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    To the strangers we pass every day—the invisible architects of our tomorrows. And to the city of Beirut: for every scar you carry, may you find a thousand reasons to keep singing.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Your neighbor is your other self dwelling behind a wall. In understanding, all walls shall fall down."— Kahlil Gibran

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: 06:00 A.M. – The First Light
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The Mediterranean Sea did not care about the city’s problems. It hit the rocks of the Corniche with the same steady rhythm it had used for thousands of years. As the sun began to peek over the mountains behind Beirut, the light was soft and pink. It touched the bullet holes in old buildings and the glass windows of new skyscrapers without making a distinction between them.

In a small apartment in the Hamra district, Layla stood on her balcony. Her feet ached. She was still wearing the blue sequined dress from her performance at the nightclub. The smell of cigarette smoke and expensive perfume clung to her hair, but the morning air was starting to wash it away.

She watched a lone seagull circle above the street. In her hand, she held a business card. It was gold-flecked and heavy. On it was the name of a producer from Paris. He had spoken to her at three in the morning, while the ice in his glass melted.

"You are too big for this room, Layla," he had said. "Come to France. I can make you a star. But you must leave on Monday."

Monday. Today was Saturday.

Layla looked back into the dark apartment. She could hear the soft, rhythmic wheezing of her mother’s oxygen machine. It was a mechanical reminder of why she could never leave. Her mother needed the medicine, the doctors, and the constant care that Layla’s singing paid for. But the producer’s offer felt like a life raft in a rising tide.

"One choice," she whispered to the empty street. "Just one."

A few miles away, at the American University Hospital, Dr. Farah was scrubbing her hands. The water was hot, turning her skin red. She didn't mind. The heat helped her focus.

Farah was forty-two years old, and her hands were the most important thing she owned. Today, those hands would open the chest of a seven-year-old girl with a failing heart. It was a surgery most doctors refused to perform. The risks were too high. The chances of success were less than twenty percent.

As she scrubbed, a senior administrator walked into the room.

"Farah," the man said. "The offer from the clinic in London arrived. They want an answer by noon today. It’s triple your current salary. Think of your own children."

Farah didn't look at him. She watched the soap bubbles disappear down the drain. "I have a patient on the table in twenty minutes," she said. Her voice was calm, but her heart was racing.

"If the girl dies on the table, that London offer might vanish," the administrator warned. "Maybe someone else should take this surgery. Save yourself the trouble."

Farah turned off the tap with her elbow. She held her wet hands up, letting the water drip. "The trouble is the only reason I became a doctor," she replied.

She walked toward the operating theater, leaving the man and the offer behind. She didn't know that on the other side of the city, a taxi driver was just starting his engine, a bride was looking at a photograph that would break her heart, and a ten-year-old boy named Tarek was tieing his shoes, ready to sneak out of his house for an adventure.

Beirut was waking up. The traffic was beginning to hum in the distance. To anyone watching from above, it looked like any other Saturday. People were making coffee. Shopkeepers were rolling up their metal shutters. The city was a machine of a million moving parts.

None of them knew that by sunset, the singer, the surgeon, and the boy would all be connected by a single, accidental moment.

Layla went back inside and kissed her sleeping mother’s forehead. She put the gold-flecked business card on the kitchen table.

Farah stepped into the bright, cold light of the operating room.

In another part of the city, Nadia, the bride, opened the white box containing her wedding dress. She reached inside to touch the lace, but her fingers hit something hard. It was a small, plain envelope.

She opened it. Inside was a photograph of her fiancé, Rami, standing outside a hotel in Cyprus. He was holding the hand of a woman Nadia had never seen. The date on the back of the photo was yesterday.

Nadia felt the air leave her lungs. The room felt smaller. Outside, she heard the happy honk of a car horn. Her wedding was in ten hours. The makeup artist would be arriving in thirty minutes. The flowers were already being delivered to the church.

She sat on the edge of the bed, the white lace of her dress spilling over her knees like sea foam. She had a choice to make. She could stay silent and walk down the aisle, or she could ruin everything.

The sun was now fully above the horizon. The shadows of the buildings stretched long across the pavement. The day had officially begun.
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Chapter 2: 07:05 A.M. – The Weight of a Key
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The sun was higher now, turning the grey concrete of the city into a pale, dusty gold. In the neighborhood of Achrafieh, the streets were narrow and steep, climbing up the hills like the spine of an old animal.

Hala stood in the center of her living room. It was a large room with high ceilings and tall windows that looked out over a small garden of jasmine and lemon trees. For forty years, this room had been filled with the sounds of her life. She could still hear the ghost of her husband’s laughter near the bookshelf. She could see the faint stains on the rug where her children had spilled juice thirty years ago.

But today, the room was mostly empty. Brown cardboard boxes were stacked against the walls. The curtains had been taken down, leaving the windows looking like wide, startled eyes.

Hala held a heavy iron key in her hand. It was the key to the front door. At eighty years old, her skin was thin and spotted like parchment paper, but her grip on the key was tight.

"It is just a building, Mama," her son had told her over the telephone from Dubai. "It is too big for you. It is too old. The stairs are bad for your knees. Sell it to the developers. Take the money and live in a nice, modern apartment with an elevator and a security guard."

Hala looked at the stack of papers on the dining table. The contract was there, waiting for her signature. A large real estate company wanted to buy the house. They would knock it down and build a glass tower with twenty floors. They offered a price that would make her and her children very wealthy.

She walked to the window. Below, on the street, she saw a young man on a small, battered blue moped. He was wearing a bright orange vest and a helmet that looked a size too big for him. This was Ziad.

Ziad was nineteen. His face was thin, and his eyes were always moving, looking for the next street sign, the next house number, the next chance to move forward. In his delivery bag, there were three warm bags of manoushe—the traditional flatbread with thyme and olive oil—and two cups of hot coffee.

Ziad pulled the moped to the curb in front of Hala’s house. He checked the slip of paper in his pocket. Apartment 4B. Madame Hala.

He was tired. He had been awake since four in the morning. This was his third job. During the day, he worked at a car wash. In the evenings, he studied engineering at the public university. On Saturday mornings, he delivered breakfast. He needed exactly two hundred more dollars to pay for his next semester. If he didn't have the money by Monday, he would lose his seat in the classroom.

Ziad looked up at the old house. It was beautiful, with its arched windows and the purple bougainvillea flowers hanging over the balcony. He wondered what it would be like to live in a place that didn't feel like it was falling apart. His own family lived in a two-room flat near the airport, where the sound of the planes made the windows rattle every ten minutes.

He hopped off the moped and ran up the stairs. He didn't use the elevator; it looked like it hadn't worked since the 1990s. By the time he reached the fourth floor, he was breathing hard.

He knocked on the door.

Hala opened it slowly. She looked at the young man. He was sweating, and his hands were shaking slightly from the weight of the delivery bag.

"Good morning, Madame," Ziad said, offering a polite smile. "Your breakfast is here. Thyme and extra olive oil, just as you asked."

Hala reached for her purse on the small table near the door. She looked at Ziad’s face. She saw the exhaustion in the dark circles under his eyes. She also saw the corner of a thick book sticking out of his delivery bag.

"What are you studying?" she asked softly.

Ziad blinked, surprised. Most people just took their food and closed the door. "Civil engineering, Madame. I have an exam on Tuesday."

Hala nodded. Her husband had been an engineer. He had helped build the very bridges and roads that now connected this messy, beautiful city. She felt a sudden, sharp pang of memory.

"It is a difficult subject," Hala said. "But the world always needs people who know how to build things that last."

She took the bag of food and handed him the money. Then, she paused. She looked at the heavy iron key in her hand, then back at the contract on the table. She looked at the young man who was working three jobs just to learn how to build a future.

"Wait a moment," Hala said.

She went to the kitchen and returned with a cold bottle of water and a small, silver tin. She pressed them into Ziad’s hands.

"The water is for your journey," she said. "The tin has old coins in it. My husband collected them. They are from the old days, before the wars. They are not worth a fortune, but they are worth something. I was going to give them to the real estate agent as a gift, but he does not need them. You do."

Ziad stared at the tin. "Madame, I cannot take this. I am just the delivery rider."

Hala placed her hand over his. Her skin was cold, but her touch was firm. "Today is a Saturday, young man. On Saturdays, we must look out for one another. Take it. Use it for your books. Or use it to buy a better helmet. Just promise me you will finish your studies."

Ziad felt a lump in his throat. He didn't know how to respond. He simply bowed his head. "Thank you, Madame
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