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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         I wrote these poems from right to left and from left to right, in Arabic and in English. I didn’t translate them; I only wrote them twice. Writing these poems in two languages maybe makes a new ‘original’. This process somehow liberated me from having to follow the first text, particularly when the second text came first, given the cultural connotation. To capture the poem in two lives is to mirror my exile, with all of its possibilities and risks. But as home is flashed through exile, a poem is sometimes born on the tip of another tongue. It was annoying to me in the beginning when my poem pulled me right and left, but I always follow my poetry, just as people say to ‘follow your heart’. Well, to justify my choice, I would claim that allowing such a dialogue between the two texts is democratic, and even hopeful that East and West may meet in that crossing line between two languages. But this is not to say that I’ve achieved a linguistic utopia. To produce a text in two languages is to always hold a mirror to the first text while the mirror behaves as if that text is actually her mirror. The poet is at home in both texts, yet she remains a stranger. This English edition shows readers one side of the mirror.
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            1. THE TIED CIRCLE

         

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               THE STRANGER IN HER FEMININE SIGN

            

            
               
                  Everything has gender

                  in Arabic:

                  History is male.

                  Fiction is female.

                  Dream is male.

                  Wish is female.

               

               
                  Feminine words are followed

                  by a circle with two dots over it.

                  They call this symbol ‘the tied circle’,

                  knotted with wishes

                  which come true only when forgotten

                  or replaced by the wishes of others.

               

               
                  In the town of tied wishes

                  people feel great anticipation

                  because a stranger will arrive

                  today in her feminine sign.

                  Someone says he saw her

                  two dots glittering,

                  refuting another’s vision

                  of a cat’s eyes hunting in darkness.

                  So scary, he says, how the moon

                  hides in her red circle.

               

               
                  Everyone is busy today

                  listing wishes on pieces

                  of paper they’ll give to the wind.

                  When the stranger finds them

                  on her way, she’ll collect them

                  and adorn them to her circle,

                  tossing off some old wishes

                  to make space for the new.

                  They say the dropped ones

                  will come true.

               

               
                  Th stranger’s lateness

                  worries those who wait.

                  Someone says she’s searching

                  for a word to complete

                  a special sentence,

                  the gift she’ll bring to town.

               

               
                  Another wonders if she seeks

                  a verb or a noun,

                  and offers to find her.

                  A third warns that the stranger

                  may turn him, with one touch,

                  into a flower that blooms

                  for only an instant

                  before it withers and dies,

                  her circle throbbing with songs

                  that cause sadness and elation,

                  and something so obscure

                  no one has a name for it.

                  Will she complete a verb

                  or a noun phrase – or go solo,

                  a word complete on its own?

                  They wonder.

               

               
                  When they finally hear footsteps,

                  They know the stranger must be near.

                  Make sure the gate is open,

                  they remind one another.

                  They hear clinking –

                  A bracelet? A chain?

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               SONG INSIDE A FOSSIL

            

            
               
                  She’s still looking

                  down at her baby

                  after 4,800 years.

                  Her fossil has the curve

                  of mothers telling

                  endless stories in the dark.

                  There were three birds

                  in the cage, she says.

                  Two died of poisoned water.

                  Though birds don’t know

                  what poison means,

                  the survivor has the memory

                  of thirst and of two silent birds.

               

               
                  If birds’ memories are circles, a line

                  must bisect them, tracing their migration

                  to places that are neither homelands nor exiles.

               

               
                  But what if the world, for birds,

                  is all exile, till they leave it behind?

               

               
                  The day her baby came into the world,

                  she carried water to him in her voice.

                  She sung so close, he could hear

                  her heart beat like a bass drum.

               

               
                  He won’t remember the seeds

                  her words scatter, but won’t forget

                  the debris of what was shattered

                  from every wingbeat recalling her.

               

               
                  Birds don’t know

                  what coming to this world means,

                  but the bird who survived sings.

               

               
                  Is it an elegy for the two silent birds,

                  or a way of coming back to life?

               

               
                  Their circular embrace is

                  a song inside a fossil,

                  life in a cage.
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