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People Who Appear in This Book


PRIMARY THREADS:


Abdikadir Negeye—Somali Bantu refugee and cofounder of Maine Immigrant and Refugee Services (MIRS). Husband of Ikran; they have two daughters and two sons.


Carrys Ngoy—asylum seeker and high school student from Congo, recently arrived in the United States.


Fatuma Hussein—community leader and mother of eight. Founder of United Somali Women, now the Immigrant Resource Center of Maine.


Jamilo Maalim—young single mom who recently found her birth parents in a Kenyan refugee camp. Mother of Aaliyah and Hamzah.


Nasafari Nahumure—high school student navigating the college process and beyond. Lives downtown with her family.


OTHERS:


Aba Abu—single mom, caseworker, and bus driver who arrived in Lewiston in 2003.


Farah Adan—owner of Juba Halal Market on Lisbon Street.


Frank—friend of Jared’s who also leads an ACT for America chapter.


Heidi Sawyer—close friend of Jamilo, Ikran, Abdikadir, and other Somalis.


Jared J. Bristol—head of an inland Maine chapter of ACT for America.


Jihan Omar—cofounder of Minds for Health. Also works at MIRS.


Mohamed Heban—owner of Baraka Store on Lisbon Street.


Nabega Nankema—older sister of Nasafari and mother of Azaleah.


Norbert Rwambaza—father of Nasafari. Married to Kamakazi; they have five children.


Phil Nadeau—former deputy city administrator of Lewiston.


Sadio Aden—Lewiston High School student and cross-country runner. Friend of Nasafari.


Shukri Abasheikh—owner of Mogadishu Store and a wedding hall. Mother of eight.


Zamzam Mohamud—Somali leader and single mom who arrived in Lewiston in 2001.














Glossary of Somali, Arabic, and Other Terms


Abaya—loose overgarment worn by Muslim women.


ALAC—American Laws for American Courts (legislative bill).


Alhamdullilah—Praise be to Allah.


Aroos—Somali wedding reception.


Asylum seeker (asylee)—someone in the United States or a port of entry claiming inability or unwillingness to return to his/her country because of persecution or fear thereof.


Baati—casual Somali dress.


Biil—Somali custom of resource sharing. In the United States, often takes the form of sending money to family members in Africa.


CMCC—Central Maine Community College.


Dadaab—Somali refugee camp in eastern Kenya.


Dagahaley—subcamp in Dabaab where Jamilo’s birth family lives.


Dirac—full-length diaphanous dress worn for special occasions.


Dugsi—Muslim religious classes for children.


Eid al-Adha—Muslim commemoration of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son.


Eid al-Fitr—the celebration at the end of Ramadan. Commonly called Eid.


Eid Mubarak—Happy Eid.


FGM—female genital mutilation.


Guriga waah Lewiston—Lewiston is home.


Halal—meat prepared according to Muslim guidelines. More generally: permissible.


Haram—forbidden.


Hijrah—the prophet Muhammad’s journey from Mecca to Medina. Islamic term for migration, taken by anti-Islamists to mean territorial incursion.


Hooyo—Somali word for “mother.” More broadly connotes the mother-child relationship and nurturance.


Iftar—meal after sundown that breaks the daylong fast during the month of Ramadan.


Inshallah—God willing.


JAG—judge advocate general (military lawyer).


Jumuah—Friday afternoon prayer observed in congregation by Muslims.


Kafir—infidel (sometimes used derogatorily for ill-intended nonbeliever).


Kameez—white garment men wear to the mosque for prayers.


L-A—the Lewiston-Auburn area.


LHS—Lewiston High School.


Macawis—sarong-like garment worn by Somali men.


Mashallah—praise or thanks to God; more informally, “Well done.”


Masjid—mosque.


Nikah—Somali wedding contract and ceremony.


ORR—Office of Refugee Resettlement (federal).


Salah—Muslim prayer. There are five requisite prayer times in Islam.


Sambusa—pastry stuffed with minced meat and vegetables.


Shaash—scarf.


Shaax—spiced tea similar to chai.


Sharia—Islamic law primarily derived from the Quran and the Hadith (sayings and practices of Muhammad).


Somaalinimo—pride in being Somali.


TANF—Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (federal program).


Taqiyya—deception to protect oneself or the Muslim community.


Tarawiy—nightly Ramadan prayers during which the Quran is read.


Wallahi—used for emphasis: “I swear to God…”














Introduction


WHEN I WAS GROWING UP, LISBON STREET IN LEWISTON, Maine, was the center of the world. A few times a year, my family drove there from our village forty-five miles up the Androscoggin River to shop and to see my great-aunt. Aunt Nell had moved to Lewiston decades earlier; her husband worked in a mill there. Now in her seventies, widowed, she lived on the left side of a tidy duplex with an upright bass in the living room. During our visits, she served rolls hot from the oven and lemonade. The bass grumbled whenever my sister or I plucked it.


In the early 1970s, Lisbon Street formed the spine of the small city. The sidewalks were filled with families and couples and old men wheeling handcarts. After shopping for school supplies at Kresge’s, we’d head to Ward Brothers department store, where the saleswomen spoke English to us and French to each other. The smell inside Ward’s was a heady mix of everything the cosmetics counter had to offer, the carpet plush underfoot.


As I got older, a friend and I sometimes walked along the busy streets in the evenings. Laughter and smoke wafted from the doors of restaurants, and the nearby river was a vast, unseen presence. We got sundaes or stopped at Ward’s to sample makeup and try on clothes our mothers wouldn’t have approved. We didn’t know it, but even then Lisbon Street was in decline. The city’s glory years manufacturing textiles and shoes—decades that brought trains filled with French Canadians in search of jobs—were fading as one by one the mills closed and commerce slowed. Maine’s once-richest city, its Bates Mill the state’s largest employer for over two decades, would struggle for years to come.


It wasn’t until the ’80s, passing through on the way to and from college and later from my home in Massachusetts, that I realized how much Lewiston was changing. The couples and young families had vanished, and Lisbon Street was losing businesses like a mouth losing teeth, until only scattered stores remained.


The city was headed the way of other once-prosperous American industrial centers—jobs gone, the young moving out for good. Welfare set in: subsidized housing and unemployment benefits, food stamps—a sadder kind of commerce that swelled City Hall and social agencies. Kresge’s closed, Ward’s left, and the studio where I’d taken ballet attracted fewer and fewer students.


The secondhand store stayed open. It had seemed unremarkable before, but the rest of downtown was so bleak that its bright front was a beacon. I went there often. Sometimes I walked the neighborhood off Sabattus Street, past the house with the bay window where my Aunt Nell had lived until she died at eighty. Eventually, I’d wind up by the Androscoggin. The river was cleaner than when I was growing up; the mist rising from the falls no longer stank of processed pulp from upstream paper mills.


The city was in tough shape overall. Yet whenever I came back to the fine old buildings and the river and the hills beyond, I thought, Here is a place. Even at its nadir the city retained grandeur and suspense, like a stage between acts. By the mid-’90s a tenuous renaissance was taking form—though some would have called it barebones accommodation—with health care, banking, and other services beginning to fill the postindustrial void. Former mill spaces were converted into restaurants and galleries. Unemployment fell, though the population continued to dwindle and downtown remained stagnant. Of the families who stayed, half of those with children under five lived below the poverty level.


Such was the situation in February 2001 when the first Somali refugees came north from Portland, forty miles away, where housing was short. Maine was cold, and homogeneous (the second-whitest state in the nation, also the oldest), but it offered safety and access to services, and a lower cost of living than large cities where the federal government had first resettled the refugees. Moving to the extreme Northeast was their choice—a gutsy one considering that photos shared through social media showed snow banked four feet high.


By the beginning of 2003, more than 1,400 newcomers had come to Lewiston. They settled into triple- and quadruple-deckers on Spruce and Birch and Pine—the tree streets neighborhood off Kennedy Park. When I came north that spring to visit friends, women in hijabs were shepherding kids down streets that for years had been all but empty. It was an incongruous, astonishing sight. On Lisbon, a few closed stores had reopened under Somali ownership. I went into one, bought cardamom, wondered at signs offering translation and money-wiring services and—back out on the sidewalk—at the palpable energy. In a place where businesses rarely stayed open after five p.m., these were still lit at eight thirty.


Refugees kept coming. People I knew in Lewiston responded to the changes in accordance with their nature: curious or suspicious, or holding off on judgment. In 2005, the New Yorker called what was happening in Lewiston a “large-scale social experiment”—a blunt but not inaccurate assessment. There were, after all, now several thousand African Muslims in an overwhelmingly white town not known as a liberal outpost. Pickups flying American flags regularly drove down Lisbon Street, and stories in the local Sun Journal about the newcomers triggered online rants.


Yet I was seeing a slow, quiet shift—Somalis stocking shelves at the supermarket; white and black kids sitting together at the library; white people buying goat meat on Lisbon. A high school acquaintance who had a daughter in kindergarten with Somali children was happy about the new diversity. “I only knew white kids when I was growing up,” he said. After one of the kindergartner’s family came home to find “Get Out” scrawled on their apartment building, longtime residents helped paint over it. They worked late into the night, he said, so the message would be gone when kids left for school in the morning.


If there was a hostile undercurrent, and if some complained Somalis consumed the city’s resources, other Lewistonians were reaching out and seeking accord. In 2006, a man rolled a pig’s head through the doorway of a mosque. Residents rallied around the city’s Muslims. The deed was denounced, the offender criminally charged. But the act spoke to a bitterness that remains.


I’ve been reporting on Lewiston’s transformation for more than a decade. Early on, the narrative I embraced was of passive refugee-victims. The trauma of wars they left Africa to escape—the loss of loved ones, sexual assault, splintered families and years of privation—means that most newcomers do bear heartache. But over time I came to see that they were not passive. Their resilience moved and inspired me. One early acquaintance, Fatuma Hussein, founded United Somali Women of Maine to promote gender equality. She’d come to the United States at thirteen, from a Somali refugee camp. The first line in my Lewiston notebook was hers: “We are making new lives here.”


The new lives were complex, often delineated by loss. Jamilo Maalim had been separated from her parents as a toddler. When the Somali civil war intensified and militants attacked their village, relatives took her to a refugee camp in Kenya. She lived there eight years. I met Jamilo when she was twenty-two, or maybe twenty-three. (Record keeping, especially during escalations in the war, was haphazard and many refugees don’t know their birthdate.) Her downtown apartment was spare but comfortable, decorated with swags of plastic flowers and photos of her daughter and son. The living room held a leatherette sofa and TV, and a soft rug where the family sat to eat their meals.


Jamilo’s physical traits—the slight set to her chin, upright posture, a warm but searching gaze—suggest both sensitivity and grit. When she arrived in Lewiston as a nine-year-old, she entered third grade. She was quick—learned English easily, made friends, loved gym class. Yet she struggled at home, shuttled among relatives and sometimes harshly punished.


At seventeen she left school and moved out of state to live with a Somali boy she’d met online. She named the baby born that fall Aaliyah—Arabic for “ascending.” A year later, the relationship dissolved. Jamilo and Aaliyah wound up in a shelter for several months. After they returned to Lewiston, her family maneuvered her into an arranged marriage. That ended after two years, just after her second child, Hamzah, turned one.


In spite of the instability, Jamilo has kept moving forward. She returned to high school while pregnant with Aaliyah, got promoted to team leader within weeks of a new job, played on a women’s soccer team. Almost daily, her extended family pressured her to return to the marriage, in which she felt unloved. She wants to raise her kids, work, find a man with whom she can have a marriage that feels mutual. She wants to sort through her past and choose her future.


“Inshallah, someday I will have a happy life,” she says.






[image: ]








LEWISTON NOW HAS the fifth-highest per capita Muslim population of any US city, most of it Somali, along with rising numbers of immigrants from other African nations. Its challenges—strained resources, a still-struggling older generation, teen anomie, de facto segregation—mirror those in other places with large refugee communities. For some, the long-term effects of trauma hinder acculturation. Yet Lewiston is more vital than it was two decades ago. The stakes are high, progress real but precarious.


Into this mix came the 2016 elections and a rise in anti-immigrant sentiment around the country. From spring 2016 through winter 2019, a time when national realities were colliding with those in Lewiston, the lives of five new immigrants play out on these pages. Jamilo and Fatuma each carry a thread. Three others belong to Nasafari Nahumure, Abdikadir Negeye, and Carrys Ngoy. All granted me sustained access to their lives—for which I’m abidingly grateful. A sixth thread examines my family’s leave-taking of the village where we’d lived for generations and the factors that led us to go.


A note about the writing: This is a work of journalism. But it’s not without bias. I talk with my students about the lens of subjectivity—the attributes and accumulation of experiences through which each of us views the world. My lens: I’m female, middle-aged, and married with children. White. I’m registered as Unaffiliated, socially progressive, and attended college in New York before moving to Boston. I now live part-time in Maine.


Getting to know Lewiston’s new-immigrant community changed my lens. The beliefs of strong Somali women made me reevaluate my views on Muslim gender bias, which made me wonder about what I’d absorbed—was still absorbing—about Islam overall. During the thousand-plus hours I spent reporting, a parallel track emerged—this one personal. Trying to understand Islam from the Quran and other primary sources led me to comparisons with the Bible and then from my meditation practice back to the Christianity I’ve grappled with for years. This search had unintended consequences. I sifted through my family’s past, grew closer with my mother.


Some Mainers I interviewed described a reexamination of values that stemmed from what they saw as cultural richness in the new immigrants. One Lewiston man put it like this: “My Somali friends changed [my perspective]. What matters are relationships. Material things do not equate with happiness.” His observations resonated with me. For close to two centuries, my family’s life had revolved around community, family, and faith. The values we abided by were like the ones many of Lewiston’s newcomers hold close today. How had these values sustained them through hardship in Africa and equipped them for new challenges in the US? What had my family given up?


A sizable minority of Mainers remains unhappy about the presence of the city’s newest residents. Lewiston sits in the state’s second congressional district, where the political right has hold. Trump’s win here was his sole district victory in New England. The expansion of the city’s services to include translators and English as a second language (ESL) instructors is anathema to many, as is coexistence with Islam. In recent years the region’s anti-Islam faction has gained momentum and new followers. In my reporting, I set out to get to know them, too.


So much overlays the social landscape through which Jamilo and her friends move. On a sunny autumn day she hosted Aaliyah’s fourth birthday party at an orchard outside Lewiston. Most of the guests were Somali. Among the tree-lined rows, women hoisted kids onto their shoulders and handed them bags for apples. One woman’s fiancé—the only male guest—helped. “So many Eves, only one Adam,” another woman joked.


At the cash register, one of Jamilo’s friends commented that, picking the apples, she’d thought they were free. The cashier’s face hardened. “You shouldn’t take produce you can’t pay for,” she said.


The friend protested—she was paying; that’s why she’d brought her bag of apples to the register. If she didn’t have enough money, she’d take some out.


The cashier narrowed her eyes. “It’s wrong.”


“I didn’t come here to steal your apples,” the friend said.


The cashier glared. The friend swore. The cashier threatened to call the police. Party guests backed away from the register. Jamilo and a friend hurriedly cleaned up the remains of the lasagna they’d brought. The cashier chastised me for letting “them” bring their own food, as if that was my call. “This is a family place,” she said.


The party wasn’t ruined. The kids didn’t overhear the confrontation, and Jamilo shrugged it off. Her friend had a temper; the cashier was rude. Jamilo had dealt with worse.


So they packed up the gifts. Aaliyah would open them and they’d eat the cake inscribed with her name when they got home.


A month later, Trump won the election. Jamilo texted me the next day. She’d voted for the first time—for Hillary. She was shocked at the outcome, she said, and worried for herself and other Muslims. Then she added, “God bless America! I still love this country!” That was Wednesday. Thursday at noon she left work to go home and make chicken for lunch. It was chilly outside, and overcast. As she stepped into a crosswalk, a motorist sped past and shouted at her to take off her hijab. Soon afterward Jamilo texted, “I’m terrified.”


A few days after the incident, though still shaky, she reiterated her love for the US. “This is my home,” she said.


In the eighteen months to come, Jamilo would question her goals and priorities at work and at home. The strain of being Muslim in America under the new president would magnify her struggles.


But Jamilo never thinks about leaving the US. After Trump was elected, Somali social media lit up with rumors. Muslims would be required to wear identification bracelets. They’d have to sign a national registry. Muslim men would be monitored.


Since then, fear in Lewiston has flowed and ebbed based on the president’s latest pronouncement on refugees, or on public reaction to it, or on actions taken by local anti-Islamists. But the city’s Muslims aren’t easily deterred. These are people who trekked miles across the desert, often under attack, to reach refugee camps where conditions too were perilous. Those who made it to the United States—even more, those who left primary resettlement sites to move to an isolated city in western Maine—did so with intention. The same is true of the city’s more recent wave of African asylum seekers who, though less overtly targeted than Muslim refugees, also have sometimes faced unwelcome.


So here we are. The first Somali American kids born in Lewiston are teens now. They’re Mainers, kids who grew up with snow and the piercing blue of a winter sky. They wear wool hats over their hijabs and go to sleep at night with the nearby Androscoggin flowing beneath the ice.
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Early Spring 2016


Nasafari, Fatuma, Carrys


FRIDAY, TEACHERS’ WORKSHOP. SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD NASAFARI Nahumure streams The Bold and the Beautiful, fixated on her iPod when she knows she should be studying for her SAT. But these few hours are her haven. She got up this morning glad for a break from the intensity of school and homework and the youth center where she volunteers.


The condo smells of citrus and last night’s jasmine rice. It’s atypically quiet—her little brother and sister upstairs in their rooms, father at work, mother helping out at a friend’s store. Her mom asked Nasafari to tidy the house, so she swept and quickly wiped surfaces with Lysol. This bit of time belongs to her. She sits in her place at the kitchen table, close to a heat vent that keeps away the chill, flicking back a braid or two when they fall forward. She’s lanky, with a fine-boned oval face.


Wind pushes at the windows. Behind the complex a dog barks and barks. Onscreen, the Forrester family schemes to stay on top of the Los Angeles fashion world.


The SAT is April 12, and Nasafari needs to do well. Her dream—she calls it that: “my dream school, it means everything to me”—is to attend St. John’s University in New York for the paralegal studies that will set her up for law school. She hopes to apply early decision next fall. But her parents, conservative Christians and watchful, aren’t sure they want Nasafari that far away, especially given what’s happened with her two older sisters. The oldest moved to Arizona with her youth pastor’s family. The middle sister left high school and lives with her boyfriend, who’s neither born-again nor African.


Nasafari’s father, Norbert, keeps a close eye on his third daughter. She has no phone and little in the way of a social life, does not have a curfew because mostly she doesn’t go out. In navigating Lewiston High School, where she’s a junior, it helps that Nasafari is outgoing. Other students know the slim girl in boots and jeans even though they rarely see her at night or on the weekends. Nasafari isn’t alone; a lot of teens with new-immigrant parents are kept close to home.


It’s possible her mother and father won’t let Nasafari go away for college at all. She knows this. She doesn’t want to know this. She forges ahead.


In school, her strengths are history and English. “I like words, adding to my vocabularies.” She’s been learning languages all her life: Kinyamulenge in the refugee camp where her mother, in her third trimester, fled after rebels jailed her husband and pillaged the Congolese village where the family farmed. Nasafari (whose name means “journey”) was born on the way to the camp. While her father remained imprisoned, the rest of the family resettled in Rwanda. Nasafari learned Kinyarwanda there.


After the rebels released her father, he applied for asylum in the United States. Eventually the family reunited in Maine. Nasafari has lived eleven years in Lewiston, longer than anywhere else. Her English bears traces of Down East: occasional dropped consonants at the ends of words, a two-syllable “there.” She loves Portland (“booming and friendly”) and Freeport for good deals at the outlet stores. Her father’s wages at Pioneer Plastics pay the mortgage on their two-story condo.


Around town, kids who arrived as refugees or asylum seekers are applying to college or gearing up for the SAT. Other immigrants are finishing the semester at universities across the state and elsewhere. Will they come back to Lewiston when they graduate? Will there be jobs if they do? Nasafari sees herself going away for college and then returning; maybe she’ll open a law practice on the lower end of Lisbon, alongside the other offices with their plate-glass windows.


School superintendent Bill Webster hopes so. “The city needs these kids,” he says. “We need their energy and their talents. If they settle here, if they have their own families, [Lewiston] will be a place that can keep pace with the rest of the country.” Webster likes what he’s already seeing: As Maine’s leaders lament its aging, Lewiston is younger than it has been in decades. A new elementary school will soon be built, as schools around the state have had to close their doors.


Five years ago Nasafari walked into the office of Tree Street Youth, the after-school program where she now volunteers, and announced she wanted to be a JAG (judge advocate general) military lawyer. Director Julia Sleeper remembers: “She was twelve, a sixth grader. I didn’t even know what a JAG was.” Nasafari can’t recall where she got the idea. “I just knew I wanted to serve my country and also to be a lawyer and advocate for kids.”


To launch her on her way—St. John’s. Nasafari sees herself as equal parts homebody and adventurer. She likes the idea of college in New York—the pace, the crowds, the rush. Why not? She’s seventeen, impatient—“If I want something done, I want it done now.” And nice but not naive. This is a self-description. Nice but not naive, caring, assertive. And impatient. Two weeks from now she’ll attend her first high school dance. Her parents have allowed it, at last.


Sun patterns the room in blocks of light and dark. The Bold and the Beautiful is over. Nasafari switches off her iPod, takes out her math homework. College. If she gets in. If her parents agree to it.


A few blocks away, Kennedy Park teems with kids and the energy of a no-school day. Children play tag beneath bare-limbed trees, crisscross the paths on bikes. Flags fly straight in the March wind. A few kids, impervious or optimistic, have shed their jackets, and a couple of boys wear shorts, but otherwise hoods are up and coats are zipped. The forecast calls for snow. Periodically a car pulls up, someone honks, and children come running—a girl in a long skirt and hijab with a ball under her arm, a pair of middle schoolers who were part of tag.


Before refugees began moving here, Kennedy Park would have been all but empty on a cold spring day. Now, close to 6,000 of Lewiston’s 36,000 inhabitants are African immigrants, about three-quarters of whom are Muslim. The last time this many people under age eighteen lived in Lewiston was the 1950s, when families were settling into tract homes in the city’s outskirts. What’s happening here is isbeddal, the Somali word for “transformation.”


A van pulls up. A woman gets out, wind billowing her abaya as she walks to the basketball court. A boy in a T-shirt disentangles himself from a group, pulls his coat from a pile. The woman speaks pointedly in Somali, chastisement clear. As the boy thrusts his arms backward into the jacket—“Like this?” he asks, in English—she puts back her head and laughs.
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DOWNTOWN ON LISBON Street, Fatuma Hussein is running late. She is thirty-seven, and her days are packed, this one no exception. She needs to get to court in Portland, a forty-minute drive if she pushes the speed limit.


The hearing is on behalf of a woman whose husband violated a restraining order. Fatuma will be there as an advocate. She has fifty-eight minutes, and she hasn’t eaten lunch—which she must because she just learned she’s pregnant with her eighth child. This wasn’t something she was hoping for, exactly, but weeks of denial ended four days ago when the midwife swept a probe across Fatuma’s belly and a baby materialized onscreen.


So there’s lunch to be gotten through and a long drive, and Portland traffic, and Fatuma’s caught in the doorway while her assistant, Rosaline, issues updates on who’s called and why. Finally Fatuma puts a hand on Rosaline’s arm. “I really have to go.”


As Rosaline disappears, a man emerges from an adjacent office. “Did you get my messages?”


“Yes.” Fatuma beams at him. The worry on his face dissolves. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’ve been so busy.”


He waves both hands. “It’s okay, okay. I just wanted to check on a few things. About the wedding.”


“Of course,” Fatuma says. “I’ll get back to you, I promise.” The wedding is the man’s daughter’s, and Fatuma’s hoping, planning, to go even though it’s on a Saturday a few weeks from now that’s already full.


Whenever the topic of Somali leadership comes up, so does Fatuma’s name. The reason for this is partly her charm but also her resolve and the circumstances that gave rise to it. She was eleven, visiting relatives, when the Somali civil war erupted in 1991 after the collapse of Siad Barre’s government. Her memories of what happened are fragments: being pressed into the back of a crowded flatbed truck, the truck tipping over, people on the ground, gunshots and smoke, bodies motionless. Fear in Utanga, the refugee camp where she wound up. Heart-aching separation from her parents and siblings.


Fatuma arrived in the US in 1993 and was resettled with distant relatives in Atlanta. She married at sixteen and moved to Maine soon after, determined to make a life. The organization she founded in 2001, United Somali Women of Maine, has grown into a large nonprofit now known as the Immigrant Resource Center (IRC). But there are stresses, too: family responsibilities, this pregnancy—which she’s not told her children about—and a perpetually jammed schedule plus funding pressures as other Somali nonprofits crop up. Then there’s Fatuma’s de facto role as spokesperson. She’s become the voice of Somali women in Maine, quoted by the media and asked to testify whenever the legislature considers refugee-related bills.


There’s also the presidential candidacy of Donald Trump. A couple of weeks ago on national television he said, “I think Islam hates us.” Later, on another network, he called for surveillance of mosques. “We’re having problems with Muslims coming into the country.” And still later: “There’s no assimilation.… They want sharia law. They don’t want the laws that we have.” At rallies Trump has taken to reading the lyrics from Al Wilson’s song “The Snake.” In it, a woman nurses a sickly snake back to health only to receive a fatal bite when it revives. The lyrics, Trump tells supporters, provide an allegory for domestic terrorism.


Fatuma’s reaction to Trump’s pronouncements is an exasperated exhale. “He’s putting fear in so many people. Muslims, of course, but really all Americans.” More and more she feels like a mandated emissary of the Lewiston Somali community, demonstrating through action that Muslims are not to be feared.


The strain of it all sometimes shows on Fatuma’s face. It’s showing now. Even so, at the restaurant across the street she and the proprietor greet each other warmly. “As-salaam alaikum.” “Wa-Alaikum-as-Salaam.” (“Peace be upon you.” “Peace with you also.”)


Within minutes a steaming platter of chicken and rice appears at her table, where Fatuma perches watching the clock. Save for the table, TV, and a prayer rug in the corner, the persimmon-hued room is empty. It typifies the Somali aesthetic for indoor spaces: bright and uncluttered, pared of possessions.


Dutifully, Fatuma finishes her chicken and takes a long drink of orange Fanta. Her phone rings—Rosaline. The client is en route to court.


Outside, the sky spits sleet. Fatuma steps cautiously around curds of snow, favoring the knee she shattered last winter in a fall, held together now by a plate and pins. She gets to Portland just in time to sit beside the woman and listen to the long proceedings. Then she’s back in the car, driving northwest into a reddening sky. At home, she puts together a quick dinner of pasta with meat sauce. Later she supervises bath time for the three younger kids while sitting on the toilet with her laptop open. They play and she triages her work email, blotting the occasional splash on her screen with a towel. Long day—what she really wants to do is get into bed.


It’s easier when Fatuma’s husband, Muktar, is home, but he’s a long-distance trucker and often on the road. When he’s here, Fatuma sleeps longer than her usual six hours and leaves some meal prep to him. If that means McDonald’s or cereal, so be it. Muktar’s longest breaks come at the end of the year. This is the reason, Fatuma jokes, that five of their children have autumn birthdays.


The next morning—22 degrees with a bitter wind, colder than March has a right to be, even in Maine. It’s Saturday, but Fatuma’s working while her teenaged kids babysit the younger. She heads north to Augusta then south to Portland for an observance of International Women’s Day. This time, Rosaline goes with her. “We both have drive,” Fatuma says in explanation of why she hired her. Recently arrived from South Africa with her husband and two kids, Rosaline offers wry commentary on settling into Lewiston: “Someone asked, ‘Did you wear clothes in Africa?’ I told them, ‘Oooh no, just a little bitty thing that covered me down there. And an elephant came and stopped in front of my house every morning to carry me to school.’ They believed me!”


In Portland, the celebration is under way—a six-hour mash-up of simultaneously translated speeches, skit, African buffet, and a dance. There’s a fashion show, too, and many of the women are dressed accordingly. Fatuma—small, no makeup, dark clothing—is a wren to their cardinals and orioles. Eventually she takes the microphone. For a few long seconds, she stands quietly. A hush grows; people lean forward. Such is Fatuma’s ability to command a space.


“We fight very hard,” she says of the IRC’s work. “If I have to go to [governor] LePage, if I have to play politics, I will.” Her rounded voice lingers over vowels as she talks about the need for women’s rights advocacy—“A safe woman, educated and empowered, will build a good foundation for generations to come”—and, more generally, about the state’s immigrant presence. “We are not a burden. We come, and we succeed,” she tells the crowd to echoes of “That’s right.” Applause builds as she continues. “The state of Maine is lucky to have us.”


The early years were rocky. Tensions rose as more and more Somalis settled their large extended families into downtown tenements and city officials scrambled to provide language and social services. “The large number of new arrivals cannot continue without negative results for all,” Mayor Laurier Raymond wrote in a now-infamous letter in October 2002. “We need breathing room.”


If Raymond had thought the letter would unify residents behind efforts to dissuade more refugees from coming, his plan backfired. Hate groups rushed to align themselves with the cause; most other people distanced themselves, fast. It became clear that most Lewistonians didn’t want to be associated with racism or religious intolerance, which the letter came to symbolize over Raymond’s protests. Volunteerism rose, as did efforts to integrate the newcomers into the community. The Chamber of Commerce urged members not to look past the newcomers when hiring.


TV and newspaper accounts about Lewiston’s new immigrants focused almost entirely on dramatic incidents: the mayor’s letter, the hate groups, the pig’s head. Mostly what was happening was quiet forward motion, a lot of work by longtime residents and newcomers alike. But incremental, imperfect progress is not the stuff of headlines. For years, whenever Muslims or refugees appeared in the national news, reporters called deputy city administrator Phil Nadeau looking for edgy follow-up.


“What’s happening in Lewiston?” they’d ask.


“Nothing’s happening in Lewiston,” Nadeau would tell them.


In his City Hall office, surrounded by photos of Lewistonians and a huge street map, Nadeau grins as he recounts the exchange. “I love saying that.” Then, uncharacteristically, he’s silent. After a while he says, “Let’s hope it stays that way.”


I’ll think of his words when Jamilo is harangued over her hijab, and on the afternoon an anti-Islamist tells me the best thing for our country would be if all Muslims were deported. A year from now, after Nadeau has reluctantly retired, he’ll describe the presidential election as among the most upsetting events in his life—and, in particular, the uptick in anti-immigrant activism. “There’s this sense that everything we’ve worked toward in Lewiston could come undone,” he’ll say. In retirement, Nadeau will create a website celebrating Lewistonian accord. “I love this place,” he says of the city where he was born. “I want to make sure we go down on the right side of history.”


It won’t be easy. National politics will be one thing, the city’s own complexities another. In June 2018, a man will die after being assaulted during a dispute in Kennedy Park. New-immigrant teens are involved. Many will see things in an Us vs. Them reduction: The death of Donny Giusti is more evidence the newcomers are a net loss for Lewiston. Or conversely, that view is nothing more than deep-rooted prejudice.


But some of those who live in or know the city well—including family members of Donny Giusti—take a more nuanced stance. For sixteen years they’ve lived the city’s progress and its setbacks. They’ve felt the discomfort of navigating religious and racial difference. Of worrying there’s not enough of everything to go around. Of change. They’ve also sensed that Lewiston is somehow a bigger place for all of that.


These are the people who, black and white, put on a yellow T-shirt and head out in pairs to patrol the park after Donny’s death. To let Lewistonians know that, in spite of the tragedy, the park is theirs and the city is theirs and there’s distance yet to go.
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TREE STREET YOUTH sits in the flats below the spires of the Basilica of Saints Peter and Paul. In the afternoons, girls race down the hallway, hijabs flying, to get first dibs on supplies in the art room. Teens sandwiched into a music studio play Beyoncé and Stevie Wonder and their own compositions on a keyboard, while outdoors bystanders cheer as goals accrue in a pickup soccer game. Soccer is huge in Lewiston. Last fall, the high school boys’ team won the city its first-ever state soccer championship, capping a 17–0 season. More than four thousand people packed the stands that day. The team included seven Somali players who’d lived together in a refugee camp.


On an April afternoon at Tree Street, Carrys Ngoy practices keyboard for an upcoming performance, though not wholeheartedly. Whenever he stops, hip-hop filters in from down the hall where kids work on a dance routine. The floor reverberates with bass and pounding feet. In two weeks Carrys will perform his piece with his best friend and housemate, Isaac Kabuika, who right now is at Bowdoin for a three-day visit for accepted students. It’s hard to play without him.


Carrys and Isaac have much in common: born three days apart, both high school seniors, both in the US without parents, both from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Carrys grew up in the mining city of Lubumbashi, a transportation hub for copper and the coltan used in cell phone production. His dad works in a shipping office. The area around Lubumbashi is also the site of fierce, ongoing clashes between the DRC government and rebel groups. Isaac comes from the capital, Kinshasa, where his father is a Christian minister.


Both boys are seeking asylum because of peril in Congo—and their families’ fears for them. Thousands of young men in the mineral-rich but beleaguered nation have been killed or threatened into joining militias in recent years. Over two decades of fighting, more than six million people have died. Carrys arrived in the US last spring; Isaac, in 2014. Their friendship was cemented in AP Calculus II at Lewiston High School.


At home in the railroad-style apartment they share, Carrys and Isaac split chores and hang out when they’re not at their desks. They enjoy sitting outside on their porch overlooking Kennedy Park, but mostly they stay inside because their neighbors smoke a lot of weed. Isaac and Carrys dislike that, but don’t want to make it into a big deal. “You just get along,” Carrys says. At night the two talk philosophy and politics, wash down any disagreements with Welch’s sparkling grape juice.


For all they have in common, they have different styles: Isaac forthright; Carrys deliberative and wry. Recently Isaac announced that he didn’t like to cook and hoped to marry a woman who does. Carrys eyed him sidelong. “She might not like to cook, either,” he said. Isaac nodded. “We’ll take turns and eat out on my nights.” In the meantime, Isaac buys stuff to microwave, and Carrys experiments with cooking from scratch. His pasta is al dente, his rice sautéed with bits of vegetables.


With Isaac away, Carrys is spending much of his time at Tree Street. “Actually, it’s lonely at home,” he says in French-inflected English.


Carrys has no idea where he’ll wind up next fall. The University of Maine at Orono accepted him into its engineering program, but unlike Isaac, who got a scholarship, Carrys doesn’t know how he’ll pay the tuition. As an asylum seeker, he can’t apply for federal loans, and though he filed for an interview with US Citizenship and Immigration Services soon after he arrived, a large backlog of cases means it could be years before he learns whether he can stay. Meanwhile, even if he can get a job permit and work full-time while in school, it will be hard to cover the costs.


Phil Nadeau, for one, wishes the asylum process were easier and faster. He’s seen asylees in limbo for years they could have committed to investing in new lives and becoming real contributors. Carrys and Isaac—strong, self-directed students who might well remain in Maine and forge lives after college: “Aren’t these the kind of new Americans we want, young people who will give back?” And asylum seekers are well positioned, Nadeau says. Many arrive speaking English and acclimate quickly.


So Carrys waits—for his hearing date, for acceptances from other colleges, for private grants, or for job alternatives if he can’t make full-time school happen. Maybe he’ll take classes at the community college. Maybe he’ll apply to stay on at Tree Street as staff—he does love Lewiston. For tonight, he’ll eat leftover pork and beans he made. Isaac will be home on Sunday.


In a Tree study room, Nasafari is in her own state of uncertainty. The SAT was Tuesday. She’s not sure how it went. The verbal portion seemed okay, the math was pretty hard. Plus, she felt off that morning. It was raining, she got to school late, ate too little breakfast. She sighs, flicks a braid. “Maybe I did fine.”


A boy appears in the doorway. He smiles at Nasafari, leans there for a while waiting. Finally she smiles back. After he leaves, she’s quiet. They are not dating, she tells me. He is a friend who is a boy. “I mean, I don’t do relationships. School and my family come first.”


As she speaks, she looks older than seventeen and also very young. Crosscurrents run through her Facebook posts: “Blessed to see another week go by… All thanks to the most high” followed by “I will never feel bad for doing what is best for me.” And “Did you know? The love of darkness or night is called ‘nyctophilia.’” After midnight, with everyone asleep upstairs, the downstairs is hers—TV, fridge with leftover chicken and beans. Sofa to herself. Nasafari sprawls on it and dreams.


Last week a woman came to Tree Street to talk to students about her path to becoming an attorney. Nasafari’s face regains composure as she recounts how the woman raised her siblings and married young before attending law school. “It was really inspiring. I’d love to job-shadow her,” she says. For a lot of kids, the college-prep program culminates their Tree experience. Application essays paper one wall, acceptance letters another.


More than one hundred kids come through the doors every day. Most are African immigrants, a few are white Mainers. Hand-painted lettering on the dance room wall sums up the ethos: “Respect yourself. Respect others. Respect the space. Participate.” The place is not always a model of good behavior—there are back-talking kids and misbehaving ones, children in whom the effects of trauma are clearly evident—but it emanates structure and a steady warmth.


At thirty, Julia Sleeper has worked in Lewiston’s immigrant community for more than a decade, since she was a student at nearby Bates College. She founded Tree Street in 2011 and recently raised more than a million dollars to renovate and expand its quarters in a former paint shop. Her investment in the kids is obvious two weeks later at the Tree performance. From the front row she mouths the words to all the songs and spoken pieces. The kids perform dances titled “Powerful” and “Cultural Mash-up.” Julia sways and bounces in her seat, anticipating every move.
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Jamilo, Fatuma, Abdikadir


WHILE NASAFARI WORRIES ABOUT HER SAT SCORES AND Fatuma figures out the best time to tell her kids about the new baby, Jamilo Maalim feels stronger than she has in years.


She grew up thinking she’d never see her parents again, that probably they had died. In 1994 an aunt fled with baby Jamilo—then her parents’ only living child—after militants invaded their village in southern Somalia, leaving it in chaos. Villagers were attacked, women raped, homes pillaged.


For the next eight years Jamilo lived in Dadaab, a Somali refugee camp in eastern Kenya. No one knew what had happened to her mother and father. Then, something Jamilo hadn’t allowed herself to imagine: two years ago, after she’d been in Lewiston more than a decade, she learned her parents had made it to Dadaab.


Right away she began to set aside money for a trip. Three months ago, with a leave from work and with Aaliyah and Hamzah cared for by relatives, she flew to see her parents for six weeks. “When I got there, I was in such a rush. It was like, There’s this lady, I’m told she’s my mother.” That first hug from her sweet-faced mom—it felt as though Jamilo had been with her always, as though they hadn’t been separated at all. Same with her dad, especially when he picked her up and whirled her around. Jamilo couldn’t stop laughing, and then she cried. They’d been apart for more than twenty years.


As the first days turned into a week, it seemed her parents were vying for her attention. She and her mom would sit side by side telling stories, giggling, when suddenly her dad—a big guy with a henna-dyed goatee—would be in the doorway with a look on his face that made Jamilo think he felt left out. It made her giddy, so much attention after too many years of so little.


She missed Aaliyah and Hamzah, but she also felt at peace in Dadaab, happy to be back in her extended family’s compound of huts on dusty ground. Not much had changed. There were two stick-framed huts for sleeping, one for cooking, another with a latrine shared with neighbors. In the main hut, everyone gathered to listen to her father’s prized radio.


The heat—that took getting used to. It was the cusp of Gu, the rainy season, but the sun still shone oppressively. All winter in Lewiston, as sidewalks iced over and snow piled up and her fingers numbed, Jamilo had longed for warmth. Now, the heat and the brightness sometimes overwhelmed her.


Yet, family. She loved being with her parents and getting to know her four younger siblings. She braided her sisters’ hair, played tag with them and the boys. In some ways, the extended family of thirty was as settled in Dagahaley, the northernmost subcamp of Dadaab, as they’d been in their village near the Jubba River.


“Camp” conjures a place far more temporary than Dadaab, the world’s largest refugee settlement. It’s been sheltering refugees for twenty-five years. A generation born there has grown to adulthood, and those who arrived as teens when the camp first opened are grandparents. Members of Jamilo’s extended family who got there when she did—and haven’t been lucky in the international resettlement lottery, which places only a fraction of those who register—still live there among 300,000 others in five spread-out subcamps. Taken as a whole, Dadaab is Kenya’s third-largest city.


Jamilo’s weeks in Dagahaley became regular. Everyone got up early, before the heat set in. In the kitchen hut Jamilo helped her mom and aunt fix breakfast—usually anjera, a sourdough flatbread, with bits of meat or vegetable. They brewed tea, spicy and sweet. Ingredients were sparse; food tasted good from the care it took to make it. When the meal was ready, everyone sat down on the rug to eat. This was Jamilo’s favorite time of day, voices still low with the earliness of the morning, before the clamor from neighboring huts took over. Afterward her mother would go to milk her goat or head to the market. Wherever she went, so did Jamilo.


Dagahaley felt poor and crowded but full of life. Kids played soccer in any open space, with rags wrapped in plastic if they didn’t have a ball. People bargained at an open market that sold produce and cookware, clothing and electronics, and other items the aid agencies didn’t give out. Camp regulations forbade refugees from working, out of concern they’d take jobs from Kenyans, but entrepreneurism flourished on the gray market. One of Jamilo’s relatives worked at a food stall and another ferried shoppers’ purchases. Other residents had jobs as teachers or goat herders in the desert scrub that surrounds Dadaab for a hundred miles. Kids earned small amounts by taking the thorn-hedge-lined road out of camp to forage for firewood. Money also came from relatives abroad and from the sale of UN rations of maize and wheat.


In midafternoon, when the sun stared down and the temperature tipped into the 90s, people rested in whatever shade they could find. Jamilo listened to the radio with her dad, or he told stories about how he’d met her mother and the prized watermelons they’d grown back in their village. The women cooked again in late afternoon, often rice with goat and whatever vegetables they could find. Her mother’s resourcefulness astounded Jamilo—she cooked so well with so little. At home Jamilo had all of Walmart or Hannaford to choose from, yet the meals she made for Aaliyah and Hamzah didn’t taste half as good. “I told her, ‘Mom, you have an amazing way with food.’”


She felt frightened at times, especially at night. Her cousins had warned her about thieves, and men who slip into compounds to assault women. Many people slept outside in courtyards. At night the ubiquitous Dadaab wind died to a breeze that cooled things without raising the red dust that found its way into everything. Jamilo was surrounded by family, but even so she lay awake. She’d been told the men greased themselves so they could get away, that they touched people’s heads so they could tell women from the men. Those images—and what it would feel like—lodged in her.


But then—Mashallah—morning would come. The muezzin called, Jamilo prayed. Women gathered in the cooking hut. Another day, begun.


Now, back home as the grass in Lewiston begins to green, Jamilo carries with her those memories of Dagahaley mornings and the long afternoons. The trip marked a turning point: “I came back with a clearer sense of who I am and where I want to go.” She feels more centered than she has in years. She can’t say why, exactly, but it has something to do with the way her mom’s eyes softened whenever she looked at Jamilo, and the feeling she’d had when her father spun her around “like I would Aaliyah or Hamzah!” Something to do with love.


Jamilo needed fortification. Ever since she and Hamzah’s father split up, members of her extended family in Lewiston have been trying to push her back into the marriage. Again and again she’s refused. “I’m like, this time it’s not gonna be how you want it,” she says. “First, when I was young, you didn’t do what a child needs. Second, you didn’t support my first relationship, with someone I really cared about. Then you pressured me into this marriage.” She pauses, chews on her lower lip. “It goes all quiet when I talk like that, but I don’t care. Now I’m going to do what I think is right.”


What Jamilo thinks is right, for now, is making the best home she can for Aaliyah and Hamzah. She liked her time in Africa but wouldn’t leave Lewiston permanently; she’s a single, working mom who values health care, education, the conveniences of Wi-Fi and big-box stores. She arrived here with the malleability of youth, and in many ways the city has formed her. In Lewiston she’s worked as a customer service rep and now at a resource center as a youth specialist. She gets some assistance—a partial housing voucher and fuel credits—but pays the bulk of the cost of babysitters, utilities, groceries, and rent.


Since Dagahaley, she’s also begun sending a few dollars to her parents—a Somali custom of sharing known as biil. “Food is very, very expensive there. I feel I should do what I can to help.” Her relationships in Africa are sustained by social media; whenever something happens in Dagahaley, Jamilo hears about it within minutes on her cell.


Like many young immigrants in Lewiston, she seems less interested in conventional assimilation than an additive acculturation in which her American identity exists alongside her Somali one. Her computer fluency, close ties to Kenya, love of hip-hop, her hijab and full-length baati, her trilingualism and abstinence from alcohol—all of it is who she is. Or as she puts it, “Somali and Mainer and American are parts of me.” On Friday nights she gets pizza from Papa John’s and lets the kids watch cartoons on YouTube while she and a friend dig into their caches of makeup to try out different looks on each other. She’s devoutly Muslim—follows salah and when stressed turns first to Allah.


The way Jamilo sees it, she’s picked what feels right from both cultures. One evening when toddler Hamzah spikes a fever of 103, she takes him to the ER—“Grateful for hospitals” she posts at two a.m., which garners a slew of Likes from other new immigrants.


In Lewiston, Jamilo lives an American life infused with Somaalinimo—a sense of her Somaliness. Not that she spends much time worrying about how Somali she is or how American. Post-Dagahaley, she wants to concentrate on being a person of character. That’s how she puts it, and to become “someone I’m proud of, aside from what others think.”


There’s a story she tells: When her little sister needed eye surgery, her mother walked three days from Dagahaley to Hagadera camp, to take the child to the hospital. On their way home, Gu rains flash-flooded the road. Both nearly drowned—her mom had to rush for help. Telling me this, Jamilo’s eyes shine. Her mother is the kind of person she wants to be. Devoted, strong, resourceful.


The next two years will test her.
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IN MAY, CARRYS learns the University of Southern Maine (USM) has accepted him—he applied last minute, when other prospects weren’t looking good financially—with a $2,500 scholarship. None of the other grants came through. During the school year he’ll live off-campus in Portland, to save money, and he’ll start out studying math since USM doesn’t have engineering. He doesn’t know how he’ll pay the rest of the tuition (and his asylum situation will become more complicated before it gets less), but at least he’s in. For days, he goes around smiling.


Nasafari’s news isn’t so good. She didn’t do well on the SAT—badly enough that she won’t reveal her scores. She points out, though, that while she used the word impatient to describe herself, her last name (Nahumure) actually translates as “patient.” She’ll redouble her prep efforts, especially in math, for the fall retest. She reminds herself she has other things going for her besides academics: class board and prom committee as well as Street Leader at Tree. The prom—she hopes her parents let her go.


At the IRC Fatuma finds out her assistant, Rosaline, is moving to Dallas, where her husband got a new job. Fatuma’s happy for Rosaline and her family, yet the timing isn’t great. Fatuma, five months pregnant, is fatigued and a little overwhelmed realizing how much she has to do to prepare for upcoming conferences.


But a few weeks later, as head of a celebration of World Refugee Day at Lewiston’s Simard-Payne Park, she’s her usual self—greeting people, accepting an award, dancing with others on the outdoor stage. She hesitates to dance at first, but Muktar joins her on the platform and the Somali music takes hold. It’s not formal dance, more like the onstage group sway at the end of televised fund-raisers. People clap, cheer. Steam rises from tables of African food. Fish stew and pork, muamba (an Angolan stew), cassava, and sambusas—all free, and popular. Women refill serving dishes.


The site, fittingly, is a former rail yard for trains that carried nineteenth-century immigrants to new lives in Lewiston. The recent influx of immigrants is significant, but the city has seen much more rapid growth before. After a slow, primarily agricultural start by English settlers, the city’s population doubled between 1840 and 1850, then again by 1860. By 1885, more than twenty thousand people lived here. The Yankee girls who worked the textile mills in Lewiston and shoe shops in Auburn were joined by thousands of French Canadians who often disembarked at Grand Trunk Station one day and started jobs the next.


The newcomers and their families settled in this neighborhood near the river, in Old World–style blocks of tenements. The area came to be known as Little Canada. New immigrants moved, too, a quarter mile north to the tree streets neighborhood. Today that same grid work of streets is called Little Mogadishu by some Lewistonians and the Village by those who live there.


The rail yard is now part of the Androscoggin Riverwalk and a recreation space. Hot air balloons ascend from the field during an annual festival. Aloft, you get a bird’s-eye view of the city and a hint of the way things used to be: the brick mill buildings churning out goods; Lisbon Street bustling with shoppers; hydropower canals shooting off from the big, serpentine river; the spires of the basilica looming over it all.


Today’s event was months in the planning. Wearing business attire—full-length plaid skirt, beige headscarf, black jacket—Fatuma had ticked off items during a City Hall meeting. Corporate sponsors: Walmart, Central Maine Power, and Poland Springs—check; a larger site because last year’s World Refugee Day was crowded, check; partnership with the Chamber of Commerce, check. Fatuma hoped for a thousand participants, she told the group. Fund-raising goal of $10,000. “Nothing too aggressive, but we want to do a little magic.”


She cochaired the meeting with Joel Furrow, who heads a Christian organization that serves new immigrants. Later Fatuma would say that around Joel she’s “mindful of his male privilege”—but she seemed the one in charge, even though Joel opened the meeting and did much of the talking. As the group broke into subcommittees, Fatuma stood. “I’m going to step out now, okay?”


Joel chuckled. “If we said no, would it matter?”


Fatuma smiled. “Of course it would.” She was humoring him. She hoisted the file-stuffed tote she carries everywhere. “See you next time, everyone.”


This morning Fatuma woke worried the leaden sky would keep people home on the big day. But a crowd that’s half black, half white mills around the park, kids darting among adults who step aside as they balance plates. Teens jockey for position around Mike McGraw, who coached the LHS soccer team to its state championship last year. Later Fatuma will say that while dancing, she looked out into the crowd and felt relief and gladness. “Everyone did their part,” she says, by which she means organizers and sponsors, new immigrants, and all the Lewistonians who showed up.


On nearby Oxford Street a truck slows, honks, then revs its engine and speeds by. A couple of the food servers glance up apprehensively; the national rise in anti-immigrant sentiment has people on alert.


Acts of aggression toward or by the newcomers are uncommon—police say crime dropped in the city from 2006 to 2016—but tensions linger. So does a conviction that the newcomers disproportionately and unfairly consume welfare dollars, a view less and less borne out by the numbers. According to Phil Nadeau, Somali refugees received General Assistance at a lower rate than the nonimmigrant community in 2015, for instance, and housing vouchers commensurate with their population.


Primary-resettlement refugees do get eight months of medical care and cash assistance from the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR). In Lewiston, they’re eligible to apply for General Assistance for two years after that and state-run Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) under the same rules as other permanent residents.


One challenge to cohesion is that, other than schools and commerce, the orbits of longtime residents and newcomers often barely overlap. Abdikadir Negeye, the thirty-one-year-old human resources director of Maine Immigrant and Refugee Services (MIRS), says connecting the two communities is a pressing need. “We need to integrate more. We should know each other better.… It will make the city stronger.”


The closeness of the Somali community itself is a source of resentment for some. A storeowner complains mildly about low-interest business loans available to refugees, then more heatedly says the newcomers “don’t do things like the Dempsey Challenge (a fund-raiser for cancer) or the balloon festival. They keep to themselves.… You can see it as exclusive.”


Robust support structures among Somalis, in particular, may foster this perception. Women shop collectively and watch one another’s children; inside the mosque, preschoolers often flow from mom to mom as a single unit during prayers. Rotating, interest-free credit makes possible the purchase of big-ticket items like cars. And hospitality is reflexive, a cultural mandate. Somalis wouldn’t think of letting someone show up at the bus station to begin anew without an acquaintance or a friend of a friend there to welcome them.


Obligatory hospitality doesn’t mean everyone always gets along. Sometimes it seems the opposite, like a big bickering family with feuds and rifts—but ultimately allegiance. When someone’s in need, the community is there; Jamilo will learn this firsthand a year from now.


Some believe the African emphasis on mutuality will translate well in Lewiston. At World Refugee Day, a woman puts it like this: “Mainers are warm and so are the Somalis. We have our children and our city in common, and this beautiful state. There’s a lot to care about.”


In a city that loves its sports, soccer is another unifier. The 2015 championship team included players from Somalia, Kenya, Congo, Turkey, and the US. From the start, McGraw told me, he insisted they were “one team, together on and off the field.” Pamoja ndugu!—Swahili for “Together, brothers!”—became the team’s rallying call. As the season went on and LHS kept winning, the fan base grew to include many longtime Lewistonians. Several thousand people traveled to the state championship. At the end of that game, Lewiston players raced across the field and leaped into the arms of their fans.


Abdikadir coached many of the championship players as kids, including the captain and the player who did crowd-pleasing flip throw-ins. “To see that team win, what it meant to our city, it still makes me emotional,” he says.


Fatuma attended the celebration held later at the Ramada Inn. “It was so diverse. I looked at the crowd and I thought, ‘This is who we are.’”


Bridging differences matters to Fatuma, but for Abdikadir it’s keenly personal. He’s Somali Bantu, a marginalized ethnic minority from the southern part of the country. More than two thousand Bantus live in Lewiston. Most descend from various African tribes whose people were captured and sold during the Indian Ocean slave trade. Even after slavery was abolished at the turn of the twentieth century in Somalia, a vast class divide remained.


Direct yet tender, Abdikadir has a habit of following a factual statement with its emotional correlate. For instance, “Somali Bantus could not easily access opportunity in Somalia. We suffered because of that.” Now he’s married to Ikran, an ethnic Somali woman. He refers to it as a “mixed marriage,” suggesting the long-standing gulf between the two groups.


But Abdi and Ikran: a single entity. There’s the tidy townhouse in Tall Pines, three kids with a fourth on the way, Ikran a let-it-loose extrovert to Abdikadir’s introvert. On their seventh anniversary she posts on Facebook, “Thank you for being my husband, my partner, my lover and my best friend… Thanks for making [my life] better and happier… Happy Anniversary, hubby!” Usually he responds to her posts with a Like. This one gets a Love.


It’s opposites attract, Ikran says. She operates on instinct; Abdikadir is methodical, “step by step by step,” she says. He’s the kind of guy who double-checks his cheeseburger to make sure it has no bacon.


Abdikadir’s family was okay with the marriage; hers pushed back and then relented. Abdikadir says he worried at first, when they were still engaged. But—he loved Ikran. Their marriage would work.


His sense of self-determination has its origins in Dadaab, the same refugee camp where Jamilo lived. His family, too, had fled Jubba Valley after militants invaded their village. The family walked for more than two weeks—two hundred miles through desert scrub—taking turns carrying five-year-old Abdikadir when he tired. The hunger was terrible; the thirst, worse. At night they hid from animals and bandits while an adult went sleepless to keep watch. Night or day, roving militias made the journey even more dangerous. Conditions in the part of Dadaab where the family wound up were makeshift, with hunger and disease still constants. But the peril had abated. Refugees could attempt a daily life.


In Dadaab, Bantu kids who went to school did so alongside ethnic Somalis. Abdikadir was the second oldest of what would eventually be ten children, and the first in his family to attend school. He’d leave their one-room hut early to walk two miles along the dusty road—a compact boy with a round face, making his way in flip-flops past hundreds of other huts with just-woken inhabitants. If he’d gotten to eat something that morning, good; if he hadn’t, he went anyway. His parents insisted, his grandparents too. They had not carried him all those miles to Dadaab on their backs for nothing.


But Abdikadir likely would have gone without being urged. Even at seven years old, he sensed the rows of shared desks linked him to something big. The teacher kept chalk in one hand and a stick in the other. No worries. Abdikadir went to learn, not to act out. If his mind wandered to what could happen to his family while he was away—his uncle had been threatened at gunpoint one afternoon and robbed of a sack of grain—he pulled his focus back to two-digit subtraction or the English alphabet.


When classes ended in the afternoon, he’d begin the walk back. It took longer now with the sun high and his belly emptier. The ground was bare and dusty except during Gu, when mud clung to his ankles and he walked hoping the plastic tarp that roofed his family’s hut hadn’t torn or come loose. If all was well when he got there, his mother would be putting together an evening meal. Sometimes she had money to boost the UN rations the family stood in long lines for, sometimes not.
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