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The past 

 

THE PHOTOGRAPH  

 
 

Tomorrow is Eid.  
I can’t wait till tomorrow.  
I wish tomorrow comes quickly. 
I wish tomorrow comes now. 
Then I will wear my new white dress  
and my new pink shoes - 
I put them safe under my pillow - 
I will put them on first thing in the morning. 
 
The dress is white  
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leaves of green threads are embroidered all round the skirt 
and over the front. 
It is so beautiful!  
It sticks out from the waist and 
there is a net lining.  
It was made with the soul. 
 
And my shoes, my new pink shoes 
With their golden rings.... 
It seems always I dreamed of pink shoes  
and this Eid the dream comes true. 
I think of how my friends and neighbours will stare and say 
O Aliya is wearing pink shoes! 
 
I can’t wait till tomorrow:  
everywhere the smell of cake and woodsmoke. 
I will eat the small Eid cakes 
my grandmother bakes in the clay oven in our garden, 
each one carefully stuck to the sides, each one  
more delicious than cake cooked in the house. 
 
I can’t wait till tomorrow:  
I will kiss my grandmother, kiss my Mum and Dad 
Everyone, everyone will give me Eideat  
I will be so happy with so much money.  
 
I can’t wait till tomorrow:  
my dad will take me to the most beautiful place I have ever seen.  
We will cross the sky blue wooden bridge to 
the park on Sinbad island.   
I will be frightened as we walk over the running water 
But my dad will be with me.  
He will protect me, hold me safe. 
 
And in the sun I’ll walk over the pool on the white stepping stones  
To get to the fountain in the middle 
And my new dress will get wet with water drops  
but my mum will not shout at me 
There will be many children there with their mums and dads 
And I will be so proud and happy with my dad and my sisters 
and my pink shoes.  
 
My Dad will ask the man with the camera to take our photograph 
where we stand near the fountain.  
Me and my sister will stand in the front 
and my handsome dad in his white shirt and black trousers  
with his watch with its big square face shining 
will hold my little sister at the back 
 

- Aliya Khalil 
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Lost Futures: 

CHILDHOOD IN KARACHI 

 
When I was a child  
I woke up and thought 
 

When is Eid gone, Eid ul Adha is coming 
When Eid ul Adha is gone, Rabi ul awal is coming. 
 

  woke up and thought  
 on Sunday 
I will go with dad to the market  
and we will buy mangoes. 
 

 I used to think that  
on 1st of the month  
I will go with mommy to the grocers 
and she will buy me jellies 
 

 I used to think of reading stories 
all the long summer afternoons. 
 
When playing in the rain, 
I used to shout to the sky more rain! more rain!  
When playing on the beach 
I used to wait for the big tides  
to wash off all the sand under my feet and tickle me 
 
I used to keep my pocket money to buy nail polish, novels. 
I used to wait for my brother and  
we would go to the other block of housing  
and buy new story books from the hawkers 
 
I used to go to weddings just to look at the brides  
and to run around the hall.  
 
I used to play in our garden  
counting and naming the coconut trees or digging in the sand,  
And all of us would spray each other with the water hose 
 and scream and run around laughing. 

 
When I was a child there was order  
And I was safe.  
 

- Maria Shafayat 
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THERE WAS NOTHING BUT DREAMS 

 
 

Dreams of colours, peace and melody. 
She could hear people’s laughter in the air. 
She could feel herself smiling in the dream. 
 
The night was beautiful, 
full of scent of flowers  
The moon and stars in the sky 
 
The night has passed, 
Leaving scorching sun upon her head 
Her eyes are blind in the fierce light  
 
Sounds of laughter, smell of success, 
Feeling that she belongs: 
those sweet dreams all are gone, 
 
The day rose upon her, 
she felt nothing but the heat, 
Burnt her down to the soul. 
 
The night is back. 
It is long and dark night 
with no stars on the sky 
 
She is scared to dream again. 
Her hands are all blood 
from gathering the pieces of dreams 
 

- Maria Shafayat 
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Lost Autonomy 
 
WHAT COULD HAVE BEEN DONE 
 

What could have been done more? 
 

All the very being of me was standing there tip-toed. 
 
I was all eye, if you showed something to me 
I was all ear, if you said something to me 
I was all hand, if you asked me do something 
I was all feet, if you wanted me to bring something 
 
every nerve in my body was active  
not to take signals from me but from you. 
 
not a day or two,  
not a week or two 
not a month or two, 
not a year or two 
 
many days and many nights 
in scorching sun 
in heavy rain 
though hail, storm and thunder 
I was standing  
for you, only for you 
 
not a single part of me was mine 
but I was happy  
that my existence was useful to you 
that I was fulfilling my role. 
 
I would have remained in my paradise 
then one day I was told  
I never did as much  
as I should have done. 
 
But how much more? 
what more could have been done? 

 
My friend, you are wise,  
Do you know where I went wrong? 

 
- Maria Shafayat 
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THE MOON 
 

It shone too close tonight 
Golden and orange circle 
made my body shiver 
Huge, on clear skies,  
 
It was like this the night I met him 
Years before that last slap 
He promised me the moon 
 

But.. 
 

Tonight I understand 
Tonight I see so clearly 
It's beautiful 
 

Now there will be no more listening to fables 
The moon is stationed in its immovable place 

 

 
 
 
THE WAITING GAME.  
 

Today I went to sign 
Today I took the child to school 
Today is quiet,  
Today is peaceful 
Today.   No to work 
Today I have temporary leave 
Today is just what remains. 
 

I take the child to school 
I pick the child from school 
I go to the shop 
I have no money.  
I have .. No to work. 
 

I took child to school 
I picked  the child from school 
I went to the shop 
I had no money 
Again . 
I have no permission to work. 
 

At the moment it is quiet. 
At the moment it's very peaceful 
At the moment I can scream 
At the moment I got azure card  
At the moment I got temporary leave  
Just for the moment,   
Just to remain. 

- Hannah Sabatia 
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Dislocated stories 

THE DOOR POEMS 
 
(i) And there he was  

 
 

A door opens  
And there he was 

Standing about ten yards away 
He called her to come out 
She did not dare  
 
The child saw him   
Afraid too went away   
They locked the door 
 
never saw him again 
 

 
 

 

 

(ii) and he comes in with a mobile in his hand 

 
A door opens 

and he comes in with a mobile on his hands 
Unsure  
The wife is inside with the child 
  
There is a quarrel     
He has no self-control 
He slaps her on the face  
Slaps her till she passes out. 

Slaps her till she passes out  
Like dark night the room turns 
She sees stars like in the heavens     
But when she rises up      

 
 He is crying as usual,  

swearing never again     
 
Never again 
Never again 
 
But only for this moment. 
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(iii) and she comes in running 
 
A door opens  

and she comes in running 
A beautiful young girl panting for breath 
Afraid of what has happened. 
It was a tense moment 
 
Hurry up and hide, that’s all I could say. 
Her masters were fighting. 
On this fateful evening 
the sun had already gone down.    
 
She had gone to open the gate.    
He was drunk, forced her in the car. 
He forced her but the wife saw them 

  
She was the house-help. 
Loyal and friendly, 
She did all her chores. 

 
 
 
(iv) and one by one 
  
  A door opens, 

      and we enter one by one 
we are searched head to toe 
as one by one we enter 
 
We must remember all their details 
all the details we want to forget 
young 
old 
we sit on the cold long benches 
wait and wait 
  
come in here 
go in  there 
sit by here 
stand by there 
- do you understand? 
  
all we need is safety  
but. 
why did you lie? 
threats 
threats 
 
all we speak is taped 
taped and recorded 

one by one  
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(v)  and in comes the chef 
 

 
A door opens  

and in comes the chef: 
Another day of boiled eggs for breakfast. 
A year feels like a decade.      
The routine and monotony of the hostel 
waiting 
  and  
     waiting. 
Nobody knowing when decisions will come.  
 
A long day and nothing new.        
Out in the endless fields     
long barbed spiked wire at the edge    
 
The morning sun a warm blanket.    
 
We take photographs of our long shadows,  
they are metres long.      
A long day, a long, long day. 
 
Memories of nothing.       

 

 

 

 

(vi) and suddenly, with great force, 
 

 
A door opens  

and suddenly, with great force    

They come in twos and fours   

With padded chests, chains, sledgehammers, handcuffs 
 Nikama jitu, hawajali, haja uondoke…1 

black uniforms, huge, faceless.  
      

She coils under the bed.   

Again under the sofa, 
In the cupboard, then tries the shelves. 
 
But the baby cries uncontrollably 
Nowhere to hide after all. 

 

  

                                                           
1 ‘Like a giant, they don’t care, as long as you get out’ (Swahili) 
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(vii) and the boy comes in 

 
A door opens  

and the boy comes in 
Panting, sweat runs down his face 
He clings to his mother’s dress 
like he has met her for the first time. 
  
It’s raining and cold. 
The mother calms him down, 
gives him a glass of warm milk 
Slowly the boy speaks 
all that his six years has seen 
 
Excuse me can I play with you? 
Excuse me can I play with you? 
Excuse me… 
can I … 
  play  
     with  
        you? 
No boy stops. 
 
School after school 
The other bigger boys run after him 
He is alone, doesn’t recall their names 
They all look alike, cool, flicking fine hair off their faces 
 
The boy fails to understand. 
Mum, what colour am I? 
 
And there are other things he cannot say 

 

 

Hannah Sabatia  
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Trying to rebuild the future 

 

SYRIA, MY LOVELY COUNTRY 
 
 

Syria my lovely country 
How can I forget you? 
How can I forget your children? 
How can I forget your young and your old people? 

 
Syria my lovely country 

How can I forget your sky, your sea, your flowers, your jasmine, your roses, 
your schools, your universities.  

 
Syria, my lovely country: 

Destroyed: all your dreams. 
Destroyed: all your histories. 
Burned: all your houses. 
Burned: all your churches, your mosques. 
Your children orphaned. 
Your wives displaced. 

 
Syria my lovely country: 

You have become a piece of ash. 
In every house a martyr. 
Oh my paradise - 
how can I forget you? 

 
We will be back one day to wipe the tears on your cheeks  
We will be back to rebuild you 

your schools, your universities,  
your houses, your churches, your mosques. 

 
We will back to pray for the martyrs 
 
My lovely Syria  
You are in my heart 
 

- Sliva Kiki 
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LIFE IN THE FUTURE 
 
 

It's a beautiful life in the future 
My house without a door  -  
for why would I need one? 
Just a roof over my head 
In the future, the burglars will be farmers 
whose wheat I will bake into warm fresh bread 
 
in the future my neighbour  
will be my neighbour 
One language, one colour of 
Skin, one country of the world 
This is my life in the future. 
 
Life in the future: I will not text you 
I will come to sit under the Muguno tree 
To chat and listen - as long as you like - 
With a calabash of uji and happiness. 
It will smell of fruit, all the blossoms, 
Roses, lavender and a fragrance like the spices  
of Lebanon .  
 

- Hannah Sabatia 
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Coming together 

 

AND YOU SAY 

 

     you will write no more poems.  

How can my tenderness utter itself without verses 

that set your heartbeats to a music shimmering with ardour? 

Truth reveals itself in melodies 

whose harmonies frame passion in pure intensity                

 

Do my letters prove that you are my soul, my heart, my being? 

that in your presence I discover myself?                        

The clouds rain warm love, 

the flood spills over my words and writings:              

your love gifts my life with the happiness of dream. 

 

It is enough that you lie at the core of my soul: 

a tide breaching my deepest boundaries, 

a star drawing my shape to fuller existence. 

Your love is greater than these words, stronger than me: 

you are the dawn of my every Eid morning  

 

- Translated with the author from the Arabic of Amani Omer Bakhiet Elawad 
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 و تقول

 

 

 لن اكتٌبَِك بعد االَن قصيده

و هل يعبٌرَك الشوٌق دوَن سطور     

ِزٌف نبضاً... تسطٌع بوحاً تع  

... تصدٌح حينا  راية صدق 

 لحناً صاغ الوجد معاني فريده

 

 و هل تٌنبئَك حروفي انَك روحي 

 قلبي و ذاتي.. تهٌب ثباتي

 ٌسحباً تٌمطٌر عشقاً دافئ

 فيض فاق حدوَد الوصف.. و الكلماتِ 

 ٌحلماً اهدي العمر ليالي سعيده

 

 و يكفي أنك بين ضلوعي 

 ٌ ٌٌ ٌٌ يعبٌر ٌعمَق حدوديمٌد  

 رمٌز ٌ حدَد شكَل وجودي

ٌٌ َحطَم طوَق ٌيودي  فجٌرٌ 

 ِليبقى ٌحبَك فوَق الَكِلمِه اقوي مني

لةَ ِعيدهَ           ٌَ ٌَ و تَبقى لكِل صباح  َط  
 

- Amani Omer Bakhiet Elawad 
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 I JOURNEY TOWARDS YOU 

 

 

I journey towards you 

joining the fastest caravan,  

seeking to overtake time. 
 

I journey towards you 

I will give you new worlds 

with the recovery of love, the loss of suffering 
 

I journey towards you. 

Miracles will be inspired by your love, 

marvellous songs will choose 

the wide space of your breast to be their home 
 

I journey towards you. 

to be close to you, 

to be cradled by wings in the morning of love,  

to sheltered in the light of your dawn. 
 

I journey towards you. 

The passionate beaches 

ache to touch the clouds. 

They crave the waters of your ocean. 
 

I journey towards you. 

I journey towards you. 

 

         -   Translated with the author from the Arabic of Amani Omer Bakhiet Elawad 
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يك ارتحل ال  

 

 

الخطي قوافال تسارع       

تسابق الزمن                         

 

 اليك ارتحل

عوالماً ألجلك     

تعانق الهوي تفارق الشجن          

 

 اليك ارتحل

روائعاً بحبك     

توقع الغناء          

تصطفي رحاب صدرك                

 

 اليك ارتحل

جوانحاً لقربك      

تداعب الصباح         

تحتمي بنور صدرك                 

 

 اليك ارتحل

سواحالً مشوقه     

تغازل السحاب         

تشتهي مياه بحرك                 

 

 اليك ارتحل

 اليك ارتحل

 

    

- Amani Omer Bakhiet Elawad 


