
  
 

“The Paris of the Middle East” by Sahar Salha (2nd place winner) 
 

During my time here, I pick up cigarettes out of gardens and when I leave, I take home 

seven jars of apricot jam. My grandmother makes them with her bare hands, picked from our 

trees and laid out in the sun on the concrete for hours. If the country was only made from its 

towering, wild harvested mountains, I would have visited more often. My thighs burn when we 

hike up there, but I push through, running the steep hills to get closer and closer to the stars that 

light so fiercely in the night. All of Lebanon’s homes can be seen from the rich earth on the peak 

of the mountain; they are all north stars, guiding our way down. I take off my shoes, letting the 

rocks dig into the skin of my feet and embracing the sweet smell of the royal lilies and musky 

zaatar plants. I’m sure the bottom of my foot is bleeding when my cousin reprimands me, but I 

only run faster, hoping the pain doesn’t chase me. 

When we sit on the balcony at six in the afternoon, the electricity goes out. “Do you 

remember me?” I glance at my cousin. She has only me to remember but I have a whole country 

and one hundred beings. I nod, hoping she doesn’t ask me her name. The lights go out again at 

eight, and again at twelve. We fall into silence. A stolen glance. It seems that even if we spoke 

the same language, we wouldn’t be able to communicate. 

During the day we dangle on the couches to escape the sweltering heat, sweat dripping 

down our backs and sighs escaping our lips as the slow-turning fan reaches us. And when the 

night falls, I walk down the stairs and under the grape vines, reaching my fingers up into the air 

to catch at the bitter green fruits. 

I’m seeing things I do not like and cannot do anything about. This country causes more 

than a mild sense of dissonance in my brain and I wonder, I wonder each day how I would have 

lived if my parents had not left their home long ago. Everyone here comments on the state of my 



  
 

cracked nail polish like its chipping is the worst thing to happen. No one says a word, not even a 

hushed whisper about the kids on the streets, sitting on the green garbage cans. 

I don’t understand why I’m told “I miss you,” by the people in the houses that attach onto 

mine. I am right beside them all day long. I do not miss them. I have the mountains for my 

backyard and no one here cares about leaving me alone with them. 

I climb down the wooden ladder from the high block of pavement, and into a field of a 

thousand different fruit trees. And when I arise, it is with a basket of green almonds still in their 

shells. My cousin uses his teeth to bite mine open, handing me twice as many as he eats. The 

sweet tobacco of the shisha wafts through the air and I savor the apricot in my hand. The light 

orange flesh is not bitter. It is the same shade as the sun when the rooster sounds before the sky 

even fully wakes. 

The little boy beside me wanted to explain how magnets worked. “Look,” he said, 

drawing them together. “They feel a pull and better than falling to the floor, when I let go,” he 

dropped them, and the small black stones attached. “They connect.” He smiled, wide and gap- 

toothed. He understood the art of the pull, but when he goes to school here, he will forget that 

magnets save each other from falling and his brain will only encompass the inconsistency of 

ferromagnetic permeability. Iron, steel, nickel brain. Like the other boy, who was hit on the head 

when he couldn’t sound out the words he was reading and was too afraid to try speaking again. I 

saw the tears in his eyes and how he held them back, afraid to cry in case a hand knocked the 

voice out of him. Iron, steel, repellent will. 

On the balcony at four in the morning, we played cards and almost spit out our Nescafe in 

laughter. We drove into the city and it was still awake. I smiled and closed my eyes, tipping my 

head back to the sky. “I told you this is the best ice cream you would ever have.” They were 



  
 

right. It was. And I told them so in the language we were beginning to share. I hung my wet 

clothes over the balcony line, letting the sun dry them as I climbed over the railing and onto the 

scaffold of the house in front of me. I knocked loudly. I told them I missed them. We yelled out 

the windows to tell the village where to gather for dinner and sat on the edge of the rooftop to 

sing. 

I carved with a knife from a brown eyed, olive skinned boy, into the bark of a tree. I was 

here. And I left my poetry with a boy across the sea. I looked down into the farmers’ fields from 

my place in the sky: red, green, brown patches of land bursting with life. How can they offer 

their neighbours black tea and take pride in their crops, but shoot a bird’s wing out of the sky? 

All the power in this force of a country, and everyone silences each other. The only thing that 

really speaks are the fields of sunflowers we drive past. 

They stand tall, the only earth I have seen here with no garbage thrown on its floor. And 

they are bright, so bright, like the surroundings of Van Gogh’s museum. A yellow deeper than 

the white of the sun. But all I can remember from Lebanon, is the horse’s carcass, falling apart 

on an empty trail of thorn clad tarmac. 


