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Meditation in York, Pennsylvania
     for Georgina

In Pennsylvania, a crow caws big,
it stretches a worm until it splits, 
the trees are all willows, their branches
weeping. I don’t remember trees like this in Cairo
or even the color pink. Just dusk and a dried
palm leaf. The sound of the wind, the sound
of the wind through the dried palm leaves—
a zigzag of skyline and cars. A million 
cars everywhere and more than a million people
bumbling into the night. In Pennsylvania, 
there’s a door that’s a portal. It leads to a Cairo
where Umm Kulthum spirals down the staircase,
and the zigzagged skyline sits framed. The scent of 
cumin, of incense and myrrh, fills each room
and transports us through the photo albums
of early childhood and into the arms 
of our grandmother, 
smiling in her polyester robe,
so tender and buoyant.
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Tarab
     for Umm Kulthum

That time, 
I heard you, 
in a bar in Philadelphia, 
the turbine of your range, 
that undulating rhythm, 
all shisha trailing,
your inborn grace,
I set down my drink 
and drank up your tonic, 
eyes closed, 
hypnotic, 
note by note, 
your voice sweetens
the sour molasses of longing, 
of poverty and rust, 
the feeling deepens now,
transcendent,
sometimes the bar’s so loud 
I can’t find you, 
but in the Cairo of my memories, 
you’re everywhere, alive 
in the chords of every mother 
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and child, all of us belonging 
to one another. Your mellow 
cooing grows louder now,
I sway with the ghost that held me, 
my grandmother’s maybe, she animates 
each limb into full-bodied reverie, 
tarab, full-bodied ecstasy, 
suspended from every note,
a surprise.
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Meditation in Austin, Texas

Dawn came late, the day
single-hued, your body like mine.
I fish a bee from your coffee,
the doves coo past noon. Here,
the sun sits like a hat, and Mars
is a placeholder for everything round.
A woodpecker scales a live oak;
a second bee mourns the first. At dusk,
I kiss the straight-lined mouths
of geckos and whisper goodnight,
I love you.


