
Japa Saga:

Timi’s Seacrh for the American Dream
















Bamidele Adelayo










































































Copyright © 2024 Bamidele Adelayo All rights reserved.


PREFACE

This book is born out of my personal journeys in Nigeria and the United States, infused with my life experiences, observations and emotions. It celebrates the enduring human spirit—resilient, perseverant, curious, and kind. It aims to peel back the layers of the American legal system, particularly immigration and criminal law, illuminating the shared aspirations for prosperity, effective governance, freedom, joy, and the bonds of family that unite us all.
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PART 1

CHAPTER 1: SUNLIT STREETS OF

LAGOS

The Lagos sun was a relentless tyrant, a merciless orb that blazed down on Durotimi’s back, turning his shirt into a damp furnace. He weaved through the throngs of the adored and famous Oja Oba Market (King’s Market), a market chockablock with humans brimming from side to side, as a skilled sailor navigating the human ocean.

Oja Oba Market, one of the most famous markets in Lagos, stood as a testament to the city's vibrant spirit. Built during the pre- colonial meeting era, it had been a bustling hub of trade and culture for centuries. People from all over the country flocked here, drawn by its vibrancy, openness, and uniqueness. Stalls sprawled in every direction, offering an endless variety of goods. The air was thick with the scent of spices, the chatter of bargaining, and the colorful displays of textiles, fruits, and handmade crafts. There was almost nothing you could not find there, from the freshest produce to the most intricate beadwork, making it a microcosm of Nigerian life and commerce.

Each step was a measured dance amidst the symphony of chaos. The air thrummed with the vibrant cacophony of Lagos – the sharp tang of spices mingling with the cadenced clatter of cooking pots and the insistent chatter of vendors hawking their wares. It was a sensory assault, a whirlwind of sound and smell that made stringing coherent thoughts together a near-impossible feat.


Little hands, like persistent butterflies, darted from stall to stall. Their owners, urchins with wide, tear-streaked eyes and bellies rumbling with hunger, pleaded for a taste of sweet treats or a juicy piece of fruit. Some vendors, touched by their innocence or perhaps burdened by their own memories of empty bellies, parted with a morsel. Others, hardened by the daily grind, swatted them away with a practiced flick of the wrist, shooing them off like pesky flies. Haggling was king in this market, an age-old ritual and tradition where voices rose and fell like the tide. Buyers, armed with practiced smiles and empty pockets, threw out lowball offers that were met with mock outrage and a volley of playful insults from the vendors. It was a dance as familiar as the market itself, a performance repeated a thousand times over. Laughter mingled with the bartering, a testament to the enduring spirit of the Lagos people, a spirit that refused to be crushed by daily hardship and difficulty.

For Durotimi, often referred to by his sobriquet, Timi however, the chaos was a familiar lullaby, the very rhythm of his life. He navigated the maze of stalls like a seasoned traveler, his bare feet dodging puddles of dubious origin and navigating the tangled web of outstretched legs. Raised in a sprawling, boisterous household, a polygamous haven of laughter-filled evenings. His childhood memories were woven with the stories whispered by his paternal grandmother, Ajia Jamila Seriki under the shade of a towering mango tree. Her voice, a low, rhythmic hum, would transport him to a world of brave warriors, mischievous spirits, Aljanus, demons, and talking animals.


But within the warmth of his family, a shadow lurked. His mother, a market woman known throughout the Oja Oba market for her fiery spirit and sharp business sense, carried the weight of their dreams on her strong shoulders. Three children followed her like ducklings, each with their own needs and aspirations. Timi was the



oldest of the three children. Despite the joy they brought, there was a constant struggle. The daily battle with power cuts that plunged their world into darkness, the overflowing gutters that transformed the streets into fetid waterways after every rain, the ever-present fight to make ends meet – these were the harsh realities that cast a shadow over the vibrant tapestry of Lagos life.

Just three years ago, Timi’s family had uprooted their lives, leaving the dusty streets of Kaduna behind for the bustling heart of Lagos. His grandfather, Alhaji Audu Bolatito Seriki, a man once prominent in their old community – a respected elder, an entrepreneur, and a wealthy person whose wisdom and counsel were sought by all – was a mere shadow of his former self here. The weight of his life experiences, his political persecution and travail, the utter and complete destruction of his business empire, and displacement hung heavy on him. His days were spent reminiscing and reflecting on a life he could no longer grasp. Yet, amidst the daily struggles, a spark ignited within Timi’s heart – a flicker of yearning that grew with each passing day.


It stemmed from the flickering glow of the television screen, a portal to a world far removed from the sun-bleached walls of their small apartment. American movies, shows, and cartoons were watched with rapt attention on a beat-up television set powered by a precarious system of extension cords, painted a world of gleaming skyscrapers that scraped the clouds, wide boulevards lined with sleek cars, and houses that seemed to sprawl endlessly. But for Timi, the true magic came alive in the music videos. Here, American music thrummed with an infectious energy, the singers adorned in flamboyant costumes, and the dancers defied gravity with their moves. One artist, an American music icon named Michael Jackson, particularly captivated Timi. Jackson, with his electrifying dance style, could seemingly walk backward– a move they called the



moonwalk – leaving Timi awestruck and yearning to learn the secret steps himself.

Stephen, a tenant in his grandfather's building who had always kept a mysterious air about him, had vanished to America a few years back, disappearing like a wisp of smoke. Timi, captivated by the allure of the "American dream," saw in those towering structures a future far removed from the limitations of his Lagos reality. Wishing he could be teleported to one of those shiny, shimmering, and iridescent cities of America. He does not know which one, just anyone will suffice.

He'd tried to pry information from Stephen's young wife, Chioma. A woman with a shy smile and eyes that held a secret sorrow, she remained a closed book, her lips sealed shut. The last time Timi had seen Stephen was at the communal well; their conversation was lost in the cadenced creak of the pump handle. Now, all that remained were whispers and the tantalizing promise of a life beyond the sunlit streets of Lagos.

This was where Timi’s journey began – a journey fueled by hope, a yearning for a future painted in the vibrant hues of American dreams, a stark contrast to the sunbaked realities of his Lagos life. He navigated the maze of the market, the cacophony, a constant backdrop to the burgeoning desire within him. The path ahead was uncertain, shrouded in the same haze as Stephen's disappearance. But for Timi, the first step had been taken, a seed planted in the fertile soil of his imagination, waiting to blossom under the relentless Lagos sun and heat.


He arrived at his mother's stall, a riot of colorful fabrics that danced in the hot breeze. Timi’s mother, Adunni Omo Oropo, often called by her sobriquet ‘Mama Timi or Iya Timi, a woman built like



a baobab tree with a voice that could silence the rowdiest customer, was deep in conversation with a portly woman, their fingers flitting over bolts of Ankara wax print.

Timi greeted her by prostrating flatly on the store floor the weight of unspoken words hanging heavy in the air.

“E’ka san Maami.” “Good afternoon, mother.” “Ka san, omo mi.” “Good afternoon, my son.”

"Have you finished your errands, Durotimi?" Adunni asked, her voice laced with a hint of impatience. School had ended hours ago, and she expected him to contribute to the daily hustle. "Almost, Maami," Timi mumbled, his gaze trailing towards a stall overflowing with ripe mangoes. The sweet, tempting scent filled his nostrils, a stark reminder of his rumbling stomach.

Adunni followed his gaze, a knowing smile playing on her lips. "Don't even think about it, Durotimi Alani Seriki. We can't afford such luxuries today."

Timi’s mother reserved his full name for two distinct moments: when she was frustrated, angry, or displeased with him. Or when she was beaming with joy over something he’d done. This time, her tone left no doubt—it was the first scenario, and Timi knew it all too well.

Disappointment gnawed at Timi, but he knew better than to argue. He retrieved a worn leather satchel from a hidden corner of the stall and began restocking it with Adunni’s wares – small trinkets, brightly colored beads, and an assortment of hair clips. It was a meager offering, but every sale counted.


Adunni, a resourceful woman, wasn't one to be slowed by a lull in fabric sales. When business dipped, she'd transform her stall,



conjuring a new kind of magic. Coca-Cola, Fanta, Miranda, and Emu Oguro (locally produced palm wine freshly tapped and delivered the same day)– their labels gleamed like promises of cool escape in the Lagos heat. She'd stock these treasures alongside packets of Kuli Kuli and peanuts, a delicious counterpoint to quench thirsty throats.

After school, Timi’s own hustle unfolded. He'd collect a bounty of these bottled treasures from his mama's stall, a silent exchange that spoke volumes about their shared purpose. A quick credit purchase of ice from a neighbor sealed their cool pact for the scorching day. With practiced ease, he'd balance a bucket overflowing with drinks, the ice a knight protecting its chilled comrades. Timi, a beacon of hydration, weaved through the market, a king of cool drinks with his precarious crown.

He catered to those yearning for respite from the relentless sun and heat. Many, weary from long days, couldn't afford a home refrigerator. But for a coin or two, they could indulge in a fleeting pleasure, a sip of icy bliss. Timi knew his regulars, their preferences etched in his mind as clearly as the market's labyrinthine alleys. Emu Oguro was always the fan favorite, always. But today, the weight of unsold drinks pressed down on him, a reminder that the path to his dreams, like the Lagos sun, could be harsh and unforgiving.

As the afternoon wore on, the Lagos sun reached its zenith, turning the air thick and heavy. The market crowd thinned, replaced by a smattering of latecomers seeking bargains in the fading light. Timi, his throat parched and his stomach growling in protest, scanned the crowd for a familiar face. Deciding it was time to return to his mother’s store he hefted the bucket of unsold drinks and began weaving his way back through the labyrinthine alleys of the market.


Upon reaching the modest store, Timi set the bucket down with a sigh of relief. It was then that a flicker of movement caught his eye. A tall figure, shrouded in a flowing agbada robe, weaved through the throng, their face obscured by a wide-brimmed hat.

The figure froze, then slowly turned. A weathered face, etched with the lines of a hard life, emerged from the shadows of the hat. It was indeed Ayode, his father's younger brother.

"Durotimi?" Ayode's voice was a low rumble laced with surprise. “Bawo nikan, omo mi?” “How are things, my son”

His uncle always called him Durotimi affectionately. Timi prostrated for his uncle to greet him as a sign of respect. Relief overwhelmed Timi, "I saw you from afar, Uncle. I just wanted to say hello."


“I am so happy to see you, son!” Ayode added.


Ayode studied him for a long moment, his gaze assessing. Then, a smile broke across his weathered face. “Wam bi," he beckoned, gesturing towards a nearby stall. “Je ka lo jeun.”


“Let’s catch up over some food.”


Timi hesitated, his eyes darting towards Adunni’s stall. He knew helping her was his duty, but the chance to talk to Ayode, a man who seemed to exist on the fringes of their family, was too tempting to resist.

"Just a quick chat, Maami," he mumbled, his voice barely a whisper.


Adunni looked up from her work, her eyes meeting Ayode's. There was a brief, silent exchange—her gaze steady, yet cautious.




She gave a curt nod, a reluctant approval that conveyed both her permission and her lingering unease about Ayode's mysterious past.


"Don't be long, Timi," she said, her tone firm but understanding.

Timi's stomach rumbled in anticipation as he followed Ayode to a Buka, a tiny street food stall. A steaming pot of pepper soup bubbled invitingly, its fragrance a spicy, comforting melody that made his mouth water. Pepper soup, a Nigerian staple, was a rich broth simmered with a unique blend of indigenous spices, crushed or finely ground to release their savory and delectable magic. The stall offered a symphony of protein options – goat meat, offal, catfish, turkey, or chicken – to satisfy every craving.


They settled on a rickety wooden bench, and Ayode ordered one bowl of spicy soup and for Timi, he ordered iresi (rice), ewa (beans), dodo (plantain), and eran dindin (cutlets of fried meat).


As they ate, Ayode peppered Timi with questions about his life, his studies, and his dreams. Timi, emboldened by the spicy food and the thrill of forbidden conversation, spoke openly about his yearning for a life beyond Lagos, a life fueled by the flickering images on the television screen.

Ayode listened intently, his expression unreadable and inscrutable. When Timi finished, a long silence descended between them, broken only by the clatter of plates and the distant rumble of Lagos traffic, cars, and Okadas blaring obnoxious horns.

Finally, Ayode spoke, his voice low and serious. "America is a land of opportunity no doubt about it, Durotimi" he said. "But it is also a land of hardship and adversity. Don't let the shiny pictures and objects fool you."


“Gbogbo nkan ti oun dan ko ni wura, omo mi.” “All that glitters is not gold, my son.”

Timi nodded, a flicker of doubt creeping into his heart. "But Uncle Stephen made it. I hear he is living the dream."

As they settled down with their food, Timi couldn't contain his curiosity. "Uncle Ayode, I heard from the grapevine that Uncle Stephen, my neighbor, is now in America living the dream."

Ayode raised an eyebrow, a skeptical look crossing his face. Timi quickly continued, "I mean, I don’t know for certain, but I’ve seen Stephen’s young child wearing American-branded apparel and shoes. And his wife, Chioma, pays her rent on time now. Before, she used to ask for extensions, struggling to make ends meet. Now she goes grocery shopping regularly and dresses fancily. Something good must be happening over there in America."

Ayode listened, a slight smile playing on his lips as he considered Timi’s observations.

Ayode sighed a deep breath that seemed to carry the weight of the world. "Stephen's story is not a simple one, Durotimi. There's more to it than meets the eye."

Intrigue sparked in Timi’s eyes. “Ki le n so Uncle?” “What are you saying, Uncle?"

Ayode hesitated, swirling the remaining broth in his bowl thoughtfully. "Stephen left Lagos in a hurry, Durotimi. There were whispers of trouble debts owed to the wrong people. Some say he fled; others say he was forced to leave. Even the provenance of Stephen’s visa is questionable."


Timi’s heart sank. The image of Stephen, a beacon of hope in this life of limitations, began to crumble. "But... but the American dream," he stammered, the words losing their potency.

"Hope is a powerful thing, Durotimi," Ayode said, his gaze meeting Timi’s. "But it can also be a dangerous illusion. America offers opportunities, yes, but it's not a magic solution. The first question is how to get to America. There's hard work, there's loneliness, there's the constant struggle to build a new life from scratch.”

Timi stared at his empty bowl, the spicy heat forgotten. The path to America once painted in shimmering colors, now seemed shrouded in uncertainty and mystery.

"Don't misunderstand me, Durotimi," Ayode continued, his voice softening. "I don't want to crush your dreams. But I want you to be prepared. There will be challenges, and obstacles you haven't even imagined. The question is, are you willing to face them?"


"Se oro mi ye e?" "Do you understand me?"


Timi didn't have an answer. The weight of Ayode's words settled on him like a heavy cloak. He had been so focused on the idealized version of America, that he hadn't considered the sacrifices it might entail.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the market, Ayode placed a hand on Timi’s shoulder. "There's a world of possibilities here in Lagos too, Durotimi. Education, hard work, determination – these can open doors as well." Timi felt there was something his uncle was withholding from him. His sixth sense told him Uncle Ayode knew more than he was letting on. How could he know so much about America?


Timi wanted to ask Uncle Ayode how he knew so much about the pains and gains of America. He wanted to cross-examine Ayode about his assessment of America to the point where Timi’s morale was dampened.

Timi knew his favorite uncle lived on the fringes and had a mysterious and colorful past that was whispered about within the family circle. What Timi did not know was that Ayode himself once made a treacherous sojourn to the United States of America in his prior life due to circumstances beyond Ayode’s control.

Ayode embarked on a grueling journey, traveling from the airports of Africa through the dense jungles of Brazil, Colombia, Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico to reach the U.S. This trek was one of the most challenging and dangerous experiences of his life.

At one point, Ayode fell seriously ill. He was bitten by a snake in Colombia and had to spend weeks in the bushes, recuperating. Being an African who didn't speak a word of Spanish only made things harder. He ate unfamiliar food and drank water from unknown sources, and he slept on makeshift beds of sticks. He often wondered if he had made a mistake by leaving Nigeria. Perhaps he should have stayed and faced the struggles of his life there. Thoughts of his deceased brother, Mayokun Hafeez Seriki, and his parents, especially his father, kept him going. He imagined the emotional turmoil his father must be going through and pushed himself to keep trying.


By the time Ayode arrived at the U.S.-Mexico border in El Paso, Texas, he was emaciated and gaunt, nearly on the brink of death. He was immediately admitted to a hospital, where he stayed for two weeks.  During  his  hospitalization,  he  experienced  severe



hallucinations and talked to himself until he was heavily medicated to regain normalcy and lucidity.

After being discharged, Ayode was handed over to U.S. border agents for processing, along with other migrants seeking a better life in America. They were all detained in an immigration holding cell, waiting for the next steps in their uncertain and harrowing journey.

Sitting in this Buka reminiscing and listening to his nephew wanting to go to America brought back painful and unforgettable memories. Ayode was not about to go into too many details just yet. That will be for another day. For the time being, he was content to allow the poor boy to continue dreaming. Why discourage him from dreaming? Why puncture his hopes and aspirations?

Timi looked around at the bustling marketplace, the familiar sights and sounds now holding a different meaning. He saw the resilience of the Lagos people, their ability to find joy amidst hardship, and their tenacity in the face of adversity. Maybe Uncle Ayode was right. Maybe his dream didn't have to be across an ocean.

Timi came back to his mother’s stall, and the rest of the evening was a blur of activity. Timi helped his mother pack up her wares and drinks, their movements practiced and efficient. As the last customers drifted away, they counted their earnings, the meager sum a testament to their daily struggle.

Walking home under the star-studded Lagos sky, Timi felt a strange sense of calm settle over him. The American dream, once so alluring, now seemed distant. But it had ignited a spark within him, a desire to break free from the limitations of his life.


He looked at his family – Adunni, her face lined with fatigue but her eyes radiating love, his siblings, their laughter echoing in the




night air – and knew that his future was not just about him. It was about them, about building a better life together, one step at a time.


Their life hadn't always been this way. When Timi’s father was alive, they lived a near-perfect life in northern Nigeria. His father worked for Timi's grandfather, Alhaji Seriki, and their family wanted for nothing. They had chauffeur-driven cars, maids, helpers, and people at their beck and call. Adunni thrived in this environment, surrounded by luxury and ease.

Everything changed the day Timi's father died in a ghastly motor accident. Their world came crashing down. Adunni, once a picture of poise and comfort, was left to pick up the pieces of their shattered lives. Part of her blamed Alhaji Seriki and the rest of the family for her husband's death. Although it was a motor accident caused by a drunk driver, Adunni harbored deep conspiracy theories. She believed Alhaji Seriki's detractors, his enemies, or even the government had orchestrated the accident. She refused to accept the simple explanation given to her and resented the family for it for years.

Despite this, Adunni remained strong for her children. She bore the weight of her loss and the burden of raising her family alone. Her resilience inspired Timi. As he walked under the Lagos sky, he resolved to honor her sacrifices. He would strive to create a better life for all of them, one step at a time.


Back in their cramped apartment, under the watchful gaze of a faded portrait of his father, Timi reached for a worn textbook. He had homework to finish, exams to prepare for, and a future to build. The path ahead was still unclear, but he was no longer afraid. He had his family, his determination, and a newfound sense of purpose. The sunlit streets of Lagos might not have held the glittering



skyscrapers of American movies and music videos, but they held a vibrancy and a rhythm all their own. The next day, Timi woke with a renewed sense of focus and purpose. The conversation with Ayode had shaken his foundation, but it had also unearthed a steely determination within him. America may have been a distant dream, but education was a tangible goal, a key that could unlock a brighter future right here in Lagos.

He devoured his breakfast of leftover stew and stale bread, the familiar flavors no longer a source of disappointment but a reminder of his family's resilience. School was his sanctuary, a place where the limitations of their daily life seemed to fade away. Here, amidst the crowded classrooms and worn-out textbooks, Timi thrived. He soaked up knowledge like a sponge, his thirst for learning fueled by a newfound ambition.

In a typical underfunded public school in Nigeria, the walls may be bare and the paint peeling. Cracks might spider across the ceiling, and sunlight could peek through unpatched holes in the roof. Desks and chairs would be in short supply, forcing students to crowd together on benches or even sit directly on dusty floors. Despite the challenges, the atmosphere wouldn't dampen the determination of a student like Timi.

His classmates, a motley crew of children from diverse backgrounds, shared his hunger for something more. They huddled together over shared textbooks, their laughter and debates filling the air. Timi discovered a talent for mathematics, his mind a whirlwind of numbers and calculations. His teacher, Mr. Akintola, a man with a passion for education that rivaled his love for Liverpool Football Club (LFC), recognized Timi’s potential and took him under his wing.


After school, Timi didn't waste time loitering in the streets. He joined a group of students who volunteered at an after-school tutorial center helping younger children with their studies.

The joy on their faces as they grasped a new concept, the spark of curiosity ignited in their eyes, filled Timi with a sense of satisfaction far greater than any material possession could offer.

Helping others wasn't just about filling his time; it was about giving back to the community that had nurtured him. He saw the struggles of his neighbors and the lack of opportunities that plagued their lives, and it fueled his determination to break the cycle. Education, he realized, wasn't just a personal tool for success; it was a weapon against poverty and despair. While his focus shifted to education, some of his classmates dreamed of playing football in Europe, just to get away from poverty and penury in Nigeria.

The relentless Lagos sun beat down on Adunni’s back as she balanced a precariously overflowing basket of mangoes on her head. Beads of sweat trickled down her forehead, but her movements were practiced, and effective, Timi, watching from the shade of their rickety apartment doorway, felt a familiar pang of admiration and determination. His mother’s tireless work ethic was a constant source of motivation, a silent sermon on the value of hard work.

" Ku’role oko mi (good evening my son)," Adunni called out, her voice raspy from shouting over the market din, "education is the only thing they can't take away from you. You put in the work, you learn, and knowledge becomes and your power."


Timi nodded solemnly, the weight of her words settling in his heart. Education, in their community, wasn't just about acquiring knowledge; it was a weapon against the shackles of poverty, a passport to a brighter future. Nigerian parents, especially those



facing poverty and hardship, strongly believe that education offers the most viable path out. In a society where advancement often hinges on political patronage, nepotism, and connections—realities well-known to many—they see education as the surest means to lift themselves and their children to a better future.

This belief, a potent cocktail of hope and desperation, permeated the air in their neighborhood. Conversations between weary vendors, punctuated by the cadenced clinking of coins, often revolved around the transformative power of learning. Parents, their faces etched with the lines of struggle, spoke with a fierce conviction about the importance of education for their children.

"Look at the Ajayi family," Mama Idowu, a woman with a booming voice and an even bigger heart, would often say, wiping sweat from her brow. "Their eldest son, he studied hard, got a scholarship to study abroad, and now he's a doctor in America! They say he sends money back home, built a decent house for his parents, and bought them a car too."

These stories whispered like prayers in the crowded marketplace, were more than mere gossip; they reaffirmed their faith in the power of education. Nollywood movies, though often criticized for their melodramatic portrayals, played a role in fueling this collective dream. The rags-to-riches narratives, where a poor boy's academic prowess led him to a life of luxury, resonated deeply with Timi and his peers.


Evenings, under the dim glow of a single kerosene lamp, Timi would wrestle with complex math problems. Frustration would often cloud his brow, the numbers blurring into an indecipherable hodgepodge mess. But then, he'd glance at his mother, hunched over a pile of mending, her brow furrowed in concentration. The sight




was powerful enough to make his problems seem miniscule in comparison.


"Just a little more effort, oko mi," his mother would say, her voice laced with quiet encouragement. "Remember, the harder you work now, the easier your life will be later."

Suddenly, the math problem wouldn't seem that daunting. The abstract symbols morphed into stepping stones, each solved equation a step closer to a future where he wouldn't have to see his mother toil under the relentless sun.

Timi, fueled by his mother's unwavering support, the shared aspirations of his community, and the flickering hope ignited by Nollywood's narratives, poured his heart into his studies.

Life at home remained a constant balancing act. Adunni’s income, though meager, was their lifeline. Timi helped her with the stall after school, his nimble fingers adept at arranging colorful trinkets and engaging with customers. He learned the art of negotiation and the importance of a smile and a friendly word. The market, once a chaotic labyrinth, became a classroom, teaching him valuable lessons about business and human interaction.

His siblings, a rambunctious bunch with boundless energy and insatiable appetites, were another source of responsibility. Timi helped them with their homework, mediated their squabbles, and shared his meager dinner portions when necessary. Their laughter, their innocent dreams, were a constant reminder of what he was working towards.


Living in the same compound as their grandparents had its advantages. When Adunni was out running errands or making purchases for her shop, Timi's grandmother often looked after the



younger ones. This support allowed Adunni to manage her small business and ensure the family had enough to get by. The close-knit living arrangement provided a semblance of stability and community in their otherwise tumultuous lives.

Days turned into weeks, weeks into months. Timi’s dedication caught the attention of Mr. Akintola. One afternoon, after school, the teacher called Timi aside, a solemn expression on his face.

"Durotimi," Mr. Akintola, a naturally formal person who didn’t want the line between teacher and student blurred, always called Timi by his full name. He began, his voice low, "I've been impressed by your work ethic and your potential. There's an opportunity for a scholarship to a prestigious high school in Okuta City, Ogun State. I believe you have what it takes to compete and excel yonder."

Timi’s breath hitched. This was a chance, a crack in the door leading towards a brighter future. A wave of gratitude washed over him for Mr. Akintola's faith in him. Truth be told, even though he had worked hard, and earned good grades in elementary school, he was unsure how he would get into high school, which high school he would attend, and worried about the finances. He worried about his mother and her endless financial hurdles.

"The competition is immeasurably fierce. They have children applying from all over the country. North, South, East, and West of Nigeria. S’o ti gbo? “Have you heard?” I even heard some students from other West African countries apply to attend this school.

“Not only do you get a scholarship to go to that high school, but you could also be accepted into the boarding school program as well. Meaning you stay on campus for the duration of your education. The school is very tough to get into. But with your work ethic and brilliance, I have no doubt that you will excel in the entrance exam."


Mr. Akintola continued his voice a steady current. "You'll need to dedicate yourself completely. Are you prepared to take on the challenge?"

Timi had certainly heard of King’s International Academy (KIA) in Okuta City and how selective the school can be when it comes to admitting students. He never thought in a million years that he would take their entrance examination, let alone apply for a scholarship and attend King’s International Academy in Okuta City, Ogun State. If this was a dream, Timi did not want to wake up.

Timi looked at his teacher, his eyes blazing with determination. "Yes, sir," he said, his voice firm. "I am. Thank you for believing in me sir. Ese, mo dupe, sir” (thank you, I am grateful sir).

The following days were a blur of preparation. Timi poured over his books, fueled by a newfound sense of urgency and purpose. His family rallied around him, their support a silent force propelling him forward. Adunni sacrificed extra hours at the market to fund the application fees, her eyes filled with a pride that transcended words.

Adunni did not have much formal education. Her father didn’t think girls needed to go to school. She was however determined that all her children, boy or girl, would get an education, it was the only way out the cycle of poverty she was embroiled in.

The scholarship exam was a grueling test of his knowledge and endurance. Timi fought back exhaustion, fueled by the image of his family cheering him on, the promise of a brighter future shimmering just beyond his reach.

In a country with unreliable mail delivery services, the result of the entrance examination arrived weeks later. Timi could not believe his luck. He held the letter in his trembling hands, his heart pounding



a frantic tempo against his ribs. He unfolded the paper, his eyes scanning the lines until they landed on the words:


“Dear Durotimi A. Seriki,

Congratulations! I am delighted to inform you that you have been offered admission to King’s International Academy (KIA), Okuta City, Ogun State. We were remarkably impressed with your academic history and your score on the recent entrance examination. You garnered one of the highest entrance examination scores. In addition to your offer of admission, you will be granted a full scholarship for the duration of your high school education provided you continue to maintain good grades. Please have your parents contact the admissions office and the Ministry of Education for further information.

Sincerely,

King’s International Academy, Admissions Office.

A wave of relief and elation overwhelmed him. He had done the impossible, frankly the unthinkable. He had earned his chance. He, Durotimi Alani Seriki, will be attending the prestigious King’s International Academy for high school. The sunlit streets of Lagos, once a symbol of his limitations, now seemed to shimmer with possibility. He wasn't going to America, but he was on his way to a future he could be proud of, a future where he could make a difference in the lives of those around him.


CHAPTER 2: NAIJA

Nigeria, a land woven from vibrant cultures and a rich tapestry of history, hummed with a unique energy. It was a place where ancient whispers mingled with the bustling rhythm of modern life. This was the land Audu Bolatito Seriki, Durotimi’s grandfather, knew. Audu Bolatito Seriki was fondly called ABS from childhood, a nickname that stuck with him through his adult life.

Long before the arrival of the British, Nigeria existed as a mosaic of independent kingdoms and empires. In the southwest, where Alhaji Seriki hailed from, the powerful Oyo Empire flourished. Renowned for its skilled cavalry and sophisticated political structure, Oyo cast a long shadow. Life for Alhaji Seriki's father, a talented carver, revolved around the recurrent pounding of his tools and the vibrant hum of the Oyo marketplace.

Then, whispers of change drifted across the ocean. European ships, emblazoned with the Union Jack, began to appear on the coast. Trade which initially focused on spices and ivory, soon morphed into something far more sinister – the slave trade. This dark chapter stained Nigeria's history, leaving deep wounds that echoed through generations. The British began to exert their influence, drawn by the riches of the land. They saw a land fractured, a mosaic of kingdoms, each with its own customs and traditions. An idea sparked in their minds: to unite these disparate regions under one banner, a colony they called Nigeria.


In the late 19th century, the British tightened their grip. A scramble for territory ensued, with rival European powers jostling



for control. It was a period of ruthless ambition, with little regard for the people who already called this land home.

Alhaji Seriki, though far removed from the horrors of the coast, felt the tremors of this change. He yearned for a life beyond the shadow of colonialism. Stories of a bustling city in the north, Kaduna, a place where opportunity bloomed, flashed in his mind.

Kaduna, unlike much of the north dominated by Hausa culture, was a city built on trade. Here, the mingling of ethnicities created a vibrant energy, a stark contrast to the more homogenous south. This city, a beacon in the north, beckoned to Alhaji Seriki with the promise of a new beginning, and a new life.

Leaving the familiar embrace of Oyo was not easy. It meant parting ways with traditions, extended family, and the very essence of his Yoruba heritage. Yet, the yearning for a better life, a chance to carve his own path, proved stronger. With a heavy heart, but a resolute spirit, Alhaji Seriki packed his meagre belongings and embarked on a journey north, towards the unknown promise of Kaduna.

When Seriki first arrived in Kaduna, he found himself seeking work amidst the vibrant street markets that bustled with activity day and night. It was there that he crossed paths with Baba Ibrahim, a weathered suya master known throughout the neighborhood for his skillful hands and flavorful creations. Seriki started off as Baba Ibrahim's assistant, tasked with preparing the meats, mixing the secret spices, tending to the grill, and learning the intricate art of suya-making.


Under Baba Ibrahim's patient guidance, Seriki gradually mastered the nuances of selecting the best cuts of beef, blending the spices just right, and grilling each skewer to mouth-watering



perfection. The years spent under Baba Ibrahim's tutelage were not just about learning a culinary skill; they were a journey of immersion into the Hausa culture and language. Seriki's natural aptitude for languages, coupled with his genuine interest in connecting with people, allowed him to quickly become fluent in Hausa. This linguistic fluency endeared him to Baba Ibrahim and the local community, who began to regard Seriki not just as an apprentice but as a respected member of their suya-making tradition.

As Seriki's confidence grew, so did his reputation. When he finally set up his own suya stall in the heart of Kaduna, his expertise and authenticity shone through each skewer he served.

That day, the aroma of sizzling suya, a skewered and spiced meat delicacy, hung heavy in the humid Kaduna air. Alhaji Seriki, his brow slick with sweat, expertly flipped the meat on the grill, the rhythmic clinking a counterpoint to the excited chatter of the market crowd. Though years had passed since his arrival from Oyo, a part of him still ached for the coolness of the palm trees and the earthy scent of yam stew. But here, in the bustling heart of the north, he'd built a life, a life he hoped to share with Jamila, the woman who stole his heart with her laughter that tinkled like wind chimes from the first time he saw her.

His mind traveled back to the first time they had met. One day, amidst the throng of lunchtime patrons, a melody caught his ear – a soft, lilting laughter that seemed to weave through the cacophony.


He glanced up, and his breath hitched. A vision in sapphire blue stood at the edge of his stall. Her eyes, the color of dark chocolate, sparkled with amusement as she watched him expertly flip the suya. This was Jamila, a friend of his neighbor, Aisha. Aisha had



introduced them a few weeks ago, and Seriki had been captivated by Jamila's gentle smile and easy conversation.

“Barka da rana mai suya” “Good afternoon suya seller” Jamila greeted Seriki chuckling.

"Can I interest you in some suya?" he asked, his voice betraying a slight nervousness.

Jamila's smile widened. "The aroma is impossible to resist," she admitted, stepping closer. Her gaze lingered on the sizzling meat, then flicked back to Seriki. "You have a way with spices, Alhaji Seriki."

A warmth bloomed in his chest. "Just a few tricks I picked up back home," he replied, a touch of Yoruba lilt in his voice.

“Why do you insist on calling me Alhaji Seriki? Please call me ABS. Alhaji Seriki is my father’s name.”

Jamila blushed, chuckled and blurted in a Hausa. “I hear you” “I hear you ABS.” Even though she continued to call him Alhaji


Seriki or Seriki.


They fell into conversation easily, discussing everything from the merits of different pepper blends to the latest gossip swirling through the market. Jamila's laughter, like wind chimes in a gentle breeze, filled the space between them. As the afternoon wore on, the other customers faded into the background, their conversation the only melody that mattered.


Over the following weeks, their meetings became a cherished routine. Jamila would visit Seriki's stall, ostensibly to buy suya, but their conversations stretched far beyond the sizzling meat. They



spoke of their dreams, their fears, their hopes for the future. Seriki learned about Hausa festivals, their vibrant music, and the intricate patterns of their woven cloths. He, in turn, shared stories of his Yoruba homeland, the rich folktales, and the pulsating rhythm of their drumming ceremonies.

One sweltering afternoon, as the sun beat down mercilessly, Jamila arrived at the stall, her brow furrowed in concern. "Are you sure you shouldn't take a break, Seriki?" she asked, her voice laced with worry.

Seriki wiped the sweat from his brow with a smile. "This heat is nothing compared to the Oyo sun," he teased. "Besides, the more suya I sell, the closer I get to..." he trailed off, a playful glint in his eyes.

Jamila's cheeks darkened. "Closer to...?" she prompted, her voice barely a whisper.

Seriki leaned closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. "Enough to rent a proper shop, maybe even a small apartment." His gaze met hers, the unspoken words hanging heavy in the air.


Jamila's heart fluttered. She admired Seriki's commanding presence — his broad shoulders and a confident stance that hinted at years of hard work under the sun. His deep, warm eyes held a sparkle of determination, framed by a neatly trimmed beard that accentuated his strong jawline. Seriki's hands, calloused from years of grilling suya over open flames, spoke of dedication and skill. But despite her growing affection, a shadow of doubt lingered in Jamila's mind. Her family, particularly her father, Alhaji Sheu Adamu Maikudi, a staunch conservative traditionalist, held firm expectations of marrying within their Hausa community. The thought of defying their wishes filled her with apprehension and




trepidation, even as she found herself drawn closer to Seriki's magnetic presence and genuine warmth.


"Have you... thought about your family?" Seriki asked hesitantly.

Jamila’s smile faltered for a brief moment. "Every day, I don’t know if they will agree to our union." she admitted.

Seriki nodded and replied, "I want you to know that my love for you is real. And I believe, with time, your family will see that. I will do everything in my power to convince them that I love you and I will move mountains to be with you."

Jamila reached out, her fingers lightly brushing his. "I hope so, Seriki," she whispered, a flicker of hope battling with the weight of tradition in her eyes.

As days turned into weeks, their bond deepened. Seriki's stall became their haven, a space where their love story unfolded amidst the sizzling suya and the murmur of the market crowd. But the specter of Jamila's family loomed large, a constant reminder of the obstacles they would have to overcome before their love could blossom into something more.

News of their budding romance had reached the opulent Maikudi household, a sprawling estate that spoke of generations of wealth and influence. Jamila's father, Alhaji Maikudi, a man whose beard was as white as the finest silk and whose gaze held the weight of countless successful deals, sat fuming in his living room. His wife, Amina, a woman adorned in shimmering gold jewelry, dabbed her forehead with a lace handkerchief, her disapproval a storm brewing in her dark eyes.


"This Yoruba man, this Ngbati Ngbati man," Alhaji Maikudi thundered, his voice echoing in the vast room, "what can he possibly offer our Jamila?"

Jamila, her once vibrant spirit dimmed, sat stiffly beside her mother. "But Baba," she pleaded, "Seriki is a good man. He is kind, hardworking, and..."

"And what?" Alhaji Maikudi boomed, silencing her. "And poor?


An outsider with no name?"


Amina chimed in, her voice laced with honeyed venom. "We have nurtured you, Jamila. We deserve a son-in-law who can uphold our legacy, someone who understands the intricacies of Hausa business." “Mtchew.” Amina hisses.

Seriki, oblivious to the storm brewing in the Maikudi household, finished grilling the suya and handed it to a satisfied customer. He dreamt of a life with Jamila, a life filled with the warmth of her smile and the comfort of her presence. He'd saved diligently, enough to rent a small apartment and open a modest suya stall. It wasn't much, but it was a start, a foundation on which he could build a future with Jamila.

The next day, under the relentless glare of the sun, Seriki stood nervously outside the Maikudi gates. He was a man of Yoruba descent, yet his attire, a flowing white kaftan, and a brown kufi skullcap, mirrored the Hausa style. He spoke the language fluently, a testament to the years he'd spent integrating into the northern life. He was ready to face the Maikudis, to plead his case for Jamila's hand.


A stern-faced guard, his face etched with suspicion, blocked his entrance. “Barka da yamma, me kuke nema?” “Good evening, what are you looking for?” "State your business," he demanded.

"I am Audu Bolatito Seriki," he replied, his voice firm despite the pounding in his chest. "I seek an audience with Alhaji Maikudi."

The guard scrutinized him, his gaze lingering on the worn leather bag slung over Seriki's shoulder. Finally, with a curt nod, he ushered Seriki into the cool confines of the Maikudi estate.

The air inside was thick with tension. Alhaji Maikudi sat on a plush sofa, his face an unreadable mask. Amina, adorned in even more ostentatious jewelry, sat beside him, her eyes narrowed like a serpent's. Jamila stood by the window, her back to the room, her silhouette a picture of dejection.

Seriki bowed respectfully. "Alhaji Maikudi, I apologize for any intrusion."

The older man grunted, a dismissive gesture. "Speak quickly, young man. What brings you here?"

Seriki met his gaze head-on. "I come to you, not as a Yoruba man, but as a man who loves your daughter deeply. I come to ask for Jamila's hand in marriage."

Amina scoffed. "Love? What does a penniless stranger like you know about love?" “Mtchew.”

Seriki swallowed his pride. "I may not come from a wealthy family, but I am a hardworking man. I have built a small business, and I am confident that I can provide for Jamila."


"Provide?" Alhaji Maikudi sneered. "We have ensured Jamila has never wanted for anything. We have plans for her future, plans that involve a proper Hausa man, someone who can integrate seamlessly into our family and business circles."

Seriki felt a surge of anger, but he forced it down. He looked at Jamila, her shoulders slumped in defeat. "But what of Jamila's wishes?" he asked, his voice laced with quiet desperation.

Jamila turned around, her eyes filled with unshed tears. "Baba, Mama," she pleaded, "Ser Seriki loves me," she continued, her voice trembling slightly. "He respects me. We understand each other."

Alhaji Maikudi snorted. "Love is a fleeting thing, child. A strong marriage is built on tradition, on shared heritage, on securing the family's future."

Seriki stepped forward, his voice gaining strength. "Alhaji Maikudi, with all due respect, tradition is not stagnant. It evolves. Look at me. I have embraced your culture, your language, your food. I am part of this community. And while I may be Yoruba by birth, my heart belongs here, with Jamila."

A tense silence descended upon the room. Amina fanned herself with a flourish, her gaze flitting between Seriki and Jamila. Alhaji Maikudi stroked his beard thoughtfully, his eyes narrowed in contemplation.

"You speak well, Yoruba man," he finally conceded, his voice gruff. "But understand, our concerns are not easily dispelled. We must protect our own and therefore we cannot allow this union, you may leave now."


"Very well, I shall leave for now, but I will never stop trying, one day I will convince all of you." said Seriki.

"Seriki," Maikudi spoke finally, his voice measured yet tinged with an edge of finality. "You have shown determination, but determination alone does not feed a family or secure a future. When you can prove that you can provide for my daughter as she deserves, then we shall reconsider."

Seriki, his gaze unwavering, nodded solemnly. "I understand, sir," he replied, his voice steady despite the turmoil within. "But mark my words. I will do whatever it takes to win your approval and make Jamila my wife. I will make a name for myself, and I will return with the means to care for her as she deserves."

"We shall see," Maikudi replied, his tone skeptical yet tinged with a hint of begrudging respect. "When that day comes, and you can offer Jamila the life she deserves, then we will talk."

With a heavy heart and determination burning bright, Alhaji Seriki left the Maikudi compound that evening, his mind already racing with plans and strategies. He and Jamila, bound by love and newfound responsibility, began to meet in secret, navigating the delicate dance of clandestine courtship amidst the watchful eyes of the Maikudi household.

Months passed swiftly, marked by stolen moments and whispered promises exchanged under moonlit skies. It was during this clandestine courtship that fate intervened, and Jamila discovered she was with child. Panic gripped both lovers, knowing the cultural and religious implications of an unwed pregnancy in Hausa society.


News of Jamila's condition reached the ears of Maikudi, casting a shadow of concern and urgency over the once steadfast patriarch. He knew that to preserve his family's honor and protect his beloved daughter's future, a decision had to be made swiftly.

In a solemn ceremony, steeped in Hausa tradition and attended by the elite of Kaduna's society, Alhaji Seriki and Jamila were united in marriage. The festivities, though tinged with whispers of scandal, celebrated the union of two souls determined to defy the odds and forge their own destiny.

Amidst the jubilant rhythms of Hausa drums and the aromatic swirl of incense, Alhaji Seriki held Jamila close, his heart swelling with pride and gratitude. They had overcome obstacles that once seemed insurmountable, laying the foundation for a future where love, commitment, and resilience would guide their path forward.

Seven months passed before Jamila went into labor. The cries of a newborn shattered the quiet of the hospital room. Jamila, weak but triumphant, held a tiny bundle as Seriki came into the room to greet them. Seriki, his stoic facade momentarily crumbling, leaned in, his eyes welling up. "A son," he rasped, a hint of awe in his voice.

They named him Mayokun Hafeez Seriki. The name, a carefully chosen melody, resonated with defiance. Mayokun, meaning "one who brings joy to the fullest" in Seriki's native Yoruba tongue, was a bold statement in a Hausa-dominated society. Jamila, a proud Hausa woman, had readily agreed. It was a rebellion, a subtle act of resistance against the pressure to assimilate.


The concern for preserving their Yoruba heritage remained important to Seriki. Many Yoruba indigenes living amongst the Hausa faced a similar challenge. With the Hausa and Fulani being the dominant tribes, the fear of losing their cultural identity was a



constant undercurrent. Naming their children Yoruba names became a powerful act of defiance, ensuring their children wouldn't be swept away by the prevailing culture.

More importantly, it was a form of security. If something were to happen to Seriki, Mayokun, through his name, would carry the knowledge of his Yoruba roots. The Yoruba name, a whisper across the generations, would guide him back to his father's tribe, a place where he'd always have a connection.

Jamila understood this fear intimately. The name Mayokun wasn't just a tribute to Seriki's heritage, it was a promise. A promise that Mayokun would never be adrift, a promise that his past, his Yoruba lineage, would forever be a part of him.

Marriage to Jamila had been a turning point in his life. Yes, there was the undeniable joy of finding love, but it was Alhaji Maikudi's influence that truly propelled him forward. The elder Alhaji, a titan in the northern Nigerian business landscape, began helping him.

The initial steps were cautious. Leveraging Alhaji Maikudi's network, Seriki landed a modest government contract to supply the Nigerian military. Uniforms, boots, basic provisions – these were his first steps into the world of large-scale commerce. But Seriki excelled. His meticulous attention to detail and unwavering commitment to deadlines impressed his superiors. Soon, the contracts grew in size and complexity. Herds of cattle for the troops, vast quantities of grains to feed them – Seriki's company, ABS West Africa Limited, became a vital cog in the nation's defense machinery.


Military supplies were just the beginning. The taste of success fueled Seriki's hunger for bigger ventures. He started small, constructing government offices and apartment buildings. His



reputation for quality grew with each project, attracting the attention of larger clients. Soon, Seriki found himself at the helm of massive construction endeavors – roads that snaked across the vast Nigerian landscape, and towering edifices of glass and steel that redefined city skylines.

But Seriki's vision extended beyond domestic projects. He recognized the need for essential commodities often unavailable in Nigeria's developing economy. With characteristic determination, he secured government licenses to import goods like milk and sugar, becoming a lifeline for countless Nigerians. He ensured shelves remained stocked and families nourished, solidifying his place as a pillar of the community.

By his late thirties, Seriki was a household name in northern Nigeria. His wealth was a byproduct of relentless hard work and shrewd business acumen. More importantly, he earned the respect of his peers. He wasn't a man who flaunted his wealth, but one who commanded respect through quiet dignity and a commitment to excellence.

Seriki, a man of tradition, followed the Nigerian custom of marrying multiple wives and having a large family. While it brought him a sense of fulfillment and a bustling household, it also came with its fair share of complexities. Managing the needs and personalities of multiple wives required a delicate touch, and the constant stream of children brought a new level of chaos, albeit a joyful one, into his life.


Jamila struggled to reconcile her upbringing with Seriki's traditional practice of polygamy. Raised in a more modern household where monogamy was the norm, she initially found the idea of multiple wives daunting and unsettling. When Seriki




broached the topic early in their courtship, her heart sank. How could she share her beloved Seriki with other women?


Her doubts grew deeper when she confided in her mother, who revealed the extensive polygamous household of the Maikudi family, with her own father having ten wives. The revelation left Jamila reeling, grappling with the stark reality of tradition versus her personal desires.

In quiet moments with Seriki, Jamila tentatively expressed her concerns, her eyes reflecting both love and unease. "I don't know if I can share you," she admitted softly, her voice betraying a hint of vulnerability.

Seriki listened patiently, his hand gently holding hers. "Jamila, my dear," he began, his voice steady with reassurance. "I understand your worries. But in our tradition, having multiple wives is not about dividing love, but about building a strong family. Each wife brings her own strengths, and together, we support each other."

Jamila understood that polygamy was deeply rooted in her culture, and while she initially struggled with the concept, she eventually resigned herself to reality. She found solace in knowing she was Seriki's first wife, believing in his love for her despite the complexities of their family structure.


Amongst his children, Ayode, born to his last wife, held a special place in Seriki's heart. Perhaps it was the tenderness he felt towards his youngest, or maybe the bittersweet knowledge that Ayode would be his final child. Whatever the reason, Seriki showered Ayode with affection, ensuring his upbringing was filled with love and security.


In her absence, Zainab, Seriki's eldest daughter, assumed the role of Ayode’s mother after his own mother passed away during


childbirth. She cared for him with unwavering dedication and nurtured him as if he were her own, a bond made even stronger by Alhaji Seriki’s deep affection for his youngest son.

Life, however, rarely followed a straight path. Seriki's success soon attracted unwanted attention. Political parties, like moths to a flame, took notice of his wealth and influence. They craved his patronage, his public endorsement, and most importantly, his financial backing. This growing political interest deeply troubled Jamila.

She'd grown up witnessing the destructive nature of such entanglements. A vivid memory from her childhood resurfaced— her neighbor, Alhaji Hamid Al Hassan, who had eagerly joined the ruling party, becoming deeply entangled with politicians. For a time, his loyalty brought him favors and status. But when a new government with a different party came to power, Al Hassan's allegiance to the old regime made him a target. They ostracized him and framed him for tax evasion, stripping him of his business and reputation.
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