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Dedication

For the OG Fugee, my grandmother.

And all Fugees past, present, and future.
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Author’s Note

THE STORIES IN THIS BOOK ARE ALL ABOUT REAL PEOPLE who have helped shape my life. Some of them wanted their names used and others did not. For my students and their families who were concerned about their privacy, I have changed some identifying details.




Prologue

Jordan in Georgia

IT WAS A MISTAKE, A WRONG TURN, THAT HAD BROUGHT ME that spring of 2004 to the parking lot of one of the many shabby apartment complexes in the refugee resettlement community of Clarkston, Georgia, twenty miles east of downtown Atlanta. Frustrated and in a hurry, I pulled in to make a U-turn. That’s when I saw them — half a dozen boys, most of them barefoot, passing around a raggedy soccer ball with two rocks set up for a goal. Everything else around me ceased to exist.

It was like watching a home movie of my childhood, which I had spent in neighborhood streets near my home in Amman, Jordan, kicking a soccer ball between rocks, rarely stopping for water, rest, or much else. These boys were decent players, but their ball was half-deflated. A hot breeze pushed garbage beneath broken-down minivans and across the pavement, which was crumbling, its white lines faded by the sun.

I’ve told this story hundreds of times, and it’s always a little tough for Americans to understand. But to me, there was nothing strange about approaching a group of boys in a parking lot and asking to join their game. During a pickup match of soccer in the streets of Amman, anyone who wanted to play just had to ask. For the rest of the world, soccer is a universal language, one that often spans class, racial, and religious divides — as was evident in the lot that day.

At the time, I was coaching a club girls’ team for the local YMCA, so I happened to have a bag of new soccer balls in my trunk. I grabbed one and started walking. The boys’ game slowed to a halt as they all stopped to stare at me — or, rather, to stare at the ball.

Here’s what they didn’t say.

Who are you?

What do you want?

Here’s what they did say.

“Can we have the ball?”

“I want to play,” I answered, indicating that it would be a trade.

The boys exchanged looks and gathered into a huddle. After a few long seconds, they assigned me to a side. It didn’t take long to realize they had put me on the weaker team. As the game moved back and forth across the concrete, I called for a pass, and another, but no one would look my way.

I’m not one for showboating, but I realized I would have to prove myself. I stepped up to one of the kids on the opposing team, stripped the ball away from him, and as another player tried to take it away from me, I put it through his legs before easily tapping the ball into the goal.

After that, they took me seriously. We played for hours. It became obvious that most of the kids spoke only a little English, words like “pass” and “shoot” and “goal”; they communicated mostly with hand gestures. We refereed ourselves. I played in my work clothes — cargo pants and a T-shirt — and the boys were wearing a variety of hand-me-downs.

A few days later, at the same time in the afternoon, I drove back to the parking lot. The boys were there, with some new faces and some missing. I grabbed a ball from my car and joined the game. And so it went for weeks; I had found a piece of Jordan in the middle of Georgia.
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Why Don’t You Go Back?

MY GRANDMOTHER COMPLETED THE SEVENTH GRADE. That was the end of her formal education. She was married at fifteen and a mother at sixteen. Over the next five years, she gave birth to four more children. None of this was unusual for a middle-class family in Damascus, Syria, in the 1950s.

In 1964, when my grandmother was pregnant with her sixth child, everything changed. Syria was shaken by civil unrest that was followed by a violent military coup. Soldiers occupied nearly every corner of Damascus’s ancient streets. Syrians were pitted against one another: urban against rural, merchants against farmers, brother against brother. This is what a civil war does; it unstitches the fabric of a country and tears apart the colors and textures that made it beautiful in the first place.

She didn’t need a diploma to know that something was very wrong now, that she could no longer keep her children safe. Call it a survival instinct or a mother’s special way of knowing; whatever it was, it made her — pregnant belly and all — pack five children into the family car and drive away from the only home she had ever known. Only 129 miles separate Damascus and Amman, but they were the difference between life and death.

My grandfather stayed behind, believing that things would blow over, like the time before and the time before that. There had always been unrest, talk of change. There was no reason for alarm, he insisted; surely his wife and children would be back soon.

Instead, two months later, my grandfather followed the same dusty highway to Amman. His factories had been seized by the government. His brothers had been tortured. Syria was unrecognizable, a police state.

My mother — my grandmother’s firstborn — was sixteen years old when the family fled to Jordan. Her whole world had been taken away: the country she loved, the extended family and the apartment building they all shared, her school, and her friends. For a while, she told herself that the move was just temporary, that they would stay in Jordan for a few months then return to Damascus; surely things would go back to normal in Syria soon. But at her parents’ insistence, she enrolled in school in Amman.

It didn’t go well. Classmates and teachers alike mocked her French-inflected Syrian accent, her halting English (Jordan, having been colonized by the British, was an English- and Arabic-speaking society while neighboring Syria primarily spoke French and Arabic). To this day, my mother understands English perfectly well but refuses to speak it in almost any setting.

Even though Jordan and Syria share a border and many cultural similarities, my mother was immediately identified and treated as other, as different, as less than. At first, she fought back. She told her classmates that Syria was the better country anyway.

“Then why don’t you go back?” they retorted.

After a few months, she refused to go to school. My grandparents didn’t know what to do. They weren’t going to let her drop out. They were committed to making sure every one of their children had an education, something fairly rare in the region at that time.

“Please go to school today, it will get better, just give it time,” they begged.

“It won’t. I hate it here. Why can’t we go home? Please, let’s go home.”

My grandparents were torn. My mother was unhappy, but she was safe. She was in school, but she was not learning. They had made it out of Syria, unlike so many of their neighbors, but would they ever truly belong in this new place?

They eventually gave in and sent my mother back to Syria to finish high school. She would live with her aunt for two years until she graduated and returned to Jordan — that was the plan. For a brief moment, things were as good as they could be for her. She was without her siblings and her parents, but she was home. She returned to her beloved Catholic school, overjoyed to see the teachers and friends she had left behind.

My mother’s reclaimed normalcy was short-lived. The regime soon began shutting down all nongovernment schools. She remembers standing on the playground as she watched armed soldiers march the nuns out of the building — as if they were criminals, these women who had taught her how to read and write. She remembers the moment when she and her classmates ran to them, begging them not to go. The soldiers tried to place their rifles between the girls and the nuns, but the teenagers would not be deterred. They were determined to say goodbye at least. Syria would never be the same.

I was born in 1975 in Amman, a place constantly in the cross fire of regional violence. I don’t remember a time during my childhood when there wasn’t a conflict swelling or a war unfolding in a bordering country. Because of my family’s wealth and Jordan’s good relationship with the United States, we enjoyed some semblance of normalcy. But the drums of war always beat steadily in the background, and we knew implicitly that our lives could be upended overnight.

My parents put me in an Arabic-speaking school when I was five. I think they did it to resist the lingering colonialist influence in the region, the idea that the West did things better than everyone else. They were fiercely Arab; sending me to an Arab school, in many ways, was an act of patriotism. But as with most parents, their commitment to an ideal went only as far as their own child’s well-being. After a teacher struck me with a ruler for speaking out of turn, my mother immediately pulled me out of the school.

I began attending a school run by the British embassy. My first few weeks were difficult, to say the least. In my family, we spoke only Arabic. All of a sudden, I was sitting in a class where instruction and conversation happened completely in English. The only kids I had ever interacted with were Arab kids; now my classmates were from all over the world: Japan, India, England, Nigeria, Scotland, Switzerland. Unlike my old teachers, these teachers didn’t wear a hijab, and their skirts ended at the knee. My PE teacher wore shorts.

I would come home complaining of pounding headaches, telling my parents that I just wanted to go to sleep. My mom was worried that she was watching her daughter relive her own terrible experience. She would ask my dad if they should consider switching me again. “Just give it time; she’s young,” he would reassure her.

For a while, I faked my way through. I excelled in — and loved — the classes that didn’t require me to speak English. In art, I could draw by copying what the teacher was showing us. In PE, I could run and throw a ball without having to say a word. And in music, I could sing at the top of my lungs because I was simply imitating a sound; what the song meant, I had no idea. Eventually, through total immersion and the dedication of truly wonderful teachers, I began to learn English. I began to love school.

I attended a British dual-language middle school and went on to an American high school. When I was applying to college, British and American universities were the only ones I considered. I believed very strongly that Western education was the best the world had to offer and that everyone who lived in those countries had received an education like mine. I thought that the disrespect and parochialism my mother had experienced in her Amman school didn’t happen in developed countries.

In addition to her aversion to English, my mother still bristles when I call her a refugee. To her, that word is heavy with shame and suffering, and she is quick to downplay her own ordeal. It’s true, despite all of the loss and the trauma, that our family was profoundly lucky. But our history shaped us and continues to shape us today.

When I was eight years old, my grandmother took me to a Palestinian refugee camp outside Amman. It was important to her that I understand our family’s journey, how easily things could have been different for us. At first, I was terrified. I had never seen anything like this place — rows and rows of tents shaking in the unrelenting desert wind, everything in sight a shade of brown.

My grandmother had brought things for the women at the camp, clothes and food, and she told me to go play while she visited with them. Still hiding behind her legs, I refused.

“I don’t want to play,” I said. “I want to stay with you.”

My grandmother knelt down beside me, and with a sternness she seldom used, said: “Don’t ever think people are beneath you, and don’t think you have nothing to learn from others. Go.”

I did as I was told. I walked hesitantly to the sidelines of a pickup game of soccer on the camp’s makeshift field. After a few moments, one of the kids waved me in. Soon, my fear was gone, replaced by a feeling of camaraderie. These kids were no different from me despite how they looked or where they lived.

After a few hours of playing, I ran to find my grandmother. I couldn’t wait to tell her how much fun I’d had; I wanted her to be proud of me.

“Haram,” I said, as we walked out of the camp. Poor them.

“Haram on us,” my grandmother said, using the word in a different way — that we were sinning. “Don’t feel sorry for them. Believe in them.”

Today, a staggering seventy million people have been forced to leave their homes due to war, persecution, or human rights violations — the highest levels in recorded history. Only .01 percent of them will ever be resettled. These are numbers that are hard to get your head around and a problem that’s too easy to dismiss as someone else’s.

Historically, the United States has admitted more refugees than any other country, but the number of people we resettle has been tumbling for years. From 2016 to 2020, refugee resettlement in America dropped nearly 85 percent, from approximately 85,000 people to slightly more than 11,000 at the end of the Trump administration. As I write this, the Biden administration appears to be reversing course after critics slammed its initial 2021 refugee cap of 15,000, the lowest in history.

You don’t have to be particularly news savvy to read or hear the word “refugee” often. Yet the refugee resettlement system in the United States remains a mystery for many of us. Perhaps your community has a large Somali or Iraqi population. Perhaps you’ve always wondered how they came to live in your city.

Here’s how it typically unfolds in this country. After a years-long and invasive screening process, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees recommends an applicant for resettlement in the United States based on their circumstances and the danger they face in their home country. Each refugee or refugee family is then assigned to one of the nine domestic resettlement agencies that have a cooperative agreement with the US Department of State. Some of those agencies are familiar to us, large organizations like the International Rescue Committee or Catholic Charities; others are smaller affiliates. Their job is to facilitate refugees’ journeys to America and their first months in the country, picking them up at the airport, securing an apartment, and helping them find a job — checking all the logistical boxes. Resettlement agencies aren’t created equal, though, and a positive experience often hinges on the tireless, thankless work of resettlement workers.

Today, the majority of refugees come from African countries, but that is largely due to the Trump administration’s travel ban, a policy that sharply limited the number of refugees accepted from Syria, Yemen, and other places in the Middle East. Refugees are resettled in just about every state in the nation, in smaller cities like Columbus, Des Moines, Omaha, Fort Wayne, Louisville, and Nashville, and in larger ones like New York, Houston, Atlanta, and Chicago. Visit any of these “resettlement hubs,” and you’re likely to find enclaves of Burmese, Afghan, or Eritrean refugees quietly forging new lives after surviving some of the world’s most brutal conflicts. By virtue of their refugee status, they are lucky. Lottery-winner lucky. But resettlement is not a red carpet. It is not a free ride. Many of the cities where refugees wind up aren’t prepared to welcome them, their institutions and infrastructure woefully ill-equipped to facilitate successful resettlement. Many refugees spend their first years in America contending with crippling loneliness, crumbling apartment buildings, and school systems that have no idea what to do with them or their children. Belonging, healing, hope — there are no checkboxes for those things.

More than a third of refugees are children. Their introduction to the United States comes in newcomer centers, academic programs funded and administered by local school districts where, in theory, kids receive help learning to read and write English before being placed in general education classrooms. Like resettlement agencies, newcomer centers are often overwhelmed, understaffed, and suffer from ill-defined standards and vague mission statements. This is evident in the performance of refugee students once they’re mainlined into traditional schools, where they face language barriers and bullying, and are five times more likely to drop out than their native-born peers.

But I didn’t know any of this that day in the parking lot. I didn’t realize that these stories were playing out all around me in my American city, that refugee hands had cleaned my hotel rooms and packaged my chicken, that the players I coached sat next to refugee students in their urban classrooms. Even though I was a foreign-born daughter of refugees, those seventy million people were just numbers to me, too. Until I learned their names.




2

The Fugees

HABIBULLAH, NABIULLAH, AND AZIZULLAH (HABIB, NABI, and Aziz) were Afghan brothers. Tall and sinewy, Majok was from South Sudan. He was one of the fastest kids I had ever seen. Sulayman, a sturdy boy with a massive smile, came from The Gambia. Jerome was from Liberia — the boys called him One Shoe because he played with one black oversize sneaker on his kicking foot. Jerome was serious about taking care of that sneaker; he wiped it down after every practice and always changed into his flip-flops for the two-mile walk home.

The boys, some of whom had Muslim names, heard something familiar in my voice as I repeated their names back to them. It had been a while since anyone outside their family had pronounced them properly.

I told them I was a soccer coach.

“You coach professional?” one boy asked.

“No, kids about your age,” I explained.

“What do we need to do to have a team?” they asked.

“Well, we’ll need a field.”

“We know where all the fields are! We’ll show you!”

“We’ll need referees.”

At this, they jeered. “We don’t need referees!”

“And we’ll need more kids.”

We piled in my car and drove slowly up and down the streets of Clarkston looking for kids of a certain height. When we spotted one, I’d slow my bright yellow Beetle to a crawl and the boys would call out to them. If our potential recruit spoke a language that none of us knew, we’d hold up a soccer ball and five fingers to indicate the time we’d be playing. I’m not sure if it’s crazier that the kids we approached weren’t all that fazed or that this plan actually worked. We soon had recruited enough players to put together a real team.

But this wasn’t a Disney movie. We weren’t the Mighty Ducks or even the Bad News Bears. My reality got complicated very quickly.

At the time, the bulk of my reality took place at the café I had just opened. I had been living in America for nearly ten years. During my senior year of college in 1997, I had applied for asylum as part of a protected social group — as a gay woman, it would have been dangerous, possibly fatal, for me to return to Jordan. When my father learned that I was gay — and that I wasn’t coming home — he and the rest of my family (except for my grandmother) cut me off financially and emotionally. The café was going to be my redemption story; I was going to live the American dream and prove to my parents that I could make it on my own.

I shopped around for spaces, eventually settling on an old garage in Decatur’s business district. Oil stains marred the floor and every hour or so a train rumbled by on the tracks out front. I thought that the building had potential, with its exposed beams and excess of natural light, and the idea that I would create something from nothing was delightful. I drew up a business plan and recruited investors: parents of the girls I coached or former classmates from Smith College, where I had gone to school. I chose the paint colors and stayed up until the early hours applying coat after coat myself. I hung paintings by local artists and light fixtures that looked like fat, fluffy clouds. I called the café Ashton’s after a friend’s dog, a name I knew would earn us top billing in the yellow pages.

Starting the team felt a lot like starting the café — exhausting but exciting. I had been coaching for many years — during high school in Jordan and again when I moved to Atlanta after college, but somewhere along the line I had lost my passion for it. After state championships and all-star rosters, I wasn’t sure what was left for me to accomplish. Establishing a team from the ground up felt like a challenge I could sink my teeth into.

The first thing I did was have the boys sign a code of conduct, just as I had with all the teams I coached. I had found that laying out the rules early and requiring the kids to sign a “contract” helped establish cohesion and made them more accountable. It also made them feel important, like they were a part of something bigger than themselves.

Players were expected to show up on time if they wanted to play — the minute my cleats stepped on the field, the boys had to be warmed up and ready to go. If they were going to be late, they had to call ahead, not their mom or their dad (though I would learn that many of these boys’ parents didn’t speak English, nor did they live to drive their sons to and from their extracurriculars like those of many of my former players). To simplify things and ensure camaraderie, the boys had to speak English at practice. If you spoke in a language that only a few understood, you made others feel excluded and ostracized, which is not conducive to building a strong team.

Appearance mattered. No saggy pants and the boys’ hair was to be short and brushed. Uniforms were to be spotless. Everywhere the boys went, they were to remember that they represented the entire team now.

Those were the standards I had held all my players to. For this team, I thought that this was doubly important. As an immigrant, I knew the way people looked at me when they learned I was Arab. I was used to the double takes and long stares people gave me when they found out I was also Muslim. Most Americans have felt that kind of pressure only on a first date. For minorities, every day is a first date.

As a light-skinned woman with no discernible accent, I could pass. Most of my players couldn’t. I wanted them to understand that people were going to judge them based on how they presented themselves. If they showed up to the field with dirty clothes, unbrushed hair, and saggy pants, that sent a message: I don’t care about myself. And it gave others permission not to care about them either. They were going to have to work twice as hard to earn people’s respect — on and off the field — so they had to respect themselves first.

Last but not least, I would be checking everyone’s report cards. If you were failing any class, you were on the bench until you got your grades up. No excuses, no exceptions.

“Alright guys, we need a name,” I told them one day after practice. They were passing around my water bottle, which had quickly become a community water bottle.

“How about the All-Stars?” one of them said.

I laughed and raised an eyebrow. “You guys think you’re all-stars?”

“Yeah, not really,” someone mumbled. We had been practicing together for weeks; they knew there would be no ego trips on this team.

“How about Manchester United?” Now they were trying to get a rise out of me.

“Not Manchester United — Chelsea!” said another. At this, I got some brownnosing grins.

“We can’t name ourselves after another team!” I said. “We have to be our own team.”

The boys fell quiet.

“What about the Fugees?” I posed. I had seen the band in college when most of the boys were small children living through a war or confined in a refugee camp.

“The Fugees?” A dozen furrowed brows looked my way. “What’s that?”

“Well, we are all refugees, so — Fugees.”

“Wait, we are all refugees?” They looked at one another. Until that moment, our identities as outsiders had gone unspoken.

“Cool! We are the Fugees!” And that was that.

To register for the YMCA league we would be playing in, the boys needed to submit forms with their personal information. I didn’t have time to send the forms home to parents, so I sat the boys in a circle and one by one completed the paperwork, calling out each question and writing down the answers as they came. “Full name?” I said, and the boys took turns spelling their names. “Address?” I said, and they recited their apartment numbers. Then I asked for birthdays.

“One, one, nineteen ninety-two,” said one.

“One, one, nineteen ninety-three,” said the next.

“Are you guys just copying each other?” I looked up from the stack of papers rustling in the hot wind.

“No! That’s my birthday,” the boys said together.

“Wait — do you want my real birthday or my fake birthday?” said Sidi.

The confusion must have been visible on my face because he explained, “I told them my birthday, but my mom didn’t have the right papers. So they said my birthday was January first.”

I knew enough to assume that “they” meant asylum or UN officers. It seemed that nearly everyone on the team was “born” on New Year’s Day or Christmas Day except for a small handful born on the Fourth of July.

Because none of them had extended family or friends in the country, I wrote my own name for each boy’s emergency contact.

The Fugees needed uniforms, so on a sunny Saturday afternoon Habib, Nabi, Aziz, and Jerome crowded into my Beetle, and we drove down Memorial Drive, the ugly six-lane road that bisects Atlanta. The Sock Man, as he was known, sold discount socks and T-shirts on the weekends out of his white van; a canopy tent and folding table comprised a makeshift storefront. The boys stood quietly as I haggled with the guy, ultimately snagging twenty white T-shirts and twenty pairs of black socks for fourteen dollars.

At the next practice, everyone got a T-shirt and their turn with a black permanent marker. I assigned numbers based on positions, and the boys clumsily drew them on the back of their shirts. They asked if they could design a Fugees logo for the front, but I decided against it; I expected the lopsided numbers would earn us enough derision from opposing teams.

To complete the uniform, I asked my former players — all teenage girls — to donate their black shorts from last year’s season as well as any cleats or shin guards they could part with. The Fugees were pumped to receive new-to-them cleats. They happily wore shoes that were two sizes too big. We didn’t gather enough shin guards for everyone, so the remaining players simply tucked cardboard into their socks. Like my water bottle, shin guards became community property, the boys switching them at halftime. The majority of them had never played in shin guards anyway.

Finally, it was September. Our first game was on a Saturday morning, so that Friday at practice I took a few minutes to run through the formalities of a YMCA match. I told the boys about equipment checks and how they should line up after the game to high-five the opposing team no matter the outcome. The Fugees listened politely, but I could tell their minds were elsewhere: this would be their first game with uniforms, a referee, and people cheering (albeit no one for us). This was big time, the closest to playing in the World Cup they would ever come.

“I couldn’t sleep last night!” a few players told me when we met at our practice field on Saturday. Others were quiet but I could tell by their posture that they were nervous, anxious, and amped up. Looking at them, I also became anxious. I began to worry that I had underestimated our ability to meet the gravity of this moment.

There wasn’t a lot of time to worry, though. Because we didn’t have a bus or carpooling parents, I would be shuttling everyone to the field in my car. After the first five piled into the Beetle, I sent the rest of the team jogging toward our destination to save time; I would drive back and pick them up in shifts.

We got some looks at the field. As a female coach with fifteen minority players in a league where male coaches were the rule and white kids the majority, I had expected that. What had become normal for us was unusual and even bizarre outside our bubble. The other team snickered as the referee struggled to announce our roster. I had hoped that these slights would encourage the Fugees to play harder, but the opposite happened; they fell apart.

They yelled at one another. They abandoned their positions. They hogged the ball, each of them trying to be the star, none of them trusting their teammates. They theatrically fell down and pretended to be “injured” like they had seen their favorite players do on TV. They called the ref a cheater. They allowed goal after goal and loudly blamed the goalie and one another. We got pounded.

The loss was an eye-opener for me. These kids had tremendous raw talent but lacked the confidence, trust, and discipline I had taken for granted in my former players. Many of them loved soccer more than anything in the world — had come up watching, playing, and dreaming about it — but had no idea about the off-field habits that make good players great.

“What did you do wrong?” I asked at the end of the game. The finger-pointing began.

“He missed thirty shots!”

“I would have made that goal!”

“He let everyone run past him!”

“I didn’t ask what he did, I asked what you did,” I barked. “Take responsibility for what you did.”

I practiced what I preached. I adapted practice so instead of spending fifteen minutes going over the formalities of a match, we often spent twice that long, covering them again and again. I wanted my players to feel perfectly comfortable lining up for equipment checks (even if they were hiding cardboard in their socks) or hearing their names on the field. I also hammered home the importance of pregame rituals: packing your bag before bed, eating a carb-heavy dinner and a protein-rich breakfast. If those foods weren’t available (and for some of my players, they weren’t) they were to drink a lot of water and avoid sugar. No gas station snacks before games. Get plenty of sleep.

To show them what humility and teamwork looked like up close, I asked my former girls’ team to scrimmage with the Fugees the Friday before their second game.

“I thought this would be an easy way to end the week,” I lied. The boys took their positions looking smug and self-assured. A scrimmage against a bunch of girls? They thought that this would be a breeze.

The girls walloped them. More important, the girls walloped them while working together as a team. There was no yelling or finger-pointing. When one of the girls made a mistake, her team shook it off, no big deal. When one person scored, everyone celebrated. When a player was knocked down, her teammates were the first to pick her up.

“What did you notice about the way they played?” I asked the Fugees after the game. A dozen dejected faces looked back. “You played against a team, not one superstar,” I said. “No one was fighting for time or hogging the ball.”

I then asked each one of them to pick up a stick or a twig from a tree and bring it to me. Each stick, I told them, represented the player. When they returned, I took one of the sticks and easily snapped it in half. I took another two and snapped those in half just as effortlessly. Then I arranged eleven sticks between my hands.

“Eleven sticks — eleven players on a team,” I said. The boys watched intently. I tried to break the sticks in half as I had with the others but I couldn’t. I handed the sticks to Sulayman and asked him to break them. He couldn’t.

“Each one of you alone is breakable. Even two or three of you together. But all eleven? Strong and united — no one can break that. Not on the field. Not off.”

The Fugees lost their second game but not as badly as the first one. They squeaked out a win in their third. By the middle of the season, they were routinely blowing other teams out of the water. They also got better at dealing with the disparagement they received. We attracted attention everywhere we went. After games, opposing coaches asked my players, “Where is your coach?” and the boys would point to me. “No, your real coach,” they would say.

More often though, it was the other players who hurled insults and slurs at the Fugees. During one game, it got so bad that I approached the referee about it. He pretended not to have heard.

At halftime, I told the kids not to let the other team get in their heads. The best revenge was winning the game and winning it big.

“If they call you bad names or you start feeling angry,” I said, “just walk away and smile.”

One of my Sierra Leonean players, Joseph, spoke so little English that the only word he gleaned from my pep talk was “smile.” So smile he did. When the opposing coach started yelling from the sidelines, Joseph stopped, turned to him, and smiled. This made 
the coach yell more, which made Joseph smile even bigger. Finally, the coach exploded.

“What are you looking at, boy? Turn your nigger-ass face away from me!”

The ref heard that one. The coach was ejected, and Joseph just smiled. We won the game 7–3.

I showed up to practice one day to find the field deserted. I was confused, since these kids never missed a chance to play soccer. I stepped out of

































Praise for Learning America

“A gifted storyteller delivers provocative, indelible portraits of student after student making leaps in learning that aren’t supposed to be possible for children born into trauma.”

—Malala Yousafzai, author of I Am Malala: The Girl Who Stood Up for Education and Was Shot by the Taliban

“Mufleh . . . chronicles in this magnificent debut how a pickup soccer game transformed her life. . . . Most inspiring, though, is the powerful conviction with which Mufleh writes about supporting those, who, like her, are still fighting for their American dream. . . . Readers will be stunned.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“An absorbing account of [Mufleh’s] journey from a Jordanian immigrant to an influential educational leader and activist. . . . An impassioned, penetrating critique and inspiring model for progress.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Luma Mufleh is truly remarkable, inspiring not only to her team of ‘Fugees’ but to anyone in the world who reads this book. It’s a powerful story, reminding us that the journey of refugees and immigrants doesn’t end the day they arrive in America. Coach Luma shows us the deep power of one of the world’s most universal languages, soccer, and above all the unifying strength of community.”

—José Andrés, chef, humanitarian, founder of World Central Kitchen

“This is much more than a book about an inspiring soccer team. It’s the story of what schools and sports can do to help heal trauma, foster community, and create opportunities for young people to succeed. To Luma Mufleh’s credit, it’s also a story about what schools can’t do—and shouldn’t be expected to do—to overcome society’s ills.”

—Paul Tough, author of Whatever It Takes and How Children Succeed

“A truly extraordinary story of selflessness, compassion, and the pursuit of justice for one of the most vulnerable communities in our society: refugee children. Luma Mufleh gorgeously weaves her story as a gay Jordanian immigrant living in America and her lifelong passion of coaching soccer to better the lives of refugee kids across the country.”

—Jose Antonio Vargas, founder of Define American and bestselling author of Dear America: Notes of an Undocumented Citizen

“Luma Mufleh brings her full self to her work, and now, in these pages, to telling the remarkable story of Fugees Family. Our shared American story comes to life in this compelling book.”

—Laurene Powell Jobs, founder and president, Emerson Collective

“Luma Mufleh set out to build a soccer team for traumatized young refugees, only to discover the unconscionable neglect they were suffering at the hands of American public education. Then, with inexhaustible humanity, she created a school to make them whole, as learners and as people. Her heartbreaking and ultimately inspiring story illuminates how to remedy educational injustice not only for refugees but also for millions of children born into poverty and trauma in our own country.”

—Dale Russakoff, author of the New York Times bestseller The Prize: Who’s in Charge of America’s Schools?
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