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A Life Boat
By Shahd Abu Nahel! and Manal al-Natour?

Abstract

“Creating a Lifeboat” is a story of a Syrian refugee woman who rises from the ashes to
build a life for herself and family. The story reveals Adeebah’s agency and role in adapting to the
new life in USA as a refugee. It depicts how Adeebah steps outside her comfort zone to
challenge gender norms and engage in economic activities such as working in restaurants and
catering food. Adeebah exerts her agency as active participant in shaping her life as well as her
family’s. She uses her talent of painting and finds herself an artist who sells her paintings in
churches and exhibits. Adeebah’s story is not only a story of a refugee woman but a unique story
of emancipation.
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A Lifeboat

“What will happen to this vast world if we strike despair
For three days.”
- Riyad Al-Saleh Al-Hussein, Daily Legends

For Adeebah, sorrows accumulated on top of each other. The days like a pile of rocks
dropping onto her chest, the fear of war again, every day. Death pitched its tent at the door of her
house, on her roof, and in her garden, and home became a synonym for the whistles of bombs
and the screaming afterwards.

! Graduate Teaching Assistant. West Virginia University, Department of World Languages, Literatures, and
Linguistics. She also worked as a full-time researcher at Jordan Heritage institution. She received her BA in
Translation Studies (Arabic-English) with Honor degree from Yarmouk University and continued to translate and
publish articles on feminism, literature, and philosophy. Her research in linguistics focuses on language change and
variation, and sociolinguistics.

2 Associate Professor and Director of Arabic Studies, West Virginia University, Department of World Languages,
Literatures, and Linguistics. She has been a Faculty Associate in both Women’s and Gender Studies and the
Humanities Center. Her research interests are related to timely global issues such as human rights, feminism, racism,
place and identity, war narratives and refugee crises. She explores these themes in her most recent publications that
have appeared in Women Rising: In and Beyond the Arab Spring; The Routledge Handbook of Arabic Translation;
Literature and Psychology: Writing, Trauma, and the Self; and Arab Spring and Arab Women: Challenges and
Opportunities, in addition to several peer-reviewed essays in Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics, Journal of
International Women’s Studies, Comics through Time, and Women’s ENews.
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Title: Hope

Adeebah bent her head and threw seeds to the wild Damascene pigeons, the dark tips of
their wings limned with late afternoon light. She remembered the summers in Idlib, and slowly
her memory rebuilt her old house, brick by brick as she had done with her hard-working
husband. But today death settled there, and her husband did not stand a chance to protect his
family if they stayed.

Now, on these normal days, her husband, Ibrahim, asked, “Adeebah, what's for lunch
today?” Her daughter raced in from school and said, “Mama, I have homework.” The birds
settling into the dark corners of Adeebah’s windows seemed to say, “But for how long will this
last?”

In the kitchen with her husband and daughter, Adeebah’s chest splintered as the rocks
rained down. Fear seeped into the cracks, and Adeebah found no peace as she turned to her stove
to cook.

Forty Days of Anxiety

You might ask: how can war be content with forty days? But it is enough. Anxiety
crowed blackly in Adeebah’s heart when her husband and four brothers were arrested. On the
streets, they had protested. “No more oppression,” they yelled. “Freedom.” “Justice for all.” For
their pleas of freedom, the regime detained them for forty days. Forty days of loneliness, forty
days of continuous escape from death, forty farewells and a kiss for her children before she left
them at a neighbor's, forty wills. And many more than forty tears.

557
Journal of International Women’s Studies Vol. 22, No. 1 February 2021



Title: Mother

On the fortieth day, Ibrahim was finally released, blood long dried on his face and in his
clothes. To escape this time meant losing more than a house, this time an entire country
crumbled behind her. Adeebah found herself with her husband and children on a bus taking
people to the nearest point with the Jordanian border. The bus moved slowly on the dirt road that
writhed before them like a snake ready to swallow them whole. She reached the city of Daraa,
carrying a one-and-a-half-year-old child and whispering encouragement to her breathless
husband as he wheezed through bruised ribs. How can a person walk for three hours, leaving
behind their homeland? How does God give such strength and patience? How can one gather
scraps of hope for a return?

Adeebah and the crowds reached the border. Children and adults, women and men raised
their hands, announcing their asylum in Jordan. At the Al-Bashabsha camp, in the border city of
Ramtha, inside a plastic tent shuddering with wind, Adeebah gathered all four of her children
and slept for the first time knowing that death did not linger in this doorway.
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Title: Heartbeat of Hope

Five Years of Self-Discovery

Adeebah’s life cracked again, this time with light. “When God closes a door, he opens
another,” Adeebah told herself in front of the mirror, and like that, a procession of open doors
came to her. God gifted her a fifth child. She transformed her house into a restaurant. Adeebah
welcomed droves of tourists and students aching for food and family. Another door: She turned
those nights of sorrows into sweeping charcoal drawings. Visitors dazzled at the stark black and
white canvases hanging in her home. Surprised, Adeebah sold her first drawing and then another
and another. Each person carried Adeebah out into the world: images of pigeons clustered at her
feet, a half-built house of sandy bricks, and the cherry orchards with oozing fruit along the
ground. Her soul peered out from those paintings, and the buyers learnt from her that such art
can be a comfort.

A Life of Opportunities

Another door: Connecticut. Adeebah filled notebook after notebook with lines of English,
not worrying about mistakes as she was too eager for new words. Even though she only
completed primary school, Adeebah conquered English and then passed the driving test. Roads
unfurled before her. Along the city’s Main Street, she rented a table for twenty-five dollars a
month to sell shawarma and falafel. For an entire year, Adeebah resurrected her restaurant on a
small square of pavement.
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When she returned home, her children would hug her, tell her that they were proud of
her, and that they wished to become like her, an “iron woman” with the power to snatch her
family from the hand of death and give them hope instead.

Shoulder to the shoulder, the couple survived: Ibrahim as a deliveryman and Adeebah
working in established restaurants. They laid each brick carefully for their family’s future. Fewer
and fewer rocks dropped onto their chests. On bright weekends, they sold Adeebah’s paintings at
a church bazaar where visitors marveled at her skill. One person paused by a canvas with a single
tent dwarfed by the endless landscape around it. “Who lives there?” the person asked. “No one,”
said Adeebah. “It’s been empty for years.”

Birds and Homeland

Title: Oh, Homeland, When Will I See You Again?

Adeebah did not realize her longing for her freedom and her homeland until she drew
many, many birds. The homeland: a bird’s cinereous wing dropping a feather so quietly you do
not know whether it will be buoyed by the wind or plunged into the choppy waves of the
Mediterranean Sea. Adeebah and her family fell slowly, like a feather floating into the lifeboat
she built for them.
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