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Shall Her Eyes Rest: A Story of a Syrian Refugee

By Hamza Qasem® and Manal al-Natour?

Abstract

“Shall Her Eyes Rest” is a short story about a Syrian refugee woman, Maryama, who
overcomes challenges in her journey as a refugee in the USA through hard work, dedication, and
resilience. The story reveals how she displays agency by asserting herself in a foreign community,
becoming independent, and sharing her Syrian cuisine and culture with the American society.
Moreover, Maryama’s story reveals a nightmare that some refugees face—family separation. She
and her children and husband were able to board their flight to the United States, but one of her
sons was denied entry and was not allowed to join his family. Her narrative captures deep
yearnings for safety and security while weaving together intimate, on-the-ground refugee
hardships, mainly family separation. Based on the authors’ interviews with Syrian refugees,
Maryama’s story is not only a story of emancipation, but also a tribute to refugees and their
everyday suffering and survival.

Keywords: Refugees, feminism, Syrian civil war, Syrians in the U.S., &da¥) coall éy sl ¢ ouiaY
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Introduction

“Shall Her Eyes Rest” is informed by a true lived experience of a Syrian woman refugee
in her fifties and generated from an interview with her. It is a story that was written originally in
Arabic and then translated into English, so we have chosen to represent the story in both languages
below. It is of paramount importance to document refugees’ lived experiences in their own native
language in order to avoid misrepresentation of refugees and migrants in research and literature.
By doing so, we hope to play the role of transcultural writers who aim to introduce their Western
and non-Western readers to refugees” women voices and situate them in the cross-cultural context
of war literature.

Ravaging on for nearly twelve years, the Syrian war is a multidimensional crisis that has
caused immense human suffering. Millions of Syrians have been displaced. Reports and statistics
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tend to gloss over the human, personal side of the war. “Shall Her Eyes Rest” presents a unique
perspective to studies on refugees, gender, the nation, and conflict, as well as to studies of women
and war more specifically. As Michelle Hartman and Malek Abisaab state in their Women's War
Stories, “There is a power to stories. Stories allow us to communicate with other people; they also
allow us to formulate how to express things we think and feel. They help us record our lives and
those of others; they are a way to preserve our histories and legacies” (2022, p. 1).

Syrian women have been vocal in their articulation of the lived experiences of the Syrian
refugees’ crisis. They welcomed people to interview them and trusted them to tell their stories, as
was the case in Samar Yazbek’s works, 19 Women: Stories of resilience from Syria (2018), The
Crossing: My Journey to the Shattered Heart of Syria (2015), and 19 Women: Stories Of Resilience
from Syria (2017).

Knowing that silence is a crime during wars, Syrian women avoided being silent about
their struggles during this ugly war and about their human experiences as refugees. In her book
Women and the War Story (1997), Miriam Cooke discusses the importance of women being vocal
during wars. She considers their silence a crime, as she titles one of her book chapters “Silence Is
the Real Crime.” She contends that their silence will exclude them from their engagement in
political reform as happened with Algerian women during the Algerian Revolution when they put
resolving the political situation at the forefront instead of advocating for gender equality and
women’s rights (see al-Natour 2012, p. 72). Syrian women have been aware of such situations,
and thus, they resisted oppression by becoming storytellers. Their voices include those of activists,
writers, politicians, artists, filmmakers, feminists, housewives, and many others.

While giving their own testimony about their lived experiences in war and as refugees, they
also play the role of Shahrazad, as diasporic women writers do, and “defy conventional narratives
of personal and national erasure,” to use Hanadi Al-Samman’s words (2015, p. 3). Further,
storytelling is a therapeutic mechanism to deal with traumatic experiences such as those of Syrian
women refugees: “Stories entertain, soothe, and inform. Stories are also a way to work through
and work out trauma. Expressing the worst of life through storytelling also ensures a truth can be
told; storytelling narrates facts and events and at times also relies on invention and fiction”
(Hartman & Abisaab, 2022, p. 1). Thus, in this work of fiction, we strive for authenticity and
creativity.
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Figure 1: “Mother” by Adeebah®

“Shall Her Eyes Rest”

It may dawn upon someone for an utterly brief moment, that one’s bitter past reality, which
at one point overshadowed one’s life, is still fatefully linked to one’s current reality, perhaps not
as aggressively as in the past but more ambiguously or mercifully. Only at that moment shall a
naive person’s thoughts be distorted, thinking the reality they are living in is an absolute product
of their choices, will, and their false consciousness. They live their present, and will live their
future, realizing that both shall be plagued by stories of the past.

It was uncomfortable for Maryama to wander around in one of the crowded American
shopping centers and to ride a bus full of unfamiliar faces by herself. She would not have expected
herself to agree to be interviewed by one of the American television channels, seeking reparations
for her yearning heart, or to attend weekly meetings with her husband at one of the local churches.
She could not have imagined being in all these places in this strange land. Her exiled soul was
breathing in, at that time, the scent of the Great Umayyad Mosque on an autumn morning, the
breeze of Mount Qasyoon, the fragrant aromas of spices permeating through the crowded markets,
and the scent of Damascus Jasmine that lived through the gardens of its tight neighborhoods and
old houses. These same scents traveled all the way across the ocean to an American shopping
center on a typical summer day, reaching the Syrian refugee’s soul, a banished soul whose pride
was located in its roots.

8 This is a painting by a Syrian refugee woman named Adeebah. See her website adeebah.com.
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On that day, the exiled woman was determined to face her fears and extreme alienation and
go to a shopping center by herself, just like she used to before her nation’s borders and her freedom
were overstepped, forcing her to seek a new home. The beginning of her life in her new country
was not easy, but that’s just how beginnings are. They are destinies commanding us, or rather
imposing on us to live with both our misery and our happiness alike.

Maryama, a woman who had overcome many hardships, rested her worn out body on the
side of the road with pseudo-confidence, as she waited and waited for the bus, weirdly murmuring
words as she had been practicing for her interview the night before. Then, when one of the passing
buses stopped at her vague hand signals, she was suddenly and completely stripped of her so-called
confidence. A powerful force of hesitation had gripped her body, as she was barely able to climb
the three bus steps that were waiting in front of her. However, when she finally overcame the
hesitation that had possessed her and carried her weight up the steps, she was surprised by the
foreign eyes from seat to seat examining her. Filled with so much fear and embarrassment in the
eternity of the moment, she completely forgot what she had been memorizing the night before to
avoid this anticipated moment, and she almost backed out of the bus. Instead, she decided to sit in
one of the vacant seats by the windows and wait until she reached her desired stop, without trying
to inform the driver, or anyone else, that she wanted to be dropped off at the shopping center, like
Mrs. Mary had advised her to.

Perhaps it was peculiar for Maryama to ignore Mrs. Mary’s advice, even concerning such
trivial details. How could she not do what she was told? Mrs. Mary, the one who took matters into
her own hands and voluntarily pulled her and her family out from the misery that was their first
stop in the country of asylum, and into the safety and stability they currently live in.

When the war had burdened this modest family for years, Maryama’s family decided to
seek help from a refugee organization and migrate to the United States. Initially, they found
themselves living in a neighborhood of strangers in an old, remote town. Any lingering threads of
hope of a weary fifty-year-old mother for her family’s safety quickly dissipated. Rather, the naivety
of these fleeting hopes was suddenly replaced with the reality of her situation. The memories of
war haunted the innocent dreams of her family. They had grown accustomed to the constant echoes
of gunshots which left them restless every night and disrupted their everyday lives. Now, strangers
knocked on the door of the only Arab family in the neighborhood and disturbed their peace.

“Was it necessary to flee from one fear to another?” asked her teenage daughter in the
middle of that very dark night. Maryama was speechless and unable to answer because her poor
heart could not silence the haunting sound of the knocking on the door. How could she remain
calm during the horror of this moment? Fear continued and continued. Shaken by the sounds of
the strange tongues from behind the door, she tried to fabricate a word or a lie that would calm the
fears of her daughter, her children, or herself. Should she tell her daughter that they will get tired
of knocking and leave? They always come back.

Time froze for a moment. What a wonder! She remembered a similar situation to what she
suffered now in a book from her past. She tried to recall the author’s name. She closed her worried
eyes, then opened them. “Khaled Hosseini.” What was the title? Was it “Sea Prayer”? In that
moment, reality, noise, and panic faded. And her burdened memory took her to the words that the
Syrian refugee threw in the face of the whole world:

| heard them say we are not welcome here.

We are unwanted.
We have to take our misfortune with us elsewhere.

https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol25/iss7/30
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Maryama wondered, “Is this what the strange, rebellious voice behind the door is now trying to
shout at us? That we’re unwanted? Was it inevitable for us to suffer? What a terribly similar fate!
How could she console her daughter? What did the refugee say to their frightened child in the
story? It does not matter. No!” She resolved not to try to console her daughter with words. She
would instead hold her close to her chest and gently run her calming hand through her daughter’s
young gypsy hair in the midst of the ominous panic. This embrace would conjoin them into a single
woman, and the daughter’s heart would rest with the mother’s while they waited for the strangers
to leave. And they will leave.

After weeks of anticipation, two strange women appeared on her doorstep. At first,
Maryama examined them through the narrow crack in the door, and when she greeted them she
was taken aback by their appearance and the juxtaposition between them. The first was wearing a
loose black skirt, with a worn gray jacket. She had a calm look, a petite stature, and tufts of blonde
hair falling over the lines of years and stories engraved in her forehead above her dark eyes,
suggesting the beginnings of gray hair. With all these qualities, Maryama determined from first
glance that she was a Western woman who carries her confidence with her wherever she goes. A
venerable woman with dignity and authority. As for the other woman, an Arab woman, it was also
clear from first sight that she was exhausted. Painful stories are reflected in the details of her
slender body that she carried under her brown embroidered dress. Her weary, Eastern eyes are
weighed down with 35 years of suppressed memories, revealing the stories of her painful past.

As soon as Maryama apprehensively opened the door to face a new challenge with
ceaseless determination, with her husband behind her, a sweet smile appeared on the face of the
Arab woman as she said, “Good morning, Mrs. Maryama? My name is Eman. | have been living
here for four years and this is Mrs. Mary. She works with a volunteer organization, and she speaks
Arabic well.” Mrs. Mary took a confident step forward and said, “We would like to help you.”

After Maryama invited them in to make themselves at home, Eman continued, “I am a
refugee like many people here, and before the war | was a teacher of the Arabic language in an
orphanage. | am also an orphan myself. I used to live in our rural house in Hamas with my three
brothers, Yassin, Faris, and Omar. | was going to marry a young Damascan man named Y oussef,
but after the war, I came here with my older brother Omar.”

“What about the others?”
“We’re the only ones left.”
“I'm sorry...”

“No, Mrs. Maryama, please don’t apologize. If anyone should apologize, it shouldn’t be

2

you.

Eman sighed and held Maryama’s hands between her own as if to reel the conversation
back in and continued, “I know the war took a toll on all of us. It instilled wounds and left scars
that will haunt all of us forever. | know it robbed us of parts of our lives that we will never get
back. Mrs. Maryama, allow me to tell you that | know part of your story. | know that you came
here with your husband Ahmed, your daughter Amal and your sons, Saleem and Hasan. | know
you pray every night to soothe the pain of your aching heart. You pray you’ll see your older son,
Ayman, after he was left behind in the dismantled country before he left to Turkey and got stuck
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there ever since. | know that you have suffered all that for nothing but to increase your persistence.
Mrs. Maryama, | relate to you when you mention how hard it was coming here. | felt alienated and
overwhelmed by fear, and | thought I led myself into an endless cycle of feeling lost. Nonetheless,
| was lucky to have met Mrs. Mary, who accompanied me and Omar to a safer and more stable
place. She even helped me attain a job teaching Arabic to the locals who live in our neighborhood.
They in return helped me learn English, and | was able to handle things on my own here much
better. But let’s not focus on that, enough about me. I came here with Mrs. Mary to meet you, my
dear, and to tell you that everything is going to be alright. Rest assured, she will not relent until
your motherly wounds of missing a distant son are healed, and until you move out of this dangerous
neighborhood to a much safer one and live there in your own house. | know that you have done
everything for the sake of your family’s safety. I will leave the rest to her.”

Almost two months after that meeting, Maryama got off the crowded bus to purchase some
necessities on her own for the first time since emigrating from Syria. Mrs. Mary had kept her
promise and helped them move to the new neighborhood. As Maryama was setting foot in the
store, a thundering force flowed through her hesitant body. It was powerful enough to completely
erase her usual apprehension, that same apprehension she thought was inevitable and forever
ingrained in her and her family in this strange land, replacing those feelings with immense
confidence. How could it not? The day has finally come! In a few hours, Mrs. Mary along with
two TV journalists will arrive at Maryama’s house so she can tell thousands of viewers about her
painful story and demand the authorities to open the borders for those who are stuck, so she could
finally satisfy the yearning of her exhausted eyes with the sight of her absent son.

Similarly, to many mothers, Maryama wasn’t sure where to start. She wandered through
her distorted imagination, roaming through worlds of typical scenarios: What will she say to the
journalists? Will she perhaps shed tears in front of them like a little girl that has lost her parents or
misplaced her favorite doll? What will happen after the interview? Will she wait for a miracle?
Oh, the distress her poor heart was in! She wasted many years, even an entire lifetime, just waiting.
For what? For her to wait again? She returned to reality once again, ‘“Patience requires patience,”
she told herself as she rested the palm of her hand on one of the red baskets by the store’s entrance.
She must buy everything for the meal before the kids return from school. The journalists and the
whole world will see that this war, with all its atrocities, is not enough to wipe us from existence.

Those hours of anticipation had elapsed and the time for the interview had come. She sat
with fear and hope in her eyes, contemplating the details of the living room carpet. She swallowed
and then began:

My name is Maryama. I’m a Syrian mother, born and raised in Damascus. I lived my whole
life there, then the war broke out, and put an end to that somehow. So, | sought refuge here
with my close-knit family, or rather, my separated family. I’'m sorry. I am at a loss for
words. I ask you to excuse me... In fact, I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what’s
expected of me. When Mrs. Mary told me that |1 would have a chance to be reunited with
my son, she said that | should tell you my story first. But, does it matter to you? | mean, all
our stories are strangely alike. Painfully alike. We are refugees. Come on, you can look
through your little screens for a minute or two and you will be able to watch our stories
and our misery, moment by moment, in real time, 1 am sure that you will inevitably
sympathize with us.

https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol25/iss7/30
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In fact, our suffering may evoke some emotions in you but is that why I should tell my
story? To gain empathy? Or for the world to see what the actual truth is? | assure you that
our pain will be observed only through your screens for many years to come, but never
actually felt. You should know that no matter how frightening or ugly it looks on the news,
TV screens or whatever, I am sorry to tell you that it will never compare to reality, no
matter how sad it makes you feel. Your wildest imaginations and sincerest emotions, past
and present will never fathom the terror this war instilled in us. So what’s the point of
repeating those dreadful stories? Just to gain your sympathy? | know you want to help me,
but I don’t see the benefit of dwelling on the past when | carry it with me on my exhausted
shoulders and in my husband’s tired eyes. Look at him. Look closely. Do you not see the
disappointment in his eyes? Nevermind. So maybe you are wondering how I got here? My
response is ‘I don’t know.” One moment I was preparing dinner for my mom, dad, husband,
my daughter Amal, my sons Ayman, Saleem and Hasan, then suddenly, we were hiding
under rubble and now we’re here. | was a Syrian housewife, and now I am a refugee with
no shelter. I wasn’t an orphan. I am now, and I didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye.
They say that in war, you make peace with loss and death. That’s a lie. I cried like a little
girl for days and months on end. Why? By what right should our safety be invaded? Says
who? God, I didn’t mean to say all of that. I apologize. I’'m tired, but my faith remains
unshaken. | want to see my son, Ayman. Do you know that whilst coming here, he was
denied entry at the border, so he returned to Turkey? Please, do anything you can, just do
not prevent a mother from reuniting with her own son. That would be a crime against
humanity.

The beginning was difficult. It was a nightmare that my family should not have to go
through again. But we found Mrs. Mary, or shall I say Mrs. Mary found us. | will not go
into detail, but I can say that despite our hardships, we have settled. Thank God. Mrs. Mary
helped us move to this neighborhood where dozens of Arab families live. She helped us
enroll Saleem and Amal into middle school, and Hasan into high school. I also give cooking
lessons from home to American women who are fascinated by Syrian cuisine. We
communicate via sign language, or rather, with gestures which they find amusing as well.
To be honest, me and my husband still do not understand English very well, but we do
attend weekly classes at the church to learn the language. In all honesty, we all know that
this war left a permanent stain on our hearts. We can’t just start over as if nothing ever
happened, even if we want to. However, it is our full responsibility to find some kind of
light for our children and grandchildren, away from fear, bloodshed, and chaos. From the
first moment of the catastrophe, | made a promise that | would bring them to some peace,
no matter how exhausting the matter was. | would love to believe with whatever power |
have left that we came to the right place. All I want, as of now, is to see my son, Ayman.
My heart yearns for him. I can’t stand the deadly thought that haunts me wherever I go,
that my eldest son, who is alone, far away, needs me as | need him.

Maryama straightened her seat, sighed, and felt as if a heavy load had been lifted from her chest.
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