He was younger, which meant he was slower, less coordinated, less fluent in the social grammar of children a few years older than himself. Sometimes he tried to join their games and was turned away, not cruelly, simply by the logic of age: you are too small for this, come back later. He felt the exclusion with the particular acuteness of a youngest child who has always been slightly outside the main action of the family, always arriving when the older children had already arranged the world to suit themselves.

But often they played together, all of them — the siblings and the children from neighbouring houses, the loose and shifting company of village childhood where the same six or eight children found each other every afternoon because there was nowhere else to go and nothing better to do. He liked this best. Not the structured games with rules and competition, but the unstructured time: the wandering through the fields, the investigation of small creatures and interesting stones, the games that evolved from whatever was available rather than from any predetermined plan.

The animals were part of it too. Village children have a relationship with animals that urban children do not — not as pets exactly, not as objects of sentiment, but as fellow inhabitants of the same world, creatures with their own logic and their own needs that had to be understood and respected. He learned to move around them without startling them. He learned which approached touch and which required distance. There was something in this — in the attention required, in the reading of another creature's disposition from its posture and its movement — that would later translate into other skills. The ability to enter a room and read it. The ability to know, before a conversation had fully begun, what kind of conversation it was going to be.

Summer was the season of the farm. When school ended and the long weeks opened, work replaced study as the organising principle of the day. Picking fruit from the trees — the specific pleasure of reaching into leaves and finding the weight of something ripe, the smell of it, the warmth stored in the skin from a day of sun. Preparing the land for planting — the particular quality of effort that field work requires, which is not the effort of lifting or carrying but the effort of sustained attention to the same task, repeated until the body finds its own rhythm and the mind goes elsewhere. Caring for the animals — the daily round of feeding and checking and the small maintenance that living things require from those responsible for them.

He did not love this work the way some children love it. He respected it. He understood its necessity. He also understood, and did not feel guilty for understanding, that it was not what he was for. The understanding came without superiority — it was not that the work was beneath him, it was simply that his nature oriented him in a different direction. He could do the work, and he did it, and he did it properly. But his mind, during the doing of it, was always elsewhere.

✦

It was not rebellion. Rebellion requires a target, a language, a clear object of refusal. He had none of those. It was something smaller and more stubborn — a persistent low-level resistance, like a body refusing to run a fever that the world keeps trying to give it. It showed in small things.

At the table, he would look at the food and feel a resistance he could not explain. Not to the food itself, which was simple and sufficient. But to the certainty with which it appeared, day after day, the same things in the same order because they had always been those things in that order. He wondered, privately, why no one ever asked whether they wanted something different. He wondered why tradition was allowed to enter the mouth before it entered the mind.

His mother would notice him staring at the plate. "Eat," she would say. Not harshly. With the tired authority of someone who had no time to negotiate with a child about breakfast.

He would eat.

But inside, a small question remained. It was the same question, wearing different clothes each time. Why this? Why always this? Why not ask?

The same thing happened with clothes. Other boys wore what was available and moved on. They did not think about it. He thought about it. Even when his clothes were simple, even when they were not new — and they were rarely new — he tried to keep them clean, arranged, pressed where pressing was possible. Poverty was visible enough. He did not want it to speak louder than he did. He did not yet understand that this was dignity, but he practiced it before he could name it.

Some boys laughed. "Why do you care so much?" one of them asked once, watching him adjust his shirt before the walk to school.

He looked at the boy and shrugged. "I just like it this way."

The boy laughed and ran ahead. He remained for a second — not hurt, not angry, just quietly aware of the space between them — then followed.

That was often how it happened. He did not argue. He did not explain. He kept a small private distance inside himself, a space where he did not have to agree, and carried it quietly through the day.

✦

School became the first place where that private space could expand.

Before he was officially old enough to attend, he wanted to go. It was not curiosity in the ordinary sense — the light desire to see something new. It was hunger. He would stand near the school building and watch the older children file in, and something in his chest would pull toward the door. The building was not beautiful. It did not look like a place of revelation. But it contained a possibility that the village did not openly offer: that things could be asked, that answers were not only inherited, that the world was larger than the one drawn around him.

When he finally entered school, he felt alert in a way the village rarely made him feel. The classroom smelled of chalk and dust and paper and children who had walked from different corners of the same small world. The benches were uncomfortable. The walls were plain. But the blackboard, with its white lines and its unfinished sentences, seemed to him like an opening — like a door not yet closed.

He liked arriving early. He liked the moment before the teacher entered, when the room held the noise of twenty children and also, underneath that noise, the particular quiet of expectation. He liked questions more than answers. He liked the exact moment when a problem was placed on the blackboard and nobody in the room yet knew how it would end.

One day the teacher asked a question and waited. The class was silent. He raised his hand.

"You know the answer?" the teacher asked.

"I think so."

"Thinking is good. Say it."

He answered. It was not perfect, but it was close. The teacher corrected him without humiliation, and that mattered enormously — the correction without contempt, the idea that being wrong was a position on the way to being right, not a verdict about a person's worth.

He carried that lesson silently. He would not always be first in class. Sometimes he was. Sometimes he was among the first five. What mattered was not the rank, though he cared about it. What mattered was the feeling of his mind moving toward something, the sensation that he was not simply receiving the world but engaging with it.

✦

Still, school did not remove poverty. It only gave poverty another setting.

By twelve he was working during the summer holidays. The word holiday had become almost ironic. For many boys his age, summer meant space — afternoons loose and unhurried, time without assignment. For him, summer was the season when he earned what the school year would require. He needed money for things that were ordinary to others: notebooks, transport, clothes that could carry him through a year without shame, food for days when the house could not provide. He worked because there was no other way, and because he had already understood, without being told, that wanting something different from life required paying for it in advance.

The first days of that first summer job were heavy in a way he had not fully anticipated. His body was still a child's body, but necessity does not negotiate with age. He learned to carry, to clean, to obey instructions from adults who had forgotten he was young. The sun during those hours seemed to have a weight of its own. His hands changed. His sleep changed. He returned each evening tired in a way that had no innocence in it — the fatigue of someone who had traded a part of themselves for something they could not yet name.

At night, lying still while the house settled around him, he thought about school. Not with nostalgia — it had only just ended. He thought about it the way a traveller thinks about a destination: as a place that had to be protected. If he wanted to remain a student, he had to work like someone older than a student. This contradiction entered him early and stayed: to keep childhood, he had to leave part of it behind.

No one made speeches about this. No one gathered him and said: you are responsible now. Life simply placed responsibility in his hands and waited to see what he would do with it.

He did not complain. Complaining required an audience with room for it, and everyone around him had their own weight to carry. But inside, the sentence was forming. Not all at once. It came through the mornings, through the work, through the walks home in the evening heat, through the way he looked at other boys and understood that their path was not his, and that this difference was not a wound — or not only a wound.

Clarity can be painful. But clarity, even when painful, is a kind of wealth.

From that time, he began to understand that his life would not be given to him in a finished shape. He would have to take pieces from different places — from school, from work, from discipline, from refusal, from curiosity, from pain — and arrange them himself. The arrangement would be his. The mistakes in the arrangement would also be his. That was not a comfortable thought. But it was, he was beginning to sense, an honest one.

✦

There were afternoons when the village looked gentle enough to forgive everything. The late light would fall over the fields and the stone houses would turn warm in color, and for a moment the poverty did not look like deprivation but like simplicity, like a life pared down to what was necessary and therefore beautiful. He liked those moments. They also unsettled him, because they made him feel guilty for wanting more.

That guilt was one of his earliest contradictions, and it never entirely left him. He loved where he came from. He did not want to be limited by it. These two things were both true and they did not resolve each other. He respected the people who worked the land. He did not want the land to be the only language available to him. He understood that his parents had done what they could with what life gave them. He also understood, quietly and without cruelty, that gratitude should not become a prison.

During breaks at school, boys ran and shouted and tested each other in the way young animals test each other — pushing at limits, measuring strength, establishing order. He joined sometimes. But a part of him always stood slightly to the side, watching. He noticed which boys became leaders and why. Some led through strength, some through volume, some through fear. He wondered whether intelligence could also be a form of authority — quieter, more patient, but no less real.

One teacher kept him after class one afternoon. He prepared himself for correction.

"You ask questions differently," the teacher said instead.

He looked down, uncertain whether this was praise or warning.

"Do not stop," the teacher said, and let him go.

He carried that sentence the way a person carries a small lamp through a long corridor — not dramatically, not making announcements about it, but aware of the light it provided and careful not to let it go out.

✦

Winter was the season of the indoor world, and the indoor world had its own education.
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