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Naomi Shihab Nye is an award-winning writer and editor whose work has appeared widely. She edited the ALA Notable international poetry collection This Same Sky. Her books of poems include Fuel, Red Suitcase, and Words Under the Words. A recent Guggenheim fellow, she is also the author of the young adult novel Habibi, which was named an ALA Notable Book, a Best Book for Young Adults, a winner of the Jane Addams Children’s Book Award as well as the Book Publishers of Texas award from the Texas Institute of Letters. Naomi lives in San Antonio, Texas, with her husband, Michael, and their son, Madison.

This collection of poems flourishes like a blessed garden within the walls of a fortress. It is a miracle of life, with lush details of figs and rice and tea, of danger, longing, and love. Under the ancient cadences, under the vibrant imagery lies a contemporary tension that flashes to the surface, bringing a strong, Middle Eastern light to shine upon the rubble wrought by today’s conflicts. Most of the poets in this collection are still living, still creating, still bearing witness to the struggles of their brothers and sisters. The unfamiliar geography of this poetry brings a sweet, exotic taste to the American palate. Yet if Americans can read these words not only with their minds, but with their hearts, they will come to understand that in “the space between our footsteps” resides eloquent, universal truths.

Karen Hesse

More than five hundred “calls for entries” were mailed, faxed, and E-mailed to poets, artists, cultural institutions, universities, and galleries in the Middle East. We are grateful to the many individuals and institutions who responded.

The editors would also like to express sincere and lasting thanks to Salwa Mikdadi Nashashibi of the Cultural and Visual Arts Resource. Ms. Nashashibi was, from her desk in Jordan, an invaluable and expert sleuth. This book would not have been possible without her.

This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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in the spirit of the children at the Cairo library who said, during the worst sandstorm of the twentieth century, “just keep reading!”


Introduction

Everything has changed. People keep saying this since the tragic attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in September 2001.

I would like to think some things will never change:

* Our need to know one another and to care about other people’s lives—if all people in the world did this, could anyone commit crimes? Certainly not.

Obviously we can’t control all people in the world. But we can continue to remind ourselves of what is important and try to live in ways nourishing for human beings. It is most important to know about lives that seem, on the surface, unlike our own. We must remind ourselves and our children that the Middle East is a complicated center of dramatic cultural and religious history and the vast majority of people living there would love to be our friends.

* Our ability to grow in our perceptions, to know more than we used to know, to empathize with distant situations and sorrows and joys.

* The power of words to convey truths, across miles and waters and time.

How can we learn to live together with greater understanding? We must remind ourselves that fanaticism of any kind is dangerous. We must work every way we can toward wider expression and dialogue. We must keep reading poetry with renewed vigor, for courage and hope. Poetry, the most intimate form of expression, gives us a deeper sense of reality than headlines and news stories ever could.

We must remind ourselves to search every way we can for the wisdom that is peaceful. And we must remember that the one flag we all share is the beautiful flag of childhood that flies with hope in every country. This is the flag we should work to serve no matter who we are or where we live.

Salaam …

Naomi Shihab Nye
San Antonio, Texas, 2001

from Letters to Childhood

Forgive me, my child,
if the name I gave you
is not the name
you would have chosen …

All the children of the world,
in all my abodes
you are the roses in my courtyard,
the green and the fresh,
the sun and the stars,
you are the beautiful hands,
the ones who raise the flag of childhood high.

I give my life to you.
To you I write my poems.

Mohammed Shehadeh

Translated by Aziz Shihab




“A Galaxy of Seeds”


[image: Image]

Beginning Speech

That child I was
came to me once
an unfamiliar face

He said nothing—we walked
each glancing in silence at the other
One step
an alien river flowing.

Our common origins brought us together
and we separated
a forest written by the earth
and told by the seasons

Child that I once was, advance,
What now brings us together?
And what have we to say to each other?

Adonis

Translated by Lena Jayyusi
and John Heath-Stubbs

from Unveiled

I have always known my place. “When I grow up, I want to become the wife of the president,” I said. I also wanted to write books, drive a jeep, and have a dog as a best friend.

That I kept to myself.
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“Cover her face,” my grandmother told my parents on our way to the beach. “She is already too dark.”

“Where did you get such black hair?” she said, with obvious concern.

“From you, grandmother.”
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“It must have confused you to get such attention just because of your sex,” I told my brother, my mother’s son.

“You must have cried laughing at such stupidity that you were better simply because you were a boy.”

“I believed it,” my brother said. I have always wanted to topple my brother from his throne. I read, I intellectualized, I socialized, I schemed, I yelled, I cried, and in the end, I couldn’t even compare.
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My brother was baptized in Jerusalem. As pecial boy, a special place. I was also baptized, with my sister, by “Father Potatoes,” so-called because he was really fat. Or at least, that is all my mother remembers from that joyous, local, and double event.
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