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“The wound is the place where the light enters you.”


Rumi


DEDICATION


To Beirut,
the city that carries its wounds like lanterns,
that teaches us how to break softly,
and how to stand again without asking the world for permission.
Your cracks are not your weakness.
They are your light.



AUTHOR’S NOTE


Beirut does not heal you.
She reveals you.



I came to the city with a quiet wound,
the kind you carry for years without speaking its name.
Beirut did not ask for explanations.
She simply mirrored what I had buried.



This book is not about politics.
It is about people.
Their tenderness.
Their grief.
Their small, stubborn ways of staying alive
in a city that refuses to fall apart.



If these pages offer you anything,
let it be this.
Your cracks are not your weakness.
They are where the light waits for you.


Omar Raphael
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PART I:  THE CITY CALLS YOU IN

CHAPTER 1

Beirut the First Wound


You do not arrive in Beirut the way you arrive in other cities.
There is no gentle orientation.
No soft introduction.
No moment where you feel yourself crossing a threshold and stepping into something new.


Beirut happens to you.

The plane dips once over the water, circles a coastline that looks both exhausted and defiant, and lands with a shudder that feels less like touchdown and more like an agreement. You step out into heat that clings to your skin, a brightness that does not simply illuminate but insists, and an air that tastes faintly of smoke and salt. Even the wind, when it brushes past your ear, carries a noise you cannot yet name.

You realise, as you walk through the terminal, that Beirut is not asking whether you are ready. She is asking whether you are willing.

Outside, the taxis crowd together like impatient thoughts. Drivers call out the city’s neighbourhoods as if reciting a litany. Hamra. Ashrafieh. Mar Mikhael. Gemmayzeh. Ras Beirut. Names that feel like the beginning of stories you have not yet earned the right to hear.


You give an address you barely remember choosing.
The driver nods.
The car jerks forward.
The city opens like a wound.



It is not beauty you see first.
It is exposure.


Buildings lean into one another with the intimacy of survivors. Balconies sag under the weight of plants that have grown wild, as if reclaiming what was taken from them. Walls are tattooed with graffiti that ranges from prayers to warnings to declarations of hope written in spray paint that never quite dries.

As the taxi navigates traffic that seems choreographed by chaos itself, you watch the city move around you with a rhythm that feels both ancient and improvised. Cars press against each other like arguments waiting to erupt. A man selling tissues weaves between bumpers as if the road belongs to him alone. A boy balances a tray of coffee cups on a single steady arm. A woman crosses the street with the certainty of someone who has long stopped believing in hesitation.


The driver speaks to you in English threaded with Arabic.
He points out nothing.
He explains nothing.
He assumes you came here for a reason not worth voicing.



You want to tell him you don’t know why you came.
But you do know.



Not in language.
Not in logic.
In something beneath the ribs.
A tug.
A heaviness.
A quiet insistence that you could not ignore anymore.


You left something behind in another life, another city, another version of yourself. You left because staying felt like suffocating. You left because memory had sharpened into a blade that cut too close to bone. You left because you needed a place where no one knew the story held behind your silence.

Beirut, you thought, would not ask.


But as the car pushes deeper into her streets, you realise the city is not indifferent.
She is watching.
Measuring.
Testing.


There is a moment—brief, nearly invisible—when the taxi passes a wall that is split clean down the middle, the crack running like a spine from top to bottom. Something in your chest tightens in response. Not because the wall is broken, but because the break feels familiar.

You look away quickly.

The driver parks in front of a narrow building painted the colour of old sand. The façade is chipped in places, the balconies rusted, but the windows are open as if the building itself is trying to breathe.


You take your bag.
You pay.
You thank him.


Then you stand on the pavement, feeling the city press against you in a way that is neither welcoming nor hostile. It is simply present. Unavoidable. Vast.

Inside the building, the staircase creaks under your weight. The hallway smells faintly of detergent and dust. A cat watches from a half-open doorway, blinking slowly as if deciding whether you belong here.

Your room is small, with a window that looks onto another building only three metres away. Yet when you open the shutters, the city rushes in. The sounds. The heat. The voices. The constant hum of something unresolved but living. You lean your forearms on the sill and inhale deeply.


You tell yourself you are only here to rest, to write, to rebuild something unnamed.
But the truth is simpler.
And heavier.


You came here because your grief needed a place that would not break under its weight.

That first evening you walk without direction. The streets feel like a maze built from contradictions. One moment you pass a bakery where the smell of warm zaatar curls around you like a memory you never lived. The next moment you pass a building still clawed open by an explosion from years ago, its exposed wires hanging like frayed nerves.

You stop in front of it without meaning to.


The silence around the ruin is different from the silence of the residential streets.
It is deeper.
Older.
Filled with voices that have not yet faded.


A young man sits on the steps, smoking a cigarette with a kind of casual melancholy. He glances at you, then returns to his smoke, as if to say: this is nothing new. This is every day. This is us. You keep walking.

Eventually you reach the sea.

A long stretch of water opens before you, dark and restless. The promenade curves along the coastline, lined with fishermen casting lines into waves that do not promise anything. Children race each other in bursts of laughter that crack through the air like small fireworks. Couples sit in the shadows, speaking in the low voices of people who have endured too much to waste time on pretense.


The sea wind pushes into your hair.
You close your eyes.



For a moment…just a moment, you feel a tremor of peace.
Not calm.
Not clarity.
Just the faint sensation of breath returning to a place inside you that had been locked tight.


You stand there until the sky fades into a shade of blue that feels almost bruised.

When you return to your room, the corridor lights flicker. The cat has moved closer, as if curious about what the city has decided about you.

You lie on the bed and listen.


To traffic.
To distant voices.
To the sea’s murmur.
To your own pulse beating slower than it has in months.



You came to Beirut expecting anonymity.
Instead you feel exposed.
Not to people.
To the city herself.



Beirut sees the part of you you tried to bury.
The part shaped by loss.
The part that still bleeds quietly beneath the surface.
The part you have never spoken aloud.


As you close your eyes, the thought arrives with startling clarity:


You did not choose Beirut.
Beirut chose you.


And she chose the wound you tried hardest to hide.


CHAPTER 2

The First Glimpse

The next morning begins with noise.

Not the sharp, piercing kind, but a layered sound that feels like it has been here long before you and will continue long after you leave. Car horns in short impatient bursts. A vendor calling out the price of fruit as if he is reciting a prayer. Someone dragging a metal shutter open. A child laughing at something you cannot see.

You wake into this sound slowly, as if surfacing from a deep place.


For a moment you forget where you are.
The ceiling is unfamiliar.
The light is different.
The air is thicker.


Then Beirut returns to you in pieces.


The cracked wall across from the bed.
The faint scent of detergent and cigarettes.
The window that frames more building than sky.


You sit up and listen.

You used to begin your days elsewhere with a scrolling thumb, a lit screen, a barrage of information that never really touched you. Here, the first thing you reach for is the window latch.

When you push it open, the city spills into the room.

The building opposite stands close enough that you could lean out and touch its pale, worn façade. Laundry hangs from a balcony on the third floor. Shirts, a pair of jeans, a white dress that moves gently in the breeze as if it remembers dancing. On the floor below, a woman shakes a rug over the railing, dust falling like muted rain.


She does not notice you.
You are a new background in a life already crowded.


On the street, a man sells ka’ak from a small cart, its metal frame as dented as his patience looks. A boy on a bicycle swerves around him with the careless accuracy of someone who has grown up dodging obstacles far more dangerous than baked bread.

You stand there, watching, your hands resting on the warm sill.

You feel like you are spying on a world that did not ask for your presence.

For a brief moment you wonder if coming here was a mistake. Not because the city is unkind, but because it is too raw. Too unfiltered. Too alive for someone who has spent so long moving through life as if wrapped in a layer of protective glass.

Still, you shower. Dress. Step into your shoes. Open the door.

The cat in the corridor has claimed the patch of sunlight near the stairs. It blinks as you pass, uninterested in your existence unless you become a source of food. You nod to it as if to a gatekeeper.
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