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			This book is for my proud nomad mother, who saved me. Mom, you nursed my bloody feet after I had walked for miles with you without shoes; you gave me hope with your stories of brave life in the bush; and when I rested my head on a graveyard full of kids of my age, you would not let me join them. Your strength kept me alive in the city of the dead. Now I am safe in America. So long as we both live, I will return that strength and support to you.

		

	
		
		
			
			A mule that grazes with horses thinks it is a horse.

				
					—Somali proverb
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			Since I arrived in America in 2014, I have had the privilege of meeting and speaking with students all over this country; they always have so many good questions—some of them hard to answer!—which can only come from strong curiosity about the world.

			My world as a kid was very different from yours, but I had the same passion to see beyond my horizon. On the streets of Mogadishu, Somalia—hungry, scared, without shoes or much hope for a future—my own curiosity about the world kept me going. In Hollywood movies, which I watched on a small TV screen in a dirt-floored shack, I saw American kids and teenagers, and I dreamed of their life. I wanted toys, freshly made beds, a refrigerator full of food, a roof over my head, clean clothes, schools and teachers. I couldn’t have those things, but I pretended I was an American boy and even called myself Abdi American.

			This did not make my parents happy. They had grown up as simple but proud nomadic herdspeople, roaming across hundreds of miles of bush land with their animals. They played on the hot sand, drank fresh camel milk, and chanted songs around fires at night to ward off the lions and hyenas. My mother and father both have scars from fights with those wild animals. Despite the dangers, they were totally free people. They had no laws other than what they believed God commanded; they owned only what they could carry; they had no traffic lights, no insurance policies, not even money.

			
			But when a drought took their herd, they were forced to move to the big city where I was born. I did not grow up tending camels and cows, but every night my parents told me stories of that world so I would not forget where I came from.

			I am proud of my nomad heritage, but I did not choose to be born in Somalia. No one gets a choice. It could have been you who was born in Somalia and lost everything at the age of five. It could have been you who wandered in the wilderness for months with sore and bloody feet, an empty belly, surrounded by hungry animals and brutal soldiers. Of course no child deserves what I went through. But it could happen to anyone.

			You could say my story has a happy ending because I got out of that terrible place and now live in America. But my story includes my family, still in Africa, struggling to survive every day. They are lucky that I can support them, but I can’t go there, nor can I protect them from the daily risk of sickness and violence.

			
			Luck is a funny thing. I have had bad luck and good luck in my life. Either way, I always tried to be prepared when good luck came my way. So I taught myself English while watching those Hollywood movies, even though there was no use for English in Mogadishu—in fact, speaking English there could be dangerous if the wrong people heard you. Then one day, English came in handy and changed my life. If you take one lesson from this book, I hope it’s that every life has some good luck and bad luck; what matters is what you make of it.

			When I speak to school groups across America, I don’t like telling young people they should be thankful for being born in a free and peaceful country, because it sounds like we should take pity on the less fortunate, or be sorry for their existence. The poor and desperate people of the world don’t want our pity. Unlike me, most don’t even want to become American. Like my parents, they cherish their own heritage and culture. They only want a fair chance, as fellow human beings on this planet. They don’t want the random accident of their birthplace to mean a death sentence.

			I know there are no easy solutions to the problems of the world. But a good place to start is understanding—and that comes from listening to each other’s stories. As you read my story, I encourage you to think about your own story, and what you would say about yourself to people in faraway places like Somalia. Listen to your parents’ and grandparents’ stories; whether your ancestors were Native Americans or immigrants from Italy or enslaved people from West Africa or Pilgrims from England, they all have something to teach us. You can live in a small remote town or a big noisy city, in America or Europe or Africa or beyond. Wherever you live, wherever you come from, your story matters. We are all connected by our stories.
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			I was born under a neem tree, probably in 1985. Neem trees grow everywhere in Somalia, with fragrant blossoms like lilacs and medicinal bitter sap that heals sores. People everywhere in Somalia brush their teeth with those twigs. Their green fruit turns yellow and juicy, a tasty treat for the birds. The trees’ limbs spread wide and give shelter from the sun—a good place to have a baby. A good place to be born.

			I was born into a culture where birthdays are not celebrated, or even recorded. This became a problem for me when I left Somalia and entered the world of documents and paperwork. My first birthday record was in Kenya at a refugee registration center. The officers there did not bother to ask me when I was born, because they know Somalis have no idea. They simply wrote down my birthday as January 1, 1985. To them, every Somali is born on New Year’s Day. Arriving in America was different. Here the officials said I had to come up with a birth date and stick with it for the rest of my life. It’s a strange thing to choose your own birthday. But there I was. I chose a date around the middle of the year, which would be equally close to whatever my real birthday was: June 20, 1985.

			
			My parents don’t know the day of my birth, but my mom remembers it was very hot. The blazing sun had turned the streets of Mogadishu ash white and the rooms of our small block house into bread ovens. Mom was under the shade of the neem tree, resting on a jiimbaar, a bed made of cow leather stretched over sticks. Our neighbor Maryan cooled Mom’s head with a fan woven from straw, and cleaned the blood. The women of the neighborhood brought fragrant resins and incense like myrrh and uunsi. For me they brought xildiid, the root of a plant that is mixed with water to bathe and protect the baby.

			Somalia was once called the Land of the Perfumes; before the wars began, my country exported fragrant and medicinal plants all over the world. My mom remembers somagale, a seasonal plant that sprouts from the ground in the rainy season. She would uproot the plants, crush them, and apply the paste to any wounds. Mom still believes in those traditional plants that cure everything. She believes knowledge of them has helped her survive anywhere. My mom worried I would not be as strong as her because people in the city don’t know how to survive off the land. I tell her I have learned other ways to survive.

			The moment I appeared, Maryan ran down the street to break the good news to my dad that a boy was born (boys are much more appreciated than girls in Somalia). My dad took a day off from work and partied with his friends, buying them qat leaves, a stimulant like strong coffee chewed by men in Arabia and the Horn of Africa. Somali culture dictated that my dad had to stay away from the house while my mother was giving birth; he would stay at his friend Siciid’s place for forty days, the amount of time a woman is supposed to remain chaste after labor. He visited us, as a guest in his own house, during the day. Mom was still sleeping under the neem tree, near clay bowls and glass jars full of porridge and orange juice. Out of respect for my dad she covered her hair while he was there, looking down as she answered his questions. They would never kiss or hug in public. He stood tall and aloof from her bed, examining me, his second son, lying next to Mom.

			
			The women perfumed the rooms of the house and swept the yard bent over, using a short broom. They came in and out. That same evening, Maryan walked in with ten men, all of them respected local religious leaders in the community, known as sheikhs. They wore beaded necklaces and beards. They circled the jiimbaar in the yard where I was lying next to Mom. Some women were cooking a big pot of camel meat; others were mixing a jar of camel milk with sugar and ice cubes from the store. Camel meat and sweet milk together are called duco, a blessing for the newborn. For an hour the sheikhs blessed me, verse after verse, very loud, which makes the blessing greater. Afterward, they all sat on a mat on the ground, washed their hands in a dish of water, and feasted on the camel meat and milk. This blessing and feast meant I would grow better, be healthy and obedient to my parents.

			
			Soon after I was born, Mom went back to doing her housework, with me tied to her back so that she was there for me whenever I cried out for milk. She watched me crawl out of the shade of that same neem tree into the scorching heat of the sun, and she was there when I took my first steps on the hot dusty ground. At bedtime she told me Somali folktales and sang lullabies like “Huwaaya Huwaa.” Mom and her stories were my universe.

			Mom likes to call herself the brave daughter of her brave parents. Her name is Madinah Ibrahim Moalim. She was named Madinah after the holy city in Saudi Arabia, where the Prophet Muhammad is buried. It was her parents’ biggest dream to visit Mecca and Madinah, to make the pilgrimage known as the hajj, but unfortunately, they never got to. Mom too wants to visit before she dies. Growing up with a huge number of Somali exiles returning from Saudi Arabia, I never understood why my family wished to see a place where Somalis are unwelcome. It would be many years before I realized that Somalis are pretty much unwelcome everywhere, and dreams are all we have.
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			When Mom was growing up, her parents were always moving with the goats and camels. It must have been a little before Somalia got independence from the Italians in 1960. She never saw Italian or British colonialists—the Europeans who had taken over the land—but remembers her parents talking about people with no skin that they had seen driving back and forth. Mom says it does not matter how old she is, but she knows she is as old as her camel Daraanle, who was also born the day she was. Her family had almost five hundred camels, goats, and cows in total. They didn’t know how to count with numbers, but they named and marked every one and could keep track of them by their names. They provided the family with milk, meat, and transportation, but there were far more animals than they needed for food. Somali herdspeople have no permanent home, no belongings besides clothes, some jewelry, and cooking utensils. Their wealth is the size of their herd. They have no insurance payments, no loans, no future plans, nothing to worry about except lions and hyenas. To them, there are only two days: the day you are born, and the day you die. Everything in between is herding animals.

			
			My grandparents on both sides were proud pastoralists, people of the land. They herded their animals across the Bay region in south central Somalia, always moving to find water. They had never heard of Mogadishu, the capital of Somalia, or even Somalia itself, much less Nairobi or New York. The Bay region lies between the Jubba and the Shabelle Rivers, which nourish the soil. It has more livestock than anywhere else in Somalia and is famous for its gorgeous Isha Baidoa waterfall. The wide grazing land was all they knew.

			Nomads of Bay region enjoy two rainy seasons over the year: Dayr, with light rains, begins in mid-October; gu brings heavy rains in mid-April. As the clouds build, the animals can smell the coming rain and they dance in anticipation. The people see the excitement of the animals, and they raise their hands to thank God: “Alhamdulilah!”

			
			The rains mean plentiful water, so the nomads can finally settle down for a few months and build their makeshift huts from sticks carried on the backs of camels. At night the animals stay close to the hut in their corral, and the families sit around a fire near them. They dance with songs for the animals. There is laughter and fresh water and joy. A good time for stories, folktales, poems, and delicious meals of corn and meat. In his time, Iftin, my grandfather, would tell his own brave stories. He would talk about the day he met a pride of lions face to face near his house and chased them away for a mile. Eventually, the rains stop, the water dries up, and the nomads pack up and move on.

			My parents as well as grandparents could name their own great-great-great-grandparents; they could spend a whole night telling the stories they have passed down. All these ancestral names carry pride; every single one of them was a brave man or woman, someone who owned many livestock and was well known in the area and probably killed a lion. My parents never talked about their lives without talking about the lives of their parents and ancestors because, to Somali nomads, there is no individual life, only the life of your family. And like their ancestors, my parents followed the Muslim rules. Women have to respect their husbands. Men have power over everything. My parents never questioned these rules or how they came about.

			
			My mom, Madinah, was a very beautiful nomad girl, tall and slim, with dark hair, a long neck, and beautiful eyes. One summer day at a watering hole somewhere in Bay region, my dad, Nur Iftin, and his herd encountered my mom and hers.

			My dad says he could not take his eyes off my mom. He had never seen such a beautiful woman. Mom was barefoot, wearing her long guntiino dress, which goes over only one shoulder, a necklace of black wooden beads, and metal bands around her upper arms. The scars on her neck and arms said without words how brave she was fighting wild animals.

			They were both proud members of the Rahanweyn clan. So when they met, it was friendly. Dad was in his macawis, a knee-length cloth wrapped tightly around his waist. He wore his nomad sandals made of animal leather. His camels mixed with Mom’s goats around the watering hole. He approached her, and he bragged about his wealth, the animals, which is the only pickup line in the nomadic culture.

			My mom liked him at first sight. Not many men were even taller than my tall mom, but he towered over her. He had a scar on his forehead that showed he had also wrestled wild animals. His high Afro hairstyle crowned his head and wide shoulders. His dusty feet showed that he had walked miles and was still not tired. As he stood there, he introduced Mom to his favorite camels, naming them as they grazed. They also had names for the wild animals that threatened their herds. They talked about Fareey, a local lion who had been terrorizing the herds. Fareey was named for his missing toe, which made his footprints in the clay distinct. Fareey and his pride killed many animals, including some belonging to my parents’ families, after dark. My dad swore that he would find Fareey and his pride and kill them all to protect my mom’s goats. He never did find that lion, but it was a way to show my mom that he could care for her.

			
			After their first brief meeting, my parents searched for each other for a couple of months. When they finally met at another watering hole, my dad believed his prayers had been answered. Now Nur Iftin could not hide his love for Madinah and said he wanted to marry her. She did not say yes or no, but grinned and looked down coyly. It was a yes.

			Dad arranged a meeting with her parents, and one day both families met in a place near Baidoa, the biggest city in the region, where the agreement was negotiated: fifty camels as a dowry, the price my dad’s parents paid to my mom’s parents.

			The wedding happened in a town called Hudur, about sixty miles from Baidoa. This was the rainy season, so the animals were fat, and there was so much meat and milk at the wedding. Mom was in a mud hut all day with what they called the expert women, who told her stories about what would happen on the wedding night. It was a rented hut; they had to deposit goats to stay there. Neither of them had ever seen a banknote or a coin. At the same time, my dad was in a neighbor’s hut with the men teaching him about the first days of marriage.

			My parents spent most of their early marriage walking miles every day into no-man’s territory with their herds. No one stopped them or asked who they were. It was a peaceful time. The land beneath their feet was scorching hot. They believed Earth was flat and that it was Allah’s land; they were only guests. It rains when Allah wills, it turns dry when Allah wills. Animals and humans die when Allah wills.

			
			In the bush, nomadic Somali men and women work together, talk freely with each other, and even play games together. To survive on the land, a husband and wife must work as a team to make sure their animals are grazed well and that they all get back home by dusk. My dad had introduced my mom to several games, like high jump, sprint running, and chasing dik-diks, the little antelopes not much bigger than a cat. They would hold sticks five feet high, then take turns jumping over them. Mom learned to jump and land without stumbling. Mom was shy and respectful to her husband, but when it came to games and fun, she was a fierce competitor. They sprinted together across the bush, leaping over thornbushes while chasing the fast dik-diks.

			Bay region is famous in Somalia for growing corn, beans, rice, sesame, papayas, mangoes, and the tree that produces frankincense resin. Most of that resin is bought by the Catholic church in Rome, but my parents knew nothing of Rome or Christianity. To them the most amazing place in the world was the Isha Baidoa waterfall. It was like their vacationland. During their nomadic travels they stopped twice a year to shower under the gushing water.

			The city of Baidoa is called Baidoa the Paradise for both the nearby waterfall and the fertile red soil. Corn and masago, a type of grain, grow among the mango and banana trees. In the center of town is the huge Afar Irdoodka market, where people come from all across the country to buy and sell food, medicinal herbs, and supplies. Everywhere in that city, donkeys loaded with supplies are moving toward the market.

			
			The Rahanweyn tribe live in Baidoa and on all the land between and surrounding the Jubba and Shabelle Rivers. The word Rahanweyn translates into “large number.” There are so many of them, spread across the bush. To most of the other Somali tribes, the Rahanweyn are looked down on because they are mostly nomads and poor and have nothing to do with politics. Also, the dialect the Rahanweyn speak, called Maay, is dismissed as the speech of beggars and the lower class. It is different in sentence structure and is complex to outsiders. So, for centuries, the Rahanweyn lived their own life, on land belonging to no one.

			Soon after my parents’ wedding, in 1977, a terrible drought hit Somalia. The corn withered. The red clay land around Baidoa turned parched and bare, and became littered with animals’ skeletons. Those that survived were thin and dying. The nomads knew it was God’s choice but could not understand why he would do this, because they were not sinful people. They decided Allah wanted the animals for himself and was taking them away. My parents, who had been so proud of their herds, watched their wealth wiped out in front of their eyes. Daraanle, my mom’s favorite camel, died.

			Droughts were a part of life for nomads in Bay region, but new forces in the world made this drought different. That same year, Somalia attacked Ethiopia in a war over control of the Ogaden territory, a part of Ethiopia that is populated mainly by ethnic Somalis. Somalia deployed troops to the border, with tanks and military vehicles. My parents had never seen anything like them, they had never even thought about such a thing as a government or an army. They didn’t know it, but under the dictator Mohammed Siad Barre, the founder of Somalia’s Supreme Revolutionary Council, their country had amassed the largest army in Africa. Siad Barre was a general who had taken over in 1969. He had also cleverly used the Cold War to gain support from the Soviet Union.

			
			The 1977 war, known as the Ogaden War, was the bloodiest ever between two African nations. There were tens of thousands of casualties. That huge Somali army unleashed its heavy weaponry and Soviet-trained soldiers against the Ethiopians in a massive attack over the border. In the beginning, the Somalis advanced deep into Ethiopia, almost capturing the capital, Addis Ababa. But things got more complicated. The Soviet Union also supported Ethiopia, which had a Marxist military regime, and tried to stop the war. When Siad Barre refused to back down, the Soviets abandoned Somalia and sided with Ethiopia, a much larger country. Then the war became global. China, Yemen, North Korea, Romania, and other nations got involved, supporting either side. With the Soviet Union supplying the Ethiopian Air Force with weaponry, the Somali army was pushed out of the country and defeated in 1978. Siad Barre was furious. Wanting a buffer against a Soviet-backed Ethiopia, the Americans—who were strictly anti-Soviet—rushed into the vacuum and began to give military help to Somalia. But if it had not been for the American support, Siad Barre might have been driven out of power for his needless and costly war. Instead, he was able to build up his army again.

			
			All these shifting alliances and power plays meant nothing to my parents. But the result—a small country with millions of guns and simmering resentment against Siad Barre for causing so much misery—would soon change their lives forever.

			Meanwhile, the 1977 drought wiped out lives and displaced tens of thousands of nomads. As the animals died, some nomads started moving, mostly toward Kenya and Ethiopia. Others moved to the nearest cities with fishing and other work opportunities. And so my parents decided to try for a better life in the Somali capital of Mogadishu. After fifteen days of walking and begging rides, they set foot for the first time in a city with movie theaters, traffic lights, houses made of bricks, and citizens who spoke a completely different dialect. The green and red taxicabs that parked everywhere, the portraits of Siad Barre that hung on every street, it all caught them by surprise. They would later learn that you weren’t supposed to say Siad Barre’s name without adding the word jaalle before it. Jaalle was a new word in the Somali language invented by Siad Barre, which roughly meant “führer” or “leader.”

			My dad’s half brother Hassan, who already lived in Mogadishu, gave my parents a room in his house. A mile from their house, to the east, was the Mogadishu airport and the beautiful green waters of the Indian Ocean surrounding it. But mom missed the animals, her parents, the stories, the land, her freedom. She had not slept in weeks due to the sound of the airplanes taking off and landing. Her first visit to the ocean made her remember stories from her parents, including one about something called a whale that can swallow a whole city. She worried about whales, and she wondered where the ocean ends. Using a toilet, going to a movie, and riding a bus were the strangest things to both my parents, probably the way so many things about America would one day seem strange to me, like snow, cooking on a stove, or obeying traffic laws.

			
			One thing that frustrated her more than anything else was buying milk and meat. In her nomad life, these things were abundant; now she had to pay for them with money. My mom was an expert on camel meat, and she could tell this meat sold in stores was not fresh, but she didn’t dare to question the scary butchers with their long knives and strange dialect.

			The city people made fun of the nomads. My mom remembers other women asking her to make sounds of animals. They were mocking her, but animals were her favorite subject, so she was happy to make their sounds. The city women, who wore nicer clothes, did not want to be seen with Mom. To them, she was a little embarrassing. They mocked her dialect, looking down on her whenever she said something in Maay. She was called Reer Baadiye, “the bush woman.”

			
			The neighbors said her house smelled like goat pee, from her clothes. To Mom, the smell of goats and camels was like the perfume of her homeland, and it smelled like freedom. Also she had learned only a handful of verses from the Koran that her parents had taught her, just enough to pray five times a day. The city women, who had studied at madrassas (schools teaching the Koran), knew the whole text by heart. But none of those women could jump or run like my mom. They were too plump from all the city food, and they avoided sunshine so they would get lighter skin.

			Soon enough, my dad started making money fishing, and he and mom left Hassan’s house to rent their own room. Fishermen would go out in boats with big nets while my dad stayed on Uruba beach, waiting for them to return with their big nets full. Dad would carry the huge, heavy fish a mile to the fish market at Geel-Laq beach, some days making that trip dozens of times. After a whole day of that hard work, he was supposed to get paid one Somali shilling, but he still didn’t know much about money or coins and was often cheated.

			At that time, there were still Italians in Mogadishu. Before independence came in 1960, Somalia was two colonies: British Somaliland in the north and Italian Somaliland, including Mogadishu, in the south. So there was a long history of Europeans in Somalia, and in the 1970s and 1980s many still came to do business. They stayed in the big Uruba Hotel, today in ruins. It was the first time Dad saw white people, and he couldn’t believe they walked around in bikinis, almost naked. When he told my mom, she couldn’t believe it either; she had to come and see for herself. Even then, she didn’t believe they were real people until she saw them actually breathing. Mom in her nomad life had heard stories about gaalo, the infidels. They are not Muslim, they are all white, and they are not clean. She avoided them and wondered, What are they doing here, and why don’t they pray five times a day?

			
			Everywhere in Mogadishu, my dad stood out in the crowd with his strong body and height. He had cut his long nomad hair short and shaved his nomad’s beard, but he left his dark mustache and woolly sideburns. This look was very fashionable in Mogadishu in the early 1980s, especially if you also wore bell-bottoms. He would go out and strut around town. There were more nightclubs than mosques in Mogadishu back then, all places where you could dance to funk music. Some Somali men and even some women went to clubs to mingle with the Europeans before the civil war. Eventually, my dad did go to the Uruba Club, though he never told my mom. Today those clubs, like the hotel, are rubble in the sand.

			The fishing and dancing might have gone on for my dad until the wars came, but then one day he did something that changed his life. He jumped.

			It was nothing to him, just jumping over a thorn fence, like in those games with my mom in the bush. But this jump was seen by a friend of his half brother Hassan, who knew a lot about basketball. That game had become very popular all over Africa. Hassan’s friend said that because my dad was so tall and could jump so high, he should try out for the national basketball team. Dad knew nothing about basketball, had never even held a ball. But Hassan’s friend wouldn’t give up. The Somali national team was recruiting new players.

			
			So my dad tried out for basketball and was a natural. He towered over his teammates. He could jump higher and had strong hands from working with animals. His herding skills also made him very agile and gave him stamina. It didn’t take long for him to get used to handling the ball. Soon he was nicknamed Nur Dhere, “Tall Nur,” and he was helping Somalia win games. He stopped carrying fish and started making a lot more money. The world changed swiftly for my parents. They learned how to count shilling notes and coins and how to buy things like clothes, curtains, window shutters made of wood, a carpet over their dirt floor, a cupboard, and a shelf. Things only rich people had. My dad also learned to read and write Somali, which was unusual because nomad men and women were mostly illiterate.

			By the time I was born, my parents had become famous all over Mogadishu. Dad was traveling a lot outside the country, bringing medals home. He had a shortwave radio in the house and would listen to songs by famous Somali singers. My nomad parents had a lot of good things happening, but my mom missed everything in the nomad world. She thought that city life was hard and resented having to stay inside a house all day, cooking and cleaning, instead of herding her goats across the landscape, while Dad was out playing basketball. She was worried that my older brother, my younger sister, and I would grow up in Mogadishu not knowing anything about the life of nomads.

			
			Dad spent most of his time away from home, training with the basketball squad. Usually he returned on Thursday for two days (Friday being the holy day), still wearing his red Somali team shirt and bringing gifts of clothes and toys for us, sometimes jewelry for Mom. He would sit with our neighbor Siciid under the neem tree in the evening, talking late into the night. Siciid looked short compared to Dad, a smile constantly fixed to his round face. Like Mom, he told many stories and also jokes, and he provoked Dad into arguments, just for the fun of it. Siciid was a professional driver who earned his living delivering food and oil for the government. Mom would bring them tea outside while they chatted.

			Sometimes, Dad took me to watch him train at the Horseed Stadium in downtown Mogadishu. Mom dressed me up with a nice clean vest and shorts. The court was behind a thick concrete wall, and fans would climb up a tall tree to get a view. They sat there for hours watching as my dad and his teammates, the best in Somalia, played basketball all afternoon. I had the honor to walk into the building with my dad holding my tiny hand in his big one. People greeted him like a star. Police and soldiers saluted him like he was a general. Dad played for hours, and eventually I would fall asleep on the stairs, only waking on his shoulders as he carried me home.

			We’d walk home in the evening past the big traffic island at KM4 Street, the Cinema
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