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​​Dedication
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To my beloved children, Mathea and Georgio Elnar.

You are my heart’s radiant light.

You are my strength, my reason to persevere in life.

In your love, I discover an endless source of grace.
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I wrote this book because I made a promise to Joe at his funeral: I would tell our story—his story. The story of us, of our love. I wanted him to live on, not just in the memories of those who knew and loved him, but also in the hearts of those who never had the chance.

I thought of young women stepping into the unknown, far from home, seeking a sense of belonging. Maybe they’d find comfort in my words, maybe my story could remind them that true love still exists—even when life feels uncertain and lonely. I thought of immigrants like us, starting over in a strange land, building a life from nothing. I hoped my journey might reassure them that they are not alone.

I also wrote this for anyone who has lost someone they love. I wanted them to know that time does help heal even if the scars remain. That hope still exists. That life, despite heartbreak, must go on—and we owe it to ourselves to find joy, purpose, and peace in the days we have left.

And then I thought of my children, my grandchildren, and all those who shared in our story. Maybe this book could help keep his spirit alive long after we are gone.

I thought writing this book would come easily—that the words would pour out of me. But I was wrong. Reliving the past was far harder than I expected. The joyful memories felt fleeting, while the painful ones lingered, refusing to fade.

Still, the journey was worth it—for Joe, for me, for us. And for anyone who might need a little hope. A reminder of the strength of love, and the resilience of the human heart.

May you be blessed as you read this book.

Mirna Elnar

June 2025
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Clip clop, clip clop, clip clop—the sound of my heels echoed down the rain-soaked streets as I made my way through the dimly lit downtown area of Gemmayzeh, Lebanon, during a visit in 2022. The sound of my footsteps was all I could hear as I walked toward the opening of the street. Another lively evening had fallen, but this time, I wanted to immerse myself in the colors of Beirut and give myself some respite from the life I had.

Often described as the “Greenwich Village” or the “Soho” of Beirut, Gemmayzeh is a vibrant residential neighborhood that has become one of the city’s trendiest districts. The area boasts a mix of beautiful traditional and French-mandate architecture, offering a charming atmosphere by day and a lively buzz by night. Known for its restaurants, bars, cafes, and art galleries, this area is one of the most visited in the Lebanese capital.

Protected by a large red umbrella and dressed in my favorite red cocktail dress, sleek black stilettos, and a designer scarf gifted to me from Paris, I glided effortlessly over the wet pavement. Lebanese women take immense pride in their elegance and femininity, and I was no exception, even on casual nights out. We work tirelessly toward higher education, mastering multiple languages, and always striving to look our best. In our pursuit of excellence, we compete not just to shine but to embody perfection in every aspect of our lives. As the rain poured down, I felt a sense of excitement at the promise of warmth, drinks, and a lively evening ahead. However, finding a seat proved more difficult than anticipated; I expected the opposite, as it was January and the hotels were almost empty. Restaurants were bustling and did not have a single empty seat to spare. Most tables were filled with large, joyous families and groups of friends engaging in animated conversation and laughter despite the downpour outside. I began to lose hope of escaping another lonely evening and almost resigned myself to another takeaway meal in my apartment, that is, until the warm glow of a cozy neighborhood bistro caught my eye just as hope began to fade.

I quickened my pace through the rain, desperate to get out of the cold downpour. To my immense relief, the friendly host showed me to a vacant spot—a small perch at the lively bar overlooking the busy dining area.

I enjoyed my glass of wine and a fresh salad, and soaked in the lively atmosphere around me. The bistro was buzzing with energy, filled with the colorful mix of people that give Beirut its charm. Businessmen in crisp suits leaned in over serious conversations, artists waved their hands passionately, writers scribbled in notebooks, students argued over ideas, and tourists looked around wide-eyed. Locals moved easily among them all, tying the scene together with their natural warmth. The air was full of life, the sound of voices and laughter blending into a vibrant, joyful hum. Before long, a friendly trio approached the bar where I was seated—two men and a woman, their faces lit with warm, inviting smiles. They asked if they could join me, and I welcomed the company. One of the men, Daniel, stepped forward, extending a firm handshake, his eyes glinting with genuine curiosity.

“So what brings you to Beirut?” Daniel asked.

I returned his smile. “I’m Lebanese-American—here to reconnect with my roots and spend time with my family.”

Daniel nodded thoughtfully. “I’m a reporter for a well-known British news agency.”

“That sounds fascinating,” I said. “What kind of stories do you cover?”

He leaned back slightly, his eyes sharpening. “Mostly war zones.”

I nodded, intrigued. “That must be both challenging and terrifying.”

“It is,” he admitted.

As he spoke about his time covering conflict zones in Iraq, Afghanistan, Lebanon, and Syria, his voice grew steadier, more serious. I could sense the weight of the experiences he carried—stories of hardship and resilience that had clearly left a mark on him. Yet there was also something hopeful in him, a quiet strength that made our conversation feel even more meaningful. I was instantly pulled into his story, my curiosity turning into a deep, almost urgent need to understand the life he had lived. His words carried the weight of experiences most people could barely imagine. He spoke quietly but intensely as he recalled his time in Syria, when he had secretly entered the country to cover the first sparks of the uprising against the Assad regime. His face grew serious as he described slipping into the city of Daraa without permission, knowing that no foreign journalists were allowed, fully aware that discovery could mean death. Still, he risked everything to capture the truth—the brutal crackdowns, the fear in the streets, the desperate hopes of ordinary people.

But danger, he said, has a way of finding you when you least expect it. He and a colleague were eventually captured, becoming some of the only windows the outside world had into the horrors unfolding there. His voice tightened as he described the nightmare that followed: the weeks of imprisonment, the endless beatings, the cruel punishments designed to break both body and spirit. He spoke almost too calmly of having his fingernails ripped out, of the relentless physical and psychological torment that blurred the line between day and night. It was only after tense, high-level negotiations that they were finally released—battered, but alive.

Yet even in that grim story, the part that seemed to haunt him most was not what he endured, but what others had sacrificed. The Syrian family who had risked everything to hide them, to offer a sliver of humanity in a brutal time, paid the ultimate price for their courage. As Daniel spoke of them, his voice cracked slightly, and in that moment, the bustling bistro around us seemed to fade away, leaving only the weight of his memories hanging in the air between us.

Daniel’s story left me with a deep sense of sadness, but also profound respect. To risk everything in order to reveal uncomfortable truths requires an extraordinary kind of courage. Reporters like him are fearless individuals who ensure the world sees injustices, even in the darkest corners of conflict. When he mentioned covering the Beirut explosion in 2020, I was reminded of Lebanon’s incredible resilience in the face of unimaginable tragedy. Despite decades of war, countless hardships, and persistent challenges, the Lebanese have held firm to their values and their families. Their love for life remains unshaken, always finding moments to celebrate and clinging to what’s left, no matter the weight of the sorrow they carry.

We talked for hours that evening, diving into long conversations that lifted my spirits. The night wore on and I realized it was late. Despite the pleasant company, I excused myself, thanking all three for their time and camaraderie. Daniel offered to drive me to my apartment, but since we had just met, I politely declined, expressing my preference to walk a bit before heading home, especially after eating so late. He asked me to text him once I arrived safely, which I promised I would.

The next morning, I woke to the sound of my phone ringing. On the other end, Daniel’s voice was warm and courteous, a comforting presence in the early hours. He was checking in on me, and after a few pleasantries, he asked if I would like to meet for lunch. I agreed on one condition—that he shares more of his thrilling stories from the war-ravaged corners of the world. He laughed and accepted.

We chose a charming little restaurant just a few meters from my apartment, a cozy place that felt perfect for a long conversation. From the moment we sat down, my mind buzzed with questions. As Daniel answered each one, a dozen more would surface, and he responded patiently, weaving vivid scenes of conflict, resilience, and hope.

Somewhere between his stories and my growing fascination, a bold idea took shape. I asked him if he would allow me to share some of his experiences with the world—through writing. Without hesitation, he said yes. His trust both humbled and excited me.

I told him a little about my family, my passion for storytelling, and the book project I was beginning to shape. As we spoke, the hours slipped by unnoticed. When I finally glanced at my watch, I realized five full hours had passed in what felt like minutes. Remembering I had promised to meet my sister, I reluctantly excused myself. We promised to stay in touch and continue discussing the project. A spark of inspiration stayed with me as I walked away—an unshakable feeling that something important had just begun. I promised myself that I would finish my autobiography and then begin a new journey: writing a book that would bring to life all the powerful stories from the war zones, stories that deserved to be heard by the world.

I walked back to my apartment, reflecting on our conversations; my thoughts drifted to the tragic events that had unfolded two years earlier in the very area where we had enjoyed lunch. That event had become a hallmark of Lebanese perseverance—the explosion that was recorded as the second largest blast in history, after the nuclear attacks on Nagasaki and Hiroshima.
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As one documentary revealed, the day after the blast, people could see body parts hanging from wires, poles, and walls amid the ruins of buildings that once stood tall. The explosion was so abrupt and powerful that it shattered victims’ bodies into pieces. I often wondered how those who survived coped with such trauma; perhaps it was their inner strength and faith that kept them moving forward.

Although I was not in Lebanon when that catastrophe struck, I knew all too well how devastating it was from news reports. Every Lebanese around the world was glued to their screens, anxiously searching for updates and reaching out to loved ones back home. Friends from near and far called and texted me, and it was heartbreaking to watch the videos being shared online, replaying the horror over and over.

And now, here I was in Beirut, walking the same streets that had once been the scene of such profound tragedy, living in an apartment that had been rebuilt not long ago.

I wandered through the bustling yet silent streets of Gemmayzeh. Each step echoed with memories, and my eyes, blurred by tears, lingered on the broken fragments of a once-thriving soul. The vibrant laughter, the music, the golden light—they all seemed to hover in the air like ghosts, unwilling to let go, clinging to the rubble of what was once home to so many families, dreams, and lives intertwined. The tall facades, with their proud arches, stood stubbornly—as if refusing to bow to the cruelty that tried to break them. Some buildings bore fresh wounds; others were completely rebuilt, and some were slowly being brought back to life. But my heart ached not just for the stones and columns, but for the people who once called these places home. What became of them? Did they perish in the blast? Were they scarred—physically, emotionally, forever?

Did they lose everything? Were they forced to sell, to leave behind generations of memories? Wasn’t it enough that they had already survived a brutal twenty-five-year war, a collapsing economy, a failing banking system? And now this—a horrific explosion that tore through lives and dreams alike. How much suffering can one nation carry? How is this fair?

I noticed an elderly man at the dead end of a narrow street, holding a young boy, his grandson, and speaking to a small crowd. I drew closer and caught a few words—“It was a fateful August evening.” Instantly, I recognized that he was recounting the day of the blast. Something in his voice compelled me to stay and listen, sensing the weight of his experience in his words. I could tell he still carried the pain of that day, and I couldn’t bring myself to walk away. I stepped closer and could hear him clearly.

“It was in the summer; the air hung heavy over Beirut during that painful August evening. As the sun began its descent, painting the Mediterranean in hues of burnt orange, the usual bustle of the city was in full swing. Merchants called out their wares to passersby on the cobblestone streets, and laughter drifted through open windows from families gathered for dinner. In the port, crews were busy with the day’s shipments, looking forward to evening gatherings. Few spared more than a passing glance at the old warehouse by the quay, despite whispers of a dangerous stockpile of chemicals there.

Over the years, some port employees had complained about the unnecessary delays in removing the explosive material, but no official seemed interested in their concerns. Years of complaints had fallen on deaf ears as authorities turned a blind eye to the mysterious cargo stored within. If only they had known the doom those shabby walls contained.”

He continued, holding his grandson close as he spoke of the day he lost his son, the child’s father. The depth of their grief was overwhelming, and I struggled to hold back my own tears. I could only hope that no one would ever have to endure such pain.

“At precisely 6:07 PM, a spark in the warehouse’s dark interior ignited a series of events that would shake Lebanon to its core. In that first instant, an orange fireball bloomed—a fleeting beauty masking the hell to come. Men working the docks had only moments to sound their alarms before an earth-shattering boom drowned out all other sounds. The force of the initial blast collapsed the warehouse, turning it into kindling, while a towering plume of smoke spiraled into the sky. But deep within the structure, the slumbering beast was only beginning to stir. As emergency crews rushed toward the flames, my son Michael, part of the response team, was summoned to help control the fire. However, they never saw the second, more devastating arrival racing toward them at lightning speed.

“In a split second, oblivion came, carving the entire area from the map in a single searing instant. The detonation’s shockwave pulverized everything in its path, leaving not a soul within miles untouched by its ruinous reach. The entire response team was blown away; we could not even see their bodies for the last time. Beirut would never be the same again after 6:07 PM on that fateful day in August 2020.”

The old man’s voice trembled, each syllable a fragment of a shattered past, as he became ensnared in the haunting memory of his late son. Tears streamed down his weathered face, a testament to a grief that transcended mere loss; it was a lament for a future forever altered. The crowd around him, a mosaic of shared sorrow, fell silent—some reaching out with gestures of compassion, while others were engulfed by their own specters of loss, each echoing the abyss of their own hearts.

The blast had been monstrous, a cacophony of destruction that snuffed out 218 lives in an instant, leaving 7,000 souls grappling with injuries that extended far beyond the physical. In that calamitous moment, treasures woven into the very fabric of history were ripped apart. The fragile threads of community, once vibrant and intertwined, lay frayed and broken under the weight of despair. Field clinics emerged amid the ruins, their halls overflowing with the wounded—each body a testament to the fragility of existence, each face a reflection of the collective trauma.

Yet, even in the depths of this profound sorrow, the Lebanese spirit remained unyielding, a flame flickering defiantly against the encroaching darkness. Through unfathomable suffering, they stood as giants, refusing to allow nightmares to extinguish their dreams. City blocks lay in ruin, homes crushed under mountains of despair, yet from the debris, a fierce resolve began to rise. Bit by bit, the people cleared away the remnants of calamity, refusing to be prisoners of their own desolation.

In an extraordinary display of solidarity, volunteers transcended sectarian divides, united by a shared humanity that the blast could not sever. Strangers labored side by side, lifting slabs of concrete with raw hands, driven by an indomitable will to unearth life from the grave of rubble. As dusk descended, residents would drag beds into the open air, sleeping beneath a canopy of stars, defiantly clutching to remnants of hope. Music and laughter danced among the shadows, a fleeting aesthetic against the backdrop of unimaginable loss, connecting souls in the shared tapestry of grief.

From chaos, order began to emerge, makeshift shelters evolving into homes as walls rose anew. Local organizations, born from the ashes of despair, sprang forth to provide solace and counsel to the traumatized. Yet, the shadow of neglect loomed large; the government, marked by corruption, turned a blind eye, leaving its citizens to navigate their grief alone. A few non-profits offered scant assistance, barely scratching the surface of the devastation’s vast reach.

Many were ensnared by the cruel hand of fate, unable to return to their homes or forced to relinquish them at a pittance. Still, they toiled with relentless determination, driven by an ancestral spirit that refused to succumb to despair. The banking crisis, a thief in the night, had left them with barely enough to survive, their hard-earned savings rendered inaccessible. And then, as if fate demanded further cruelty, the blast—one of the deadliest in modern history—shattered what remained of their precarious existence.

Yet, against all odds, they rebuilt where destruction had reigned. They discovered joy anew, laughter rising from the ashes like phoenixes reclaiming the sky. Scars remained, both on the land and within the hearts of the survivors—each a testament to resilience, a story etched into the very soul of the Lebanese people. I wandered through the newly rebuilt streets, the remnants of damaged structures standing as solemn sentinels, whispering tales of what had been. The ghosts of that day lingered, casting shadows over every corner, every conversation, reminding us that beneath the surface of optimism lay a well of pain, ever-present, ever-looming.

In the quiet moments, when the bustle of life receded, the city breathed with a heartbeat that resonated with hope—a stubborn pulse against the tide of despair. It was here, in the embrace of shared suffering, that the Lebanese spirit shone brightest, an enduring lesson in resilience and love, illuminating the path from darkness toward dawn.

***
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The Beirut explosion of 2020, though I was not there, echoed through my life as if I had been present. Lebanon has endured countless tragedies, and it is in these scars that our resilience shines through. Born and raised in Lebanon, I experienced a life that was nothing short of a roller coaster.

Beirut—a city destroyed and rebuilt seven times—holds a sacred place in my heart and in the delicate folds of my memory. In the 1970s, when I was a child, my mother often took us to visit my grandmother, Teta—the Lebanese term of endearment for grandmother—who spent her winters wrapped in the warm, fragrant walls of this vibrant city, a place bursting with culture, art, poetry, and endless life. Beirut was not just a city; it was a beating heart, the very soul of the Middle East, alive with culture, colors, sounds, and dreams.

Our visits to Teta’s house are stitched into the fabric of my childhood, but one memory, in particular, shines brighter than all the rest.

It was a golden Friday afternoon. As we drove through the crowded, humming streets, my wide eyes caught a glimpse of something magical: a shop window filled with crystal chandeliers, each one glittering and dancing in the light like a thousand tiny stars. My heart skipped. I pressed my face to the car window, yearning to stay, to reach out and touch the wonder. But the car sped on, and the vision vanished—like a dream slipping through my fingers.

My mother, busy with her errands, dropped me off at Teta’s house, her goodbye kiss rushed but warm. Left to my own devices, I stood on the small balcony, watching the children playing in the courtyard below, their laughter rising up like music. Yet my mind wasn’t with them. It was still back at that glowing window, filled with treasures that seemed to have been pulled straight from the heavens.

Teta, bustling around the kitchen, didn’t notice when my small feet quietly carried me out the door. I moved with the solemn determination only a child can summon, a tiny explorer on an epic quest. The shop was just around the corner—a few small steps for my eager legs, but a lifetime away from safety.

When my mother returned and found me gone, a storm of panic tore through the house. Neighbors were called. Shouts echoed down the stairwells. Doors slammed. My poor Teta, stricken with guilt and fear, fainted. My mother—strong, steady, unshakable—broke under the weight of terror and wept openly in the arms of strangers. Volunteers poured into the streets, their faces etched with worry, calling my name again and again into the growing dusk.

And there I was—a tiny figure in a lavender embroidered dress—standing utterly still before the window of light. The world around me had faded into nothing. I was lost in a sea of shimmering stars, dazzled and breathless, my small heart brimming with wonder, completely unaware of the chaos my absence had sown.

Then—a sharp voice pierced the air, “I found her!”

Startled, I turned—and for the first time, fear flooded my little body. Around me, dozens of anxious faces blurred into a storm of worry. I began to tremble, the enormity of what I had done crashing over me like a tidal wave. A tall neighbor—his eyes kind, his hands strong—swept me into his arms, whispering soothing words as he carried me home.

When we returned to the house, my mother ran to me, tears streaming down her face, her hands trembling as she touched my cheeks, my hair, desperate to reassure herself that I was real. She clung to me, sobbing her gratitude to everyone around her. I, too, had tears spilling from my eyes, though I barely understood the depth of the fear I had caused.

And with all the honesty of a five-year-old, I whispered, “I just wanted to see the hanging diamonds.”

Beirut cast its spell on me when I was just five years old. Even then, I felt the magic in its charm, the pull of its beauty, and the rhythm of its scintillating life. No wonder my artistic little mind was captivated by its brilliance, like crystals shimmering in sunlight. From that moment on, my heart and soul were forever entwined with the city’s enduring allure—its colors, its chaos, its poetry. Beirut wasn’t just a place; it became a part of me, etched into the fabric of my being.

My childhood was a dance between two worlds: the bustling, passionate city of Beirut and the quiet, tender embrace of our charming village, Ajaltoun, nestled among the cool, pine-covered mountains. In Ajaltoun, life moved slowly, like the soft breeze that whispered through the ancient trees, while Beirut pulsed with an unstoppable energy, alive with art, poetry, and dreams. Together, they shaped the rhythm of my early years—a melody of contrast, wonder, and deep, abiding love.

It was the Saturday before Easter in 1975. The air was thick with the scent of preparations and the hum of family life. My mother busied herself with chores while my father played cards at his brother’s home. Our house radiated warmth and laughter as night descended—a fragile peace we did not yet know would soon shatter.

The first booms echoed through the darkness—a sound foreign and monstrous. At first, we did not understand. Our area had, until then, been spared the violence that ravaged other towns. We had watched from a distance as atrocities unfolded along the coast, believing, perhaps foolishly, that we were safe. But fear gripped my mother’s heart. She rushed into our bedroom, where she had just tucked us into bed.

Then came another blast—louder, closer—and the entire house shook violently. The explosion struck without mercy. Stones and rubble rained down upon us, ripping through the night like claws. Through the thick, choking smoke, my mother clawed her way forward, desperate to shield her children. By some miracle, my siblings escaped with only minor injuries. But I lay crumpled and silent beneath the debris, my small body still, my spirit nearly torn away. In the chaos, my father, uncles, and neighbors raced to our aid, their only thought to save us. In the confusion, they carried my siblings to safety—unaware that one daughter still remained buried beneath the ruins.

But a mother’s heart knows. Guided by pure instinct, my mother plunged back into the smoke and rubble. And there she found me—bloodied, broken, barely alive—a terrible, stark reminder of how fragile life can be.

By God’s grace and my mother’s fervent prayers, I survived. The doctors, working tirelessly, fought to rescue my shattered body. I came close to losing my leg, but with time and relentless care, I learned to walk again.

Our house—the first in the area to be struck—became the center of attention. Dozens of neighbors and strangers came to witness the destruction, their faces heavy with sorrow and disbelief. The site of the explosion was a grim testament to how suddenly life could change.

Part of our home was gone, reduced to a heap of stone and dust. We moved into a hotel while my father labored to rebuild what had been lost, piece by fragile piece. I slowly learned to walk again; our family, too, was trying to heal—slowly and painfully.

Yet some things could not be rebuilt.

That fateful night haunted my mother. The memories replayed endlessly in her mind—the blasts, the smoke, the screams—looping through her days and tormenting her nights. She fell into the deep, consuming shadows of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), unable to find peace even within the walls meant to shelter her. Every sound, every familiar scent, became a trigger, catapulting her back to that moment of terror. All she longed for was safety—a notion that, for her, had become heartbreakingly elusive.

As a mother, she bore the weight of our family’s protection. When your world collapses, it overwhelms even the strongest souls. I remember how she avoided being home at 8:15 PM, the hour of the blast. Instead, we would wander from one uncle’s house to another, never settling, always waiting until the clock struck 8:30 before we would return.

Those days were fraught with tension. The damage was not merely physical; it penetrated our hearts. My mother tried to smile, but I sensed her pain—a wound that time alone could not heal. Yet, slowly, the pieces began to come together.

The house was rebuilt, and our hearts began to mend. Even the harshest storms eventually pass, provided we have love to guide us. Though bombs had shattered our foundations, the ties that bound us could not be severed. As weeks turned into months, life resumed its rhythm. We played among relatives, comforted by the knowledge that no calamity could erase our bond. Their presence filled the void left by absent smiles, and in time, those smiles returned. Reflecting on the forces that shaped my life, I am grateful for the roots that sprang from such nourishing soil. A family’s embrace fostered self-assurance and compassion within me. Though scars remain from battles fought, the gifts of community and heritage far outweigh the savagery life has dealt. In this land, identity was forged to withstand whatever storms may come.

This resilience, this indomitable spirit of the Lebanese people, is what I speak of, a lesson learned early—that we are unstoppable, that chaos and devastation cannot defeat us.

***
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That incident did not define my childhood; it merely set the stage for the myriad experiences that would follow. I cherished holiday gatherings at my grandfather’s house, where the neighborhood came alive with the sounds of cooking, laughter, and music.

Entering that squeaky front door felt like returning home. Grandpa’s place, filled to the brim with family, emanated joy and warmth. The aroma of food wafted through the air, and I reveled in the camaraderie of my cousins, the delight of shared games, and the love evident in every hug. Uncle Toni’s beaming face stood out among the crowd, his proud words echoing in my ears. “Look at her—she’s not only beautiful, but she’s growing into a remarkable young lady,” he would say, lighting up my cheeks with warmth. His unwavering belief in me, like a knight from a storybook, ignited a spark of confidence that propelled me forward. He helped me discover the strength within myself—that I could overcome any obstacle.

***
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Growing up in Lebanon, I spent my summers at home with my mother and siblings. While my dad worked long hours, we stayed close, sharing quiet moments in our warm home. It was a simpler life but one filled with love.

Our family was conservative, and I wasn’t allowed to date or go out to parties like some of my friends. But those restrictions didn’t make me feel lonely. Instead, my days were filled with simple, meaningful moments: reading books, baking, and helping my mom with whatever she needed. She even taught me how to sew and knit. I came to appreciate just how convenient and valuable those skills were as I got older. There was peace in those routines and a sense of closeness that I now treasure more than ever.

In the late afternoons, we’d take our usual walks to the village’s main square, where the basketball court was always filled with young players. Bikes and strollers lined the paths, adding to the lively atmosphere. On our way back home, we often chatted with a relative or neighbor, sharing news and catching up. Sometimes, one of my uncles would invite us up to his balcony for a cup of coffee, and we would sit together, talking and watching the world go by.

The laughter echoed through the streets, bouncing off the walls and spilling from the balconies, filling the air with warmth only a close-knit community could create. It was the kind of joy that made everything feel connected. My uncles would often host lively game nights, playing cards and sharing stories that would stretch late into the night. Among them, Uncle Fares always stood out. His vibrant personality made him the life of every gathering.

On special occasions, he would often wear his finest embroidered sherwal (the traditional wide Lebanese pants) and top it off with a bright red tarbouch (the flat-topped hat passed down from the Ottoman era). He had custom-made his outfit, and to truly go all out, he would bring the tabbel (a large drum worn over the shoulder) that set the rhythm for our celebrations.

As soon as the beat of that drum filled the air, you knew something special was happening. Uncle Fares’ big mustache, always perfectly combed upward, was like a trademark of his carefree spirit. When Sheikh Al Chabeb (the term of endearment for a man with charm, good looks, and a fun-loving nature) was in a good mood, the whole world seemed to glow a little brighter. His joy was contagious. It spread effortlessly to everyone around him, making even the simplest moments feel magical.

Hence, our neighborhood felt like an extension of our family—every corner brimming with familiar faces, each one adding to the warmth and connection that made it truly feel like home. I had eight uncles and two aunts, and when you added my dad’s cousins to the mix, it felt like half the village was family. In fact, the street itself bore our last name, as if the place, too, carried our legacy. My childhood was a mosaic of joyful memories, surrounded by the love of both relatives and neighbors alike—a love I returned with all my heart. Everywhere I turned, I felt a deep sense of belonging. I knew everyone, and everyone welcomed me with open arms and open hearts.

I shared a special bond with my godmother, Antoinette, whom we affectionately called Tetee. She was a woman full of life, radiating love and warmth wherever she went. I often wondered where she found that constant peace and inner happiness, despite the many challenges life threw her way. Eventually, I realized it was her deep faith and the love of God that grounded her, that gave her the ability to love so freely, a love that shone brightly in every smile, every gesture. We frequently visited her home, which was always a sanctuary of comfort. Though she had no children of her own, she embraced each one of us as her own. Her home was filled with vibrant plants, and the sweet aroma of freshly baked goods welcome us greeted us as soon as we entered. “Alloubi” (my heart), she would greet us, her round face lighting up with pure joy at the sight of her family.

But even with all the love that surrounded me, the bond I shared with my mother was something truly unique.

It wasn’t just a bond of words but something deeper—a quiet understanding that we were each other’s constant. While the laughter of the neighborhood and the warmth of my extended family filled my days, I felt most at home in my mother’s presence. With her, I felt seen, truly seen, in a way that no one else could make me feel. She was my world, my anchor, the one person I knew I could always turn to for comfort, guidance, and love. That bond, that unique and meaningful connection we shared, shaped every part of who I am today.

I grew up surrounded by the love and support of a large family, a fortress that gave me the courage to face life’s challenges. I was not just anyone; I was part of a legacy, a lineage that stood firm even in adversity. This sense of protection allowed me to live fearlessly.

Yet, my childhood was full of both joys and hardships. I witnessed the horrors of bombing, but I also lived for the happy moments spent with family at my grandfather’s house. Was it not fascinating? Yes, it was. Did I enjoy it? Absolutely. Was my adulthood as seamless? Ah, that is a tale for another time. Though I eventually left Lebanon for the United States, Lebanon occupies a singular place in my heart—both beautiful and scarred. From my earliest memories, the people instilled in me passions that continue to guide my journey. Lebanese parents, driven by a commitment to education, instilled in me the value of knowledge. Thanks to them, I am fluent in French, English, and Arabic, opening countless doors throughout my career.

Education is a cornerstone of our community; every sacrifice made is a step toward unlocking potential. This dedication has propelled Lebanese individuals into realms of achievement across diverse fields. We take pride not only in individual triumphs but also in the generosity that flows through our veins. Neighbors become family, and strangers find solace beside our hearths, sharing nourishing meals and warm hearts.

Nature endowed our homeland with landscapes as breathtaking as its resilient inhabitants. Emerald hills, flowing rivers, and towering cedars soothe the soul. Yet, the most profound beauty lies in the faces reflecting resilience, spirits unyielding in the face of turmoil. In Lebanon, contradictions define our existence. Amidst ruin, joy flourishes. Reconstruction begins before the dust settles. Here, light outshines darkness, and hope triumphs over despair. Our nation’s complexities may perplex outsiders, but they are the lifeblood of our identity. Imperfections only deepen the mysteries that flow through our veins.

Imperfect yet perfect—this duality is the essence of home, a place where none of us strays too far from the pull of belonging.

My homeland and its people are central to my writing, for they have shaped me into who I am. The traditions, culture, and values instilled in me have profoundly influenced my perspective and identity. However, Lebanon was not the only country that helped define my essence. I was fortunate to find a new land, a place I have called home for over thirty-three years.

As I share my story, layers of my personality unfold, revealing how life’s experiences have molded me—both positively and negatively. Through the highs and lows, you will see how these moments have guided my growth and contributed to the person I am today. Yet, I was not alone on this journey; I cherished a companion, one who captured my heart at first sight and walked beside me for twenty-nine years.
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​​​Chapter 2: A Fine Young Man
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A domino effect happens when one small action triggers a series of events, leading to something much bigger than we could ever expect. This idea reflects how life works—our smallest choices can create significant changes in our journey. We are always making decisions, and we can’t remain stuck; we have to embrace the changes that come from those choices.

It all began on that memorable afternoon when I first met Joseph in my home town of Ajaltoun. When he smiled at me through the half-open car window, something inside me clicked. His warm eyes reminded me of a setting sun, suggesting that there was more to him than just his charming smile.

As we talked, I felt a deep respect and curiosity for him. His interests matched my desire for a purpose beyond my current life. Joe was about to return to the U.S., and our time together was short, yet our connection grew stronger during that first meeting. Spending time with him made me more determined to walk through life together, supporting each other through whatever challenges we might face.

I often find myself wondering where my life might have led if I hadn’t met him that evening. It’s as if fate, in all its mystery, had been quietly guiding me toward that moment all along—opening a door when I least expected it, but when I needed it most. For that, I am endlessly grateful. In him, I found something I hadn’t
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