

[image: ]




[image: ]




Text copyright © 2012 by Warren St. John
Jacket photograph copyright © by Mike Kemp/Tetra Images

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Delacorte Press, an imprint of Random House Children’s Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York. This work is based on Outcasts United, copyright © 2009 by Warren St. John, published in hardcover by Spiegel & Grau, a division of the Random House Group.

Delacorte Press is a registered trademark and the colophon is a trademark of Random House, Inc.

Visit us on the Web! randomhouse.com/teens
Educators and librarians, for a variety of teaching tools, visit us at
RHTeachersLibrarians.com

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
St. John, Warren.
   Outcasts united : the story of a refugee soccer team that changed a town / Warren St. John.
      p. cm.
   eISBN: 978-0-375-98880-6
   1. Mufleh, Luma. 2. Soccer coaches—Georgia—Clarkston—Biography. 3. Refugee children—Georgia—Clarkston. 4. Refugees—Africa. I. Title.
   GV942.7.L86 2012 796.334092—dc23 [B] 2012001412

Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

v3.1





For Alex, Bienvenue,
Ive, and Alyah




CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Introduction



Part One: Changes

1. Luma

2. Beatrice and Her Boys

3. “Small Town … Big Heart”

4. Alone Down South

5. The Fugees Are Born

6. “Coach Says It’s Not Good”

7. Get Lost

Part Two: A New Season

8. “I Want to Be Part of the Fugees!”

9. Figure It Out So You Can Fix It

10. Meltdown

11. “How Am I Going to Start All Over?”

12. Alex, Bien, and Ive

13. Trying Again

14. The Fifteens Fight

15. Go Fugees!

16. Gunshots

17. The “Soccer People”

18. Playing on Grass

Part Three: Full Circle

19. Who Are the Kings?

20. Showdown at Blue Springs

21. Coming Apart

22. Hanging On at Home

23. The Dikoris

24. “What Are You Doing Here?”

25. Halloween

26. The Fifteens’ Final Game

27. My Rules, My Way

28. Tornado Cup


Epilogue

For More Information

About the Author




INTRODUCTION

On a cool spring afternoon on a soccer field in northern Georgia, two teams of teenage boys were going through their pregame warm-ups. The field was quiet except for the thumping of soccer balls against forefeet and the rustling of the balls against the nylon nets hanging from the goals. Suddenly, there was a rumble. As it grew louder, all motion stopped, and boys from both teams looked skyward. Above was a squadron of fighter jets on their way to an air show miles away in Atlanta. The aircraft came closer, so that the boys could make out the markings on the wings and the white helmets of the pilots in the cockpits. Then, with a roar loud enough to rattle the change in a person’s pockets, the jets shot off in different directions like an exploding firework.

The teams watched with craned necks. The players on the home team—a group of thirteen- and fourteen-year-old boys from the nearby Atlanta suburbs playing with the North Atlanta Soccer Association—gestured toward the sky with awe. The boys at the other end of the field were members of an all-refugee soccer team called the Fugees. Many had actually seen fighter jets in action, and all had felt the results of war firsthand. There were Sudanese players on the team whose villages had been bombed, and Liberians who’d lived through mortar fire that pierced the roofs of their neighbors’ homes, taking out whole families. As the jets flew over the field, several members of the Fugees flinched.

“You guys need to concentrate!” a voice interrupted as the jets streaked into the distance.

The voice belonged to Luma Mufleh, the thirty-one-year-old founder and volunteer coach of the Fugees. Her players resumed their practice shots, but they seemed distracted. Their shots flew hopelessly over the goal.

“If you shoot like that, you’re going to lose,” Coach Luma said.

Luma shouted to her players to gather around her. She gave them their positions and they took the field. Forty or so parents had gathered on the home team’s sideline to cheer their boys on, and they clapped as their sons walked onto the pitch. There was no one on the Fugees’ sideline. Most of the players came from single-parent families, and their mothers or fathers—usually mothers—stayed home on weekends to look after their other children, or else worked, because weekend shifts paid more than weekday shifts. Few had cars to allow them to travel to soccer games. Even at their home games, the Fugees rarely had anyone to cheer them on.

The referee summoned the Fugees to the line to go over their roster and to check their cleats and numbers. Luma handed him the roster, and the referee wrinkled his brow.

“If I mispronounce your name, I apologize,” he said. He read through the list. When he got hung up, the boys would politely say their own names, then step forward to declare their jersey numbers.

A few minutes later, a whistle sounded and the game began. The head coach of the North Atlanta team liked to scream. From the outset, he ran back and forth on his sideline, barking at his players in a hoarse bellow: “Man on! Man on! Drop it! Drop it! Turn! Turn! Turn!”

Luma paced silently on her side of the field with an annoyed look on her face. She was all for teaching, but her method was to teach during practice and during the breaks in play. Once the whistle blew, she allowed her players to be themselves: to screw up, to take chances. All the shouting was wearing on her nerves. When North Atlanta scored first, on a free kick, the team’s coach jumped up and down, while across the field, parents leaped from their folding lawn chairs in celebration. Luma pursed her lips in a tiny sign of disgust and kept pacing, quietly. A few moments later, Christian Jackson of the Fugees shook himself free on the right side, dribbled downfield, and fired a line drive into the top right corner of the net: goal. Luma betrayed no reaction other than to adjust her tattered white Smith College baseball cap. She continued to pace.

The Fugees soon controlled the ball again, making crisp passes and moving within range of the goal. A Fugees forward struggled free of traffic to take a shot that flew a good twenty feet over the crossbar and into the parking lot behind the field. Luma paced.

Meanwhile, with each of his team’s shots, the North Atlanta coach shouted more commands. He was getting upset. He obviously believed that if his players had done as he said, they could’ve scored on Manchester United. But as it was, they ended the first half trailing the Fugees 3–1.

A 3–1 lead at halftime would have pleased most soccer coaches. But Luma was not pleased. Her head down, she marched angrily to a corner of the field, the Fugees following. They could tell she was unhappy. They knew what was coming. Luma ordered them to sit down.

“Our team has taken nine shots and made three—they’ve taken two shots and made one,” she told the boys, her voice sharp. “You’re outrunning them, outhustling them, outplaying them—why are you only winning three to one?

“Christian,” she said, looking at the boy, who sat on the grass with his arms around his knees. “This is one of your worst games. I want it to be one of your best games. I want to sit back and watch good soccer—do you understand?”

At that moment, the voice of the North Atlanta coach—still screaming at his players—drifted down the field to the Fugees’ huddle. Luma turned her gaze toward the source of the offending noise.

“See that coach?” she said. “I want him to sit down and be quiet. That’s when you know we’ve won—when he sits down and shuts up. Got it?”

“Yes, Coach,” her players replied.

When the Fugees took the field for the second half, they had changed. They quickly scored three goals. The first, an elegant cross, was chested in by a Sudanese forward named Attak. That was followed by a cannon shot from Christian ten yards out. Moments later, Christian dribbled into the box and faked to his left, a move that left the North Atlanta goalie tangled in his own limbs, before shooting right: another goal. The opposing coach was still yelling—“Man on! Man on!”—so the Fugees kept shooting. Another goal. And another. When the angry North Atlanta players started hacking away at the Fugees’ shins and ankles, the Fugees brushed them off and scored yet again.

At 8–2, the North Atlanta coach, hoarse now, wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, quietly wandered over to his bench, and sat down. The Fugees tried to stifle their smiles.

If Luma was satisfied, it was hard to tell. She remained perfectly stone-faced. The referee blew his whistle three times to signal the end of the game.

The final score was 9–2 Fugees. Christian Jackson had scored five goals. The teams shook hands and the Fugees quickly ran to the bench for water and oranges, which awaited them in two white plastic grocery bags. A few moments later, the referee approached. He looked to be in his late fifties, white, with a gray mustache. He asked Luma if he could say something to her players. Luma didn’t like handing over her team’s attention to anyone, especially not to a stranger. But she got her team together in front of the referee some ten yards from their bench.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “I’d like to thank you. You played the ball the entire game, and you didn’t take any cheap shots. They got frustrated and started hacking, and you didn’t retaliate. So I’d like to commend you on your sportsmanship.” The man paused and swallowed hard. “And that was one of the most beautiful games of soccer I’ve ever seen.”

This was the first time I’d ever seen the Fugees play. I’d shown up as a reporter knowing little about the team other than that it was based in a town called Clarkston, the players were refugees, and the coach was a woman.

I’d learned that in a little more than a decade, Clarkston had become one of the most diverse communities in America. And yet few in Atlanta, let alone in the world beyond, had noticed.

I came away from that first game wanting to learn more. I had just seen a group of boys from a dozen war-torn countries come together as a team and play beautiful soccer. How? Their coach, an intense and quiet presence who hid beneath the brim of her cap and came out only to give bits of inspiration or wisdom, presented another mystery. There was a sense of trust and friendship between the players and their coach, but there was also tension and long silences.

In fact, things with the Fugees were more fragile than I could have realized that day. The team had no home field. The players’ private lives were an intense daily struggle to stay afloat. They and their families had fled violence and chaos and found themselves in a place with a completely different set of values and customs.

Luma was struggling too, to hold her team—and herself—together. She had volunteered to help these boys on the field and off, not realizing how great some of their difficulties were: post-traumatic stress, poverty, parental neglect, grief, shattered confidence, and, in more than one case, simple anger at having to live the way they did. Luma, I would learn, had no background in social or human-rights work. She was just a woman who wanted, in her own way, to make the world a better place. She had vowed to come through for her players and their families or to come apart trying.

But more than anything that day, it was the surprising friendship of these kids from different cultures, religions, and backgrounds that drew me into their story. One moment in the game underscored this for me more than any other.

There was a player on the Fugees who was not as good at soccer as his teammates—a tiny defender from Afghanistan named Zubaid. He might have had trouble seeing items close up. When the soccer ball rolled his way, he would draw his foot back, swing his leg with all his might, and usually miss the ball. After this happened a third or fourth time, I asked Luma what the boy’s story was. Luma didn’t seem the least bit offended. In fact, she seemed proud that Zubaid was on the field. He had never missed a practice or one of the afternoon tutoring sessions Luma made her players attend, she explained. He was on the field because he deserved to be.

When the ball rolled Zubaid’s way, his teammates never tried to take it from him, though they were faster and more agile than he was. Instead, two or three members of the Fugees would drop in five or so yards behind him, to form a safe area between Zubaid and the goal. When he missed the ball, they were there to cover for him, but always quietly, and with respect for his effort.

Late in the game, one of the North Atlanta forwards got loose with the ball on Zubaid’s side of the pitch, and Zubaid rushed upfield to defend. He put out his leg, and the ball locked between the tops of the two players’ feet with a loud thwump. The ball stopped, and the North Atlanta player fell forward onto the turf: a perfect tackle. Much to his surprise, Zubaid found himself alone, still standing and with possession of the ball, which he quickly passed to a teammate at midfield. At the next lull, when the ball went out of bounds, Zubaid was set upon by his teammates as though he’d scored the winning goal.

Outcasts United is the inspiring true story of this amazing group of boys and their coach.
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Luma

The name Luma means “dark lips,” though Hassan and Sawsan al-Mufleh chose it for their first child less because of the shade of her lips than because they liked the sound of the name. The al-Muflehs were a wealthy family in Amman, Jordan, a city of two million, set among nineteen hills and cooled by dry desert breezes. The family earned its fortune manufacturing rebar—the metal rods used to strengthen concrete—which it sold across Jordan.

Luma took after her father, Hassan, a man who seemed to keep his emotions hidden for fear of revealing weakness.

“My sister and my dad don’t like people going into them and knowing who they are,” said Inam al-Mufleh, Luma’s younger sister by eleven years, now a researcher for the Jordanian army in Amman. “Luma’s very sensitive but she never shows it. She doesn’t want anyone to know where her soft spot is.”

Hassan doted on his eldest child. He expected her to marry, to stay close to home, and to honor her family. Yet from the time Luma was just a young girl, adults around her began to note a quiet confidence, even independence. But the family also knew another side of Luma—that of a sensitive young woman with a deep concern for the weak or defenseless.

The al-Muflehs sent Luma to the American Community School (ACS) in Amman, a school for the children of American expatriates, mostly diplomats and businessmen, and elite Jordanians, including the children of King Hussein and Queen Noor. Luma learned to speak English without an accent and met kids from the United States and Europe, as well as the children of diplomats from all over the world.

Luma lived at a comfortable distance from Amman’s problems, which included poverty and the tensions brought on by the arrival of Palestinian and, later, Iraqi refugees. But her maternal grandmother, Munawar, made a point of helping the poor whenever she could. Beggars regularly knocked on her door because they knew she would always help them.

Munawar’s home was near a lot where young men played soccer in the afternoons. As a kid, Luma would climb a grapevine on the concrete wall behind the house and watch the men play. She eventually got the nerve to join in, and she would play until her grandmother saw her and ordered her inside, on the grounds that it was improper for a young girl to be around strange men.

“She would have a fit if she saw me playing soccer with men,” Luma said. “And then she’d say, ‘We are not going to tell your father about this.’ ”

At the American Community School, Luma was free to play sports as boys did. She played basketball, volleyball, soccer, and baseball, and stood out to her coaches, particularly an African American woman named Rhonda Brown, who coached volleyball.

“She was keen to learn,” Brown said. “And no matter what you asked her to do, she did it without questioning why.”

Coach Brown asked a lot of her players, especially of Luma. She expected them to be on time to practice, to work hard, to focus, and to improve. She believed in running—lots of running—and drilling until the players were exhausted. Brown challenged her players by setting an example. She was always on time. She was organized. When she asked her players to run five kilometers, she joined them, but with a challenge: “Because you’re younger, I expect you to do it better than me,” she told them. “If I beat you, you can expect the worst practices ever.”

“They ran,” Brown said.

Brown accepted that her players might not like her at first. But she was willing to wait out the hostility in the hope that her players would eventually buy in.

Luma didn’t like Brown at all. She felt singled out for extra work and didn’t appreciate all the additional running her coach made her do. But she didn’t complain.

“I knew my teammates were lazy—talented but lazy,” Luma said. “And part of me was like, Maybe I want the challenge. Maybe these very harsh, very tough practices will work.”

Over time, the practices began to have an effect. The team improved. They were motivated, and even the slackers began working hard. Luma started to realize that although she told herself she disliked Coach Brown, she wanted very badly to play well for her. “For the majority of the time she coached me, I hated her,” Luma said. “But she had our respect. She didn’t ask us to do anything she wouldn’t do. Until then I’d always played for me. I’d never played for a coach.”

As Luma got older and grew accustomed to the liberty she had as a woman at ACS—where she could play sports as she pleased—she began to feel at odds with the strict Jordanian society in which she had grown up. She wanted to be able to play pickup games of soccer with whoever was around, whether they were boys or girls. She wanted to be as strong in her daily life as Coach Brown had taught her to be on the court. Her family’s social status, however, meant that she was expected to follow a more traditional path.

Toward the end of Luma’s junior year, she and her parents decided she would attend college in the United States. Her father, Hassan, and her mother, Sawsan, wanted her to continue her Western education. But Luma was more interested in life in the United States than she was in what an education there might do for her in Jordan. “America was the land of opportunity,” she said. “It was a very appealing dream of what you want your life to be like.”

Luma enrolled at Hobart and William Smith College, a coed school in the Finger Lakes region of New York. She played soccer her first fall there, but midway through the season she injured her knee.

Luma liked the school well enough, but winter in upstate New York was colder than anything she had experienced in Amman, so she decided to look at other schools. She visited Smith College, the all-women’s school in Northampton, Massachusetts.

Smith is located in a pretty New England town with a strong sense of community and security. And as a women’s college, Smith focuses on giving its students the sort of encouragement to be independent Luma felt she had been deprived of at home. Luma fell in love with the place and transferred for her sophomore year.

Friends from Smith remember Luma as outgoing and involved, active in intramural soccer and in social events sponsored by the college’s house system. Few people were aware of her nationality; she spoke English so well that other students assumed she was American.

“One day we were hanging out talking about our childhoods and Luma said, ‘I’m from Jordan,’ ” recalled Misty Wyman, a student from Maine who would become Luma’s best friend. “I thought she’d been born to American parents overseas. It had never occurred to me that she was Jordanian.”

On a trip home to Jordan after her junior year at Smith, Luma realized that she had changed so much she could never feel comfortable living there. Jordan, while a modern Middle Eastern state, was not an easy place for a woman used to Western freedoms. Opportunities for women were limited. Much of Jordan’s civil code was based on Islamic law. Under sharia law, which applied to domestic and inheritance matters, the testimony of two women carried the weight of that of one man. A wife had to obtain permission from her husband to apply for a passport. And so-called honor killings were still viewed as minor crimes in Sharia courts.

To Luma, a future in Jordan felt limited, whereas the United States seemed full of possibility. Before she left to return to Smith for her senior year, Luma spoke to her friends one by one and paid a visit to her grandmother. She didn’t tell them she was saying goodbye.

In June 1997, a few weeks after graduating from Smith, Luma gave her parents the news by telephone: she was staying in the United States—not for a little while, but forever.

Hassan al-Mufleh was devastated.

“I felt as if the earth swallowed me,” he said.

Hassan soon became angry. He believed he had given every opportunity to his daughter. He had sent her to the best schools and had encouraged her to go to college in the United States. He took her decision to stay in the States as a slap in the face. Luma tried to explain that she felt it was important to see if she could support herself. Hassan would have none of it. If Luma wanted to see how independent she could be, he told her, he was content to help her find out. He let her know that she would be cut off from family funds if she didn’t return home. Luma refused to budge. She didn’t feel that she could be herself in Amman, and she was willing to endure a split with her family to live in a place where she could lead the life she pleased. Hassan followed through on his word by cutting Luma off completely—no more money, no more phone calls. He was finished with his daughter.

For Luma, the change in lifestyle was abrupt. In an instant, she was on her own. “I went from being able to walk into any restaurant and store in the United States and buy whatever I wanted to having nothing,” she said.

After graduation, Luma went to stay with her friend Misty in Highlands, North Carolina, a small resort town in the Blue Ridge Mountains where Misty had found work. Luma didn’t yet have a permit to work legally in the United States, so she found herself looking for the sorts of jobs available to illegal immigrants, settling on a position washing dishes and cleaning toilets at a local restaurant called the Mountaineer. Luma enjoyed the calm and quiet of the mountains but sometimes felt lonely.

After a summer in Highlands, Luma kicked around aimlessly, moving to Boston, then back to North Carolina.

In 1999, she decided to move to Atlanta for no other reason than that she liked the weather, which reminded her of Amman. When Luma told her friends of her plan, they were against it, worried that a Muslim woman from Jordan wouldn’t fit in in the Deep South.

“I said, ‘Are you crazy?’ ” Misty recalled.

Luma wasn’t sure. She arrived in Atlanta without a plan. She found a tiny apartment near Decatur, a suburb east of Atlanta. She knew nothing yet about Clarkston, the town just down the road that had been transformed by refugees, people like herself. Luma was determined to make it on her own. Going home wasn’t an option.


2

Beatrice and Her Boys

In 1997, around the same time Luma was graduating from Smith College in Massachusetts, a woman named Beatrice Ziaty was struggling with her husband and sons—Jeremiah, Mandela, Darlington, and Erich—to survive in the middle of a civil war in Monrovia, the capital of Liberia. Rival rebel armies had destroyed the city, and soldiers roamed the streets. Bullets often hit civilians, and mortars pierced family homes. One night, the Ziatys were startled by a knock at the door.

Beatrice’s husband was a paymaster, a man whose job it was to hand out wages to employees of the former government, and the men at the door wanted whatever cash he could get. Yelling, waving machine guns, and wearing disguises, the men seemed like something out of a nightmare. Beatrice couldn’t make out whether they belonged to an army or were simply common thugs.

“You got all the government money—we got to get rid of you,” one of the men said to Ziaty.

Liberia was founded in 1821 by a group of Americans as a colony for freed slaves, who lived there first under white American rule and then, after 1847, under their own authority but with American backing.

Americo-Liberian rule came to a brutal end on April 12, 1980, when Samuel Doe, an army sergeant who had been trained by American Green Berets, stormed the presidential compound in Monrovia with soldiers, brutally killed Liberian president William Tolbert, and proclaimed himself the country’s new leader. Doe was a member of the Krahn tribe, a tiny ethnic group that composed just 4 percent of the population, far less than the larger tribes in Liberia, the Gio and the Mano.

Soon a former associate of Doe’s named Charles Taylor began fighting against the new regime. Taylor, a Liberian, had gone to college in Massachusetts and New Hampshire and, after being convicted in an embezzling scheme, escaped an American jail through a window, using a hacksaw and a rope of knotted bedsheets.

Taylor launched his rebellion with just 150 soldiers in a Gio section of the country. The group’s brutal motto was simply Kill the Krahn. Taylor’s force grew quickly, in no small part augmented by boys whom he armed and drugged into a killing frenzy. Some of these boy soldiers were orphans whose parents had been killed by Doe; others were kidnapped from their families by Taylor’s own militias. By 1990 Taylor had laid siege to Monrovia. The city’s water supply was cut off. There was no food or medicine. Soldiers terrorized citizens and looted at will. More than one hundred thousand Krahn refugees flooded into neighboring Ivory Coast, even as Doe’s Krahn soldiers committed atrocities of their own. More than one hundred and fifty thousand Liberians died.

In 1996, Taylor made another attack on Monrovia and the Krahn who lived there.

Monrovia became a wrecked city.

Beatrice Ziaty and her husband were Krahn and remained in the part of Monrovia under Krahn control. During the siege of 1996, they hid in their house as battles raged outside. When their youngest son, Jeremiah, fell sick, Beatrice could do nothing but pray. It was too dangerous to go outside for help.

“There was no food, no medicine, nothing,” she said. “I saw my child sick for five days. When that child doesn’t die, then you tell God, ‘Thank you.’ ”

Eventually, though, even the Ziatys’ home became dangerous. The men who came in the night for Beatrice’s husband began to beat him when he said he didn’t have access to government money. Beatrice panicked. She grabbed Jeremiah and Mandela, her next oldest child, and ran for the back door, which let out into an alley full of shadows. The last words she heard her husband speak echo in her mind today as clearly as when she heard them that night.

“Oh, what do you do!” he cried. “They are killing me! Oh—they are killing me!”

With Jeremiah and Mandela, Beatrice ran through the darkened streets of Monrovia, past checkpoints manned by menacing teenage boys and young men burdened by the weight of guns too big for their small frames. The soldiers were content to let the Krahn leave Monrovia. Beatrice and her sons made it out of town and began walking east, toward the border with Ivory Coast. They searched for food and hitched rides when they could. But mostly they walked through the bush. After ten days of travel, they arrived at an overflowing refugee camp across the border.

With the help of other refugees, Beatrice and her sons built a mud hut for shelter. Then they waited—for what, they weren’t exactly sure. The end of the war—if it ever occurred—wouldn’t be enough to lure them back to Monrovia. Beatrice’s husband was gone. The city was destroyed. Charles Taylor would come to power in an election in 1997, winning largely because people feared he would restart a civil war if he lost. He used the power of his post to continue the killing until he fell out of favor with the United States. He went into exile in Nigeria, was indicted for war crimes by the United Nations, and was eventually captured in an SUV stashed with cash and heroin on the Nigeria-Cameroon border.

Beatrice passed the time in the camp by standing in lines to apply for resettlement by the UN. She knew the odds that she would be selected were small—but what else was there to do? The camp, home to more than twenty thousand refugees from the war in Liberia, was dirty, with food shortages and the quiet threat of soldiers who worked in the camp to recruit young men back into the war. Education for her boys was next to impossible. Beatrice focused on surviving, protecting her sons from recruitment, and getting out.

Beatrice and her sons spent five years in that camp. Against all odds and after countless interviews with UN personnel, she learned that she and her boys
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