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ABSTRACT
A Somali immigrant describes the 

painful process of checking in at a medi-
cal office in terms that evoke an even 
more intense emotional response than 
the traumatic events he experienced in 
his homeland.

Aden, my son; Ismail, the translator; 
and I had been waiting in line for a long 
time. There are some computer check-in 
machines that nobody is using. I never 
use those because they’re in English. Even 
with Ismail helping me, they are hard to 
use. He’s always a nice guy, like a friend. 
While we’re waiting, he’s busy on his iPad 
doing I don’t know what.

“I can help whoever’s (I hear the word) 
‘necks’,” says the Check-in Lady, busy at 
her computer, not looking at me. I think 
I know what she wants, but I’m hearing 
something about “necks,” so I take a second 
to think about what is going on. I have no 
idea what she’s talking about. In the 8 years 
I’ve lived in America, I have worked hard 
at learning English. No way I can figure 
out why she’s talking about “necks.” We’re 
here for Aden’s check-up, nothing to do 
with his neck.

I look back to Ismail for help, but he’s 
still busy with his iPad. A lady standing in 
line behind us with her 4 kids understands 
what the Check-in Lady is saying, because 
she walks around us in a hurry and goes 
right to the desk to check in.

I have been bringing my kids to this 
hospital for check-ups and sicknesses for 
5 years. The Check-in People know me. 
I know what they will want: My Kaiser 
Permanente card, my driver’s license, and 
my Oregon Health Card. (The Oregon 
Health Card is the insurance card they give 
poor people here.) I am ready. I have seen 
that almost everybody at this hospital has 
Oregon Health Cards, but there are some 
people who don’t have them. They either 
have their Visa cards or lots of dollars that 
they pay with. I don’t pay anything when 
I come here. It seems like the people that 
pay are always treated better. The Check-in 

Person smiles at them, calls them by their 
names, and asks how they’re doing. Me—
they don’t smile, they don’t look at me, they 
look at the translator, always in a hurry. 
Kind of reminds me of how, in my country, 
if you bribe the guys with money, they treat 
you nice. Even if I had the money, I’m not 
gonna bribe the Check-in People.

The doctors and nurses here—they are 
nice. They seem to understand me; they 
listen. They make it so the kids don’t get 
too scared or cry too much at the doctor. 
The doctors are like magic sometimes. A 
couple of years ago, Aden was losing his 
hair—almost like an old man. I thought 
maybe spirits were making him lose his 
hair. The doctor gave us this medicine to 
drink, and the hair came back!

What I don’t like is the check-in part. I 
know I’m a grown man. They don’t seem to 
know that; they treat me like a kid. I’m not 
stupid, but they treat me like I’m dumb. I’m 
not deaf, but they talk extra loud, almost 
yelling at me. I know why; they know I’m 
not from here. I look different. I’m black, 
not black like American blacks—I’m re-
ally dark. My English is funny. A lot of my 
clothes are old and come from Somalia. 
They must think I don’t belong here.

I owned a small store in my country 
and made enough money. My wife, kids, 
and I moved to America because it wasn’t 
safe back there. I took care of my wife and 
8 kids, prayed 5 times a day, went to the 
mosque whenever I could. I come here, and 
they treat me like a kid. They know I need 
a translator; my English isn’t that good 
yet. I know how much I have learned in a 
short time. I have heard Americans try to 
speak Somalian. People like me learn a lot 
faster, let me tell you. Maybe if Americans 
talked slow and listened to me, I wouldn’t 
use a translator, but that doesn’t happen.

Finally, it’s our turn. I’ve been practic-
ing in my head, “I’m Mr Mohammed. 
This is my son, Aden Mohammed, here 
for his 13-year check-up with Dr ___”. 
The Check-in Lady knows me and Is-
mail; we’ve seen her many times. Ismail, 
the translator; Aden, my son; and I walk 

up together; I’m ready to speak. She looks 
up from her computer and looks at Ismail, 
the translator, and asks him, “What’s he 
here for today?” Like I’m invisible or deaf 
or stupid or a little kid. Ismail and she talk 
quickly, and we get checked in.

While we’re waiting for the doctor to 
come in the doctor’s room, I start talking 
to Ismail about how the Check-In Lady 
made me sad, mad, and feel like a stupid 
kid. He said maybe I should talk to Dr ___ 
about it, so I stop talking about it.

The check-up is fine. The doctor says 
Aden’s healthy, we’re doing a great job, but 
we need to make sure he sees the dentist 
soon. He needs a flu shot; that’s it.

The doctor asks, “Is there something else 
you want to talk about?” I say “no” because 
I don’t want to bother the doctor with the 
Check-in People problem. Ismail reminds 
me that maybe I should bring it up. 

I talk to the doctor, telling him the same 
thing I’m telling you. I’m a little afraid I’m 
wasting his time. I know he’s a busy guy. 
Maybe he doesn’t have time to mess with 
my hurt feelings. He looks kinda mad 
and stops me after a while. Ismail tells 
me that he’s saying stuff like, “This is not 
OK. … Your family is always welcome 
at this office. … The people here should 
always make you feel welcome.” He asks 
if I will talk to one of the bosses of the 
office. I don’t really want to; I’m starting 
to want to go home (in Portland, not back 
to Somalia). I don’t want to talk to some 
fancy white lady who probably will say 
the Check-in People didn’t do anything 
wrong. I look at Aden—he wants to go 
home. I also know that he wants me not 
to be a “wimp.” He always is telling me, 
“Don’t be a wimp, Aabbe” (that means 
“Papa” in our language.) I say I’ll stay and 
talk to the office boss. I start crying—hard; 
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it’s hard to stop. Crying like a kid, in front 
of my son.

I have seen my brothers killed, babies 
starved, girls raped —never cried with any 
of that stuff. I don’t know why the Check-
in People are making me cry, when all the 
terrible stuff I lived with in my country 
didn’t make me cry. I have seen cruelty 
and many deaths that never made me cry. 
Came all the way to America, and the 
Check-in People make me cry.

The boss is not a white lady, but a black 
guy who seems cool. He listens. I see he’s 
mad … but not at me. He’s mad at the 
Check-in People. He asks who checked 
me in and who talked to me that way. 
He asks if it happened just this one time 
or does it happen all the time. I tell him, 
“Almost every time.” I don’t want to get 

anyone in trouble, so I tell him, “I can’t 
remember who did it.” He says he’ll talk 
to the Check-in People and make sure that 
I get treated right next time.

As we’re leaving, Dr ___ sees us, thanks 
us, tells us goodbye. Ismail, the translator, is 
gone, and Dr ___ says something to Aden. 
I don’t hear all of what he said, but I hear 
him say “Dad” and “brave” with a big smile. 

I ask Aden what the doctor said. 
“Whatever.… Can we go home now? 

I’m starved.”
He, too, had a smile—you know, the 

kind teenage boys never want their Aabbe 
to see. v
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Be Just

I did by all persons as I would they should do by me. I was always just in my practice …

— Nicholas Culpeper, 1616-1654, English botanist, herbalist, physician, and astrologer


