THE OPENING

It is You we worship; it is You we askﬁ)r help. Guide us
to the straight path: the path of those You have blessed,
those who incur no anger and who have not gone astray.

— The Holy Qur’an, ‘Al-Fatiha’, verses -7

THE cHILD: Tell me, Father,

what new turbulence took hold

in your blood on the day of my birth,
and did your stomach sink

each time I cried out for the basket
of your arms?

THE FATHER: | held you too close
to feel anything but the wild
gallop of your tiny heart.

THE cHILD: Did you recite

the call to prayer in my ear, slip

your pinky, dipped in honey, in my mouth
to mark with song and sweetness

my entry into the ummah

of the Prophet Muhammad,

peace be upon him?

THE FATHER: All night, I nursed

a candle’s flame, leaning in and out

of its sphere of light, mumbling verses
of the Qur’an, mispronouncing

the Arabic, not understanding a word
beyond ‘Al-Fatiha’, but knowing,
nonetheless, I had fulfilled

this first obligation of fatherhood.



THE cHILD: What was it like
to look into my eyes for the first time?

THE FATHER: | felt as if my fingers

had combed the embryonic silt feathering
the deepest bottom of the ocean.

And when I resurfaced, holding the key
to fatherhood, I understood

the true worth of being a living thing.

THE cHILD: What did you say

to Mother when she could not find
the words to tell you about how

the breaking open of a body

propels one toward heaven, that God
promises the greatest share of Paradise
to mothers?

THE FATHER: After a long silence,

I said, “To every unutterable thing

buried in your heart, to every miraculous truth
teetering on the tip of your tongue,

yes, yes, ameen’.

THE cHILD: Did you spill the blood

of two goats, give their meat to the poor,

to bless my arrival, to mark

the transition of my soul

from the library of the eternal

into the living fire of a body too fragile to share?

THE FATHER: For twenty years,

I harvested the silhouette of my father’s voice
from the night sky, let its echo rock me

to sleep whenever I felt so crushed

n



by heartache that even God’s infinite love,
a rescue vessel sailing through a history
of bloodshed and loss, could not hold me
intact enough to believe in survival —

so if it was my hand or another’s

that guided the blade along two throats

I cannot recall, nor do I want to.

THE CHILD: What else

might you have done

had fatherhood not stolen you
from the life you knew?

THE FATHER: When a surgeon

saves your life by amputating a limb
housing a reservoir of poison,

you do not curse the violence

of his work, nor the pain of the procedure.
You bow down before God,

you thank the man, you learn to write
with the other hand, to walk

on one leg.

THE CHILD: One final question,

Father. What should I say

when my son, when I too become a father,
asks me about the hours

of your life that exist beyond

my knowing?

THE FATHER: Tell him more
about the hours of your life

so his hunger is not as desperate
nor as bottomless

as ours.



