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This book is dedicated to any first-generation child who ever felt like they were not enough, who felt that they never belonged. Our story is unique, but that is what makes it so beautiful. In this moment, I hope you feel seen.










INTRODUCTION


I sat in a green armchair in the corner of my kitchen, fiddling with my hair as my mom stood at the kitchen island, cutting fresh okra. Recently, my mother, Iyom Susan Okuzu, had volunteered to cook dinner for my family of five: my husband, Eddie; our older son, Karter; younger son, Kruz; and baby daughter, Kamrynn. She was going to make her signature spicy, comforting palm oil okra soup with pounded yam. Once she’d organized all the soup ingredients—okra, red onion, spinach, a habanero pepper, crayfish, assorted meats and spices, ogbono seeds from the African market—the chopped onion and crayfish went into a pan with hot oil. The room filled with an aroma that instantly took me back in time.


Nigerian food is hearty, rich, and humble, and it dominates my childhood memories. I’d see Mom standing in front of the stove, stirring two, three pots of fragrant stews or soups with a slotted spoon. Many nights she’d come home exhausted from a twelve-hour nursing shift at the hospital and head directly to the kitchen to fry up meat or fish. The movement in our home always originated in the kitchen. In any Nigerian home, it’s where the action is. You can have a twenty-room house, but 90 percent of the time, the people who live there will be in the kitchen.


Smelling the sizzling onions, my two sons came barreling in, tossing a football. Their toddler sister, a new walker, tried to keep up. Karter, the spokesman of the group, asked, “What’s for dinner?” All three kids circled their grandmother, the boys tall enough to peer into the pan. They do the same with me at 4 p.m. when I cook dinner. I make tacos and spaghetti and love experimenting with international cuisines, but cooking Nigerian food makes my heart sing. The fact that my kids’ favorite dishes are Nigerian—like Mom’s okra soup and my grandmother Angela’s fried plantains (crispy on the outside, soft and sweet on the inside, and spicy when dipped in palm oil)—is a testament to the techniques I learned from them when I was a child.


“It’s not ready yet,” said Mom, shooing the kids away with a laugh. The two boys ran out of the kitchen as quickly as they had rushed in. Kamrynn hung back, wanting to help. The highest form of love in our culture is preparing a family meal, and my daughter had instinctively sensed its importance. “Go play with your brothers,” I told her. I was hoping for some alone time with my mother. I had something to ask her, and to tell her.


We watched Kamrynn toddle out. Mom flashed me a smile and I flashed one back. Then silence.


Stalling, I asked, “How’s Jordan doing?” My brother, eighteen years my junior, was a sophomore in college.


“He’s doing well,” she said. “I’m very proud of him.”


I nodded, swallowing a lump. Not that we weren’t all proud of Jordan, with good reason. He’d grown up well, despite the loss of his father (Jordan and I had different fathers). I just couldn’t recall the last time Mom told me that she was proud of me. The expectations for Nigerian girls are so much higher than they are for boys. A girl is considered a failure if she doesn’t cook expertly, keep house, marry a good Nigerian man, have children, care for the elders, look fabulous, and be a doctor or a lawyer. Nigerian boys only have to avoid getting a girl pregnant too early and eventually provide for their families. But even then, if boys miss the mark, they’re cut a lot of slack. They’re given dozens of chances to get back on track, reach their potential, and achieve success. Girls, not at all. Our missteps aren’t brushed off, and we don’t get pats on the back for doing the right thing. It’s expected of us, and any failure is met with disapproval by our demanding parents.


I glanced around at my glorious chef’s kitchen, the gleaming stainless steel appliances, the hammered copper pots and pans Mom was using. My gaze drifted into the living room, with its creamy walls and yummy plush couch, the colorful accent pillows I’d carefully chosen. Just outside the back door, we had ten acres of rolling green lawn and trees for the kids to play in. Two new cars were parked in the driveway. Eddie, the kids, and I had been living in our new house for just over a year, and it felt like home. Buying it was the culmination of our years and years of hard work, first earning our degrees, then proving ourselves in the workplace. Our family oasis was an objective symbol of success, and it felt good, validating, for my mother to spend time here and see the payoff of all her hard work raising me. It’d be even better if she acknowledged it.


When I was growing up in North Carolina, Mom always made our homes look beautiful, even when we lived in more modest places. Our apartments got bigger and nicer as Mom’s income grew. She started as a nurse and eventually became the director of nursing at major metropolitan hospitals. Still, although we were comfortably middle-class in terms of income, Mom had never figured out how to manage her money. In Nigeria, cash is king. So when Mom came to America, she didn’t have the savvy to use credit well and wound up with a bad credit score. Even at fifty-something, she struggles with that financial culture gap.


I got out of the chair and walked to the counter. “Can I help?” I asked her, sounding a lot like my own daughter. A pot of water was boiling on the stove, just waiting for yam flour to be poured in, the first step in the process of making pillowy, springy pounded yam balls to dip in the soup. “I want to help,” I said.


“It’s all under control,” said Mom, sending me back to the chair. I sat down, feeling dismissed, which took me back to childhood again. This scene had played out in the kitchen throughout my life when I offered to stand at her side and cook with her. She would refuse the offer, every time. I never pushed it.


My mother had long proven her capability as a woman who didn’t need help. Gifted, gutsy, and brilliant, she first came to America at seventeen and single-handedly put herself through college, eventually earning two master’s degrees. Not too shabby for an immigrant. She arrived here bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, ready to grab her slice of the American Dream. Then she suffered heartbreak and had to grow up quickly in a country that was not her own. These tragedies made her wiser, but they hardened her, stealing her optimism and the spark in her that I remembered from childhood. Her suffering showed her that the world is often cruel, and never wanting her own children to sulk or be blind to the cruelty of the world, she did not go easy on my older sister, Yvonne, and me.


Watching Mom stir the yam flour in the pot to smooth out the texture, I noticed a slight sheen on her forehead. She made a noise, a “hmph,” the sound I’d heard a million times—her exasperated noise.


“Is something wrong?” I asked.


She shot me an annoyed expression, another hallmark of hers. Every Nigerian mother has a repertoire of facial expressions and distinctive sounds that show how they feel without having to utter a single word.


“What?” I pressed.


Finally, she said, “Wen,” using my nickname, “you don’t know what I’m going through.”


“So tell me,” I said.


She shot me another look, the one that said, “I’m just overwhelmed.”


“If you’re tired, you don’t have to cook for us,” I said.


“Well, I’m doing it,” she said, her tone short, anger creeping in.


Now I was annoyed. “You offered to come over here and cook. No one asked you to do any of this. You insisted, so why are you doing it with anger?”


The truth was, she was angry at life, had been for a while. I was still trying to understand what my role was in her disillusionment. In our Nigerian culture, parents are only as successful as their children. My whole life, my mother had been adamant about keeping Yvonne and me locked into her vision of success and living our lives the way she wanted us to. We were given two options for our future: doctor or lawyer. Yvo (pronounced e-voh) became a surgeon and married a lawyer. I got my doctorate and married a lawyer. Our success gave Mom bragging rights for life, but it didn’t appear to make her happy.


“Don’t live your life for your children like I did,” she said. “You’ll just wind up alone.”


It wasn’t the first time she’d said this, and I wanted to respond, “Don’t take out your frustrations on me. Didn’t I do everything you ever asked of me?” But I didn’t dare speak the words out loud. Back talk was not part of the Nigerian parent-child contract.


I took a breath. “Mom, if you’re upset that you sacrificed so much, don’t sacrifice anymore.” I walked toward her. “I got this. I can finish dinner.” I moved to take her place at the stove, just as one day Kamrynn would take my place.


Susan frowned. “You don’t want my food,” she said, not budging.


For her, the very suggestion that I didn’t want her food was like a slap in the face. I hadn’t meant that, and she knew it. It was as if she was determined to misunderstand, to take offense at my attempts to have a real conversation.


My eyes burned. I had to confront my truth, one that I had danced around my entire life: my mother and I, as close as we are, don’t really understand each other.


How can it be that two people who lived side by side in small houses and apartments, talked every day for decades, went through so much pain and suffering together, could still keep so much hidden? Would we ever really understand each other and become as close as I wished we were?


Mom has always been my role model for nearly everything, but since I’d become a mother, I’d been noticing behaviors of hers—vulnerability, neediness, covetousness—that I didn’t want to emulate as a parent or as a woman. As a dutiful daughter, I walked a constant tightrope of meeting my immigrant mother’s strict expectations and upholding our Nigerian cultural traditions. But I also wanted to define myself—a first-generation immigrant raised in America—and my parenting style, on my own terms.


Mom and I never talked about past hurts—at all, ever. I wanted to be a different kind of mother, one who was available to talk with her kids about their feelings. Tonight I’d meant to bring up a couple of things, as some old hurts had been nagging me lately. Clearing the air with my mom would go a long way toward healing some of my own feelings.


I also wanted to tell Mom about a major decision concerning my career. And I knew she wouldn’t approve. Her parenting style was to use her disapproval like a blunt object. My sister and I succeeded out of fear of disappointing her. I was putting off telling her my news because I knew she’d give me her disappointed look, and I’d feel like I failed her. I was a mother of three, with a career and a marriage. I was thirty-seven years old, and Mom’s approval still weighed like an anvil on my choices.


As always, I couldn’t quite bring myself to say what was truly on my mind. I told myself, “Come on, Wendy. You can do it!” But then, I set the table instead. I knew rehashing ancient hurts wasn’t going to make Mom happy. Her happiness depended on my meeting her expectations for me. However, her expectations and my happiness were not aligned.


All my life, I’d done everything she asked. When would that be enough? When could I start living my life for me? What did I owe my mother now?


The food ready, I called in the family. My sons, my daughter, and my husband, Eddie, gathered in the kitchen and we sat down to eat. We ripped off pieces of the pounded yam ball, transforming them into balls with our hands, and dipped them into the soup. Mom watched us all closely as we took our first bites.


“It’s amazing,” I said.


She said, “I don’t know, I used too much salt. I’m not sure if it affected the recipe.” Her modesty was a fishing expedition. Food is her love language, and we had all learned to speak it.


“Oh no, no, no, no. It’s great!” I said to show my gratitude and appreciation.


Eddie said, “It’s delicious. Best I’ve ever had.”


The kids joined in, too, gushing praise until Susan smiled and dipped a piece of pounded yam into her soup to assess what she’d created for all of us.










ONE Coming to America



When I was three, my mother shook me awake in the middle of the night.


“Get up, Wen,” she said. “We have to go.”


My sister, Yvo, then six, was standing next to Mom at the foot of my bed. We were in a house at my maternal grandfather’s compound in Nigeria. Two weeks prior, we had fled my father’s home in Imo State to take refuge at my grandparents’ in Anambra State. Mom helped me out of bed, picked me up, and carried me out of the house. Like me, Yvo was wearing just her pajamas. Mom was dressed in her regular clothes, a long skirt and a long-sleeved blouse.


I’d never been awake that late before. Mom helped my sister and me into the back seat of the car. A man I didn’t recognize helped Mom load our six suitcases into the trunk. Mom slipped into the seat next to me, and the man got into the driver’s seat. “Let’s go,” she said.


“Where are we going?” I asked, confused.


“Close your eyes,” she said.


I dozed off in the car and woke up again in my mother’s arms in a white tunnel. Yvo held Mom’s hand and walked alongside us. The tunnel ended and we were ushered into a space I’d never seen before, with rows of cushioned seats and bright lights overhead. Mom found our row and buckled Yvo and me into our seats before she sat between us and fastened her own seat belt.


Overtired and excited to be inside an airplane for the first time, I cried when I was forbidden to run up and down the aisle. Eventually, I fell back to sleep and woke up the next morning in another new place, a new country. We were met at North Carolina’s Raleigh-Durham International Airport by a woman named Winifred, one of my mother’s sisters (she had four sisters, three of whom lived in and around Durham). I was too young to remember meeting my aunts before. Winifred drove us to a town house on Fargo Street. It looked just like all the other town houses on the block.


Mom said, “This is our new home, girls.” The house was, as I came to learn, owned by Aunt Ekwy, another of Mom’s sisters.


“Where’s Dad?” I asked once we were settled, fed, and dressed. The midmorning sun coming through the windows was bright.


“He’s fine. Don’t worry,” said Mom curtly.


“Is he coming here?” I asked.


“He’s coming,” she said. “He’ll be here soon.”


A lot was new to me in America: the relatives and friends who came in and out of the house on a steady basis to sit and talk to Mom; the humid climate; the people on the street and in stores who wore strange clothes and spoke with a weird accent. Many of the people were white, which was also a change from what I was used to.


Inside the house, it still felt like being in Nigeria. Mom cooked all our favorite dishes to give us a taste of home. And she spoke Igbo, the dialect of southeastern Nigeria, while she held court in the kitchen, entertaining and cooking for the stream of visitors. I’d never seen her like this before, so free and fun, the perfect hostess with a wooden spoon in one hand and a glass of wine in the other. I came to understand that most of the people who dropped by were our family members, aunts and cousins as well as some friends from the local Nigerian community. Listening to them talk, I soon realized that Mom had lived in Durham before I was born. Even though both my parents were Nigerian born, this was where they had been married in 1981. My sister, Yvo, had been born at Duke University Hospital later that year. Having been born in Nigeria, I was the only member of our immediate family who was totally new to this place—although Yvo’s memories of the first two years of her life in America were faint at best. I adapted quickly, as children do.


Thanks to Mom’s incredible cooking and open-door policy for guests, Fargo Street was like Grand Central Station. Back in Nigeria, our routine centered on home and the fundamentalist Christian church where my father, Edwin, was a pastor. Our lives before had been circumscribed, with few social gatherings. Now, in Durham, our house was alive with people, music, laughter. It was a place of joy.


For weeks, the newness distracted me from the mystery of why we were here in America at all. I missed my father, but I was okay. As long as my mother was to my left and my sister to my right, I felt secure. It didn’t matter where I was.


Over the course of a year, the three of us settled into life in Durham, and I got to know my aunts better. Mom worked odd jobs as a home-care worker and whatever else she could find. After several months, I stopped asking about my father, because Mom always said the same thing: “He’s coming. Soon.”


And then, out of the blue, Mom called to Yvo and me one random afternoon and said, “Girls! Your father is here.”


What? My sister and I ran toward the front door. There he stood, the man I had been starting to forget. I was overjoyed to see him after a year of absence, and dazzled by his huge afro, chocolate skin, electric smile, and soft, sweet cognac eyes. They were shining at me now, and I hugged him as tight as I could.


I glanced back at Mom to check how she felt about this, and I was relieved to see her beaming at him. “Your father is going to live with us from now on,” Mom informed us with no other explanation. Whatever made my mother flee with us in the dark of night a year ago had apparently been resolved. I was way too young to understand the emotional adjustments and negotiations that went on between my parents. I was just thrilled to have him back in the house. We moved out of Fargo Street, into a two-bedroom in the Lakewood apartment complex. Yvo and I had bunk beds and shared one room, while Mom and Dad had the other. Our furniture was utilitarian and basic.


At the time, Mom worked at an assisted-living facility and Dad got a job at the Budget car rental at the Raleigh-Durham International Airport. While they worked, we were watched over by family members. All I knew was that I was surrounded by love. Mom made the Lakewood apartment feel like home with decorative touches like fresh flowers by the window and a rainbow array of spice jars on the kitchen counter. Even if it was small, the apartment was always immaculate and smelled amazing. Every home my mother has lived in holds the same two aromas: the scent of her cooking and the fragrance of her perfume, a beautiful floral mixed with amber and vanilla. She has always worn this scent, which remains in my memory and my consciousness. Even the tiniest trace of it makes me think of her—as an adult I’ve walked into my sister’s house, detected a hint of vanilla, and asked, “Was Mom just here?”


My parents’ relationship during those years was the happiest I can remember. We were a family, and we needed each other. In that first year, my mom had to have abdominal surgery (for uterine fibroids, as I learned later). My father brought her home after the operation. As she walked into the house, she had one hand on her stomach, and one arm around my father’s neck. He helped her walk up the steps slowly, surely. As frightening as it was to see Mom in pain, the sight of my father’s comfort and support gave me a warm, secure feeling.


One memorable day, my father took me to work with him. He drove the Budget shuttle bus that picked people up at the different terminals. I sat in the shuttle bus one row back and diagonally across from him so I could see him (and he could see me). All day, I watched him greet people, help them on and off the shuttle. I was fascinated by the lever he pushed to open and close the door. You’d think a four-year-old would get bored sitting on a bus all day. Not me. I loved watching my father do his job. He was making people’s lives better, easing their stress. And they showed how much they appreciated him with a smile and warm thank-you. I was bursting with pride.


From what I saw, Mom and Dad were enjoying our life together, too. There was no apparent tension at all between them. But Edwin was increasingly unhappy about living in Durham. I overheard enough of their discussions to know that he wanted to leave and take us with him. Edwin had picked up certain ideas about the behavior of American girls. He thought they were wayward, got pregnant out of wedlock, and were sinful. He considered any woman who lived alone—not with a father or a husband—to be wild. That included Mom during her year without him, and possibly Yvonne and me when we got older, if we stayed in America.


Along with being a pastor, Edwin was a traditionalist: the husband made the decisions for the family and the wife obeyed. However, Mom was not a traditional Nigerian wife.


“God told me to go back to Nigeria, and God doesn’t want me to be separated from my wife and children,” Edwin told Susan.


“I will wait for a message from God to call me home to Nigeria,” she countered. “If that happens, I’ll go with you. If it doesn’t, we’re staying, with or without you.”


God did not deliver to Mom the same message he was giving my father, and she continued to defy him by refusing to leave. This only increased his demands that we all return to Nigeria.


My aunts came by as usual a few times a week to sit around the kitchen table and talk. Winifred, my mother’s oldest sister, told her, “You can go against your husband’s word or get a divorce, but people won’t like it.” By “people,” Winifred meant the local Nigerian community, our family, and friends. Culturally, divorce was just not an option. It dishonored both the families. For Nigerians, family honor was everything. Even if a married couple hated each other’s guts, they stuck it out or they’d be ostracized from the community.


“I don’t care what people say,” replied Susan, defiant.


“What kind of life will you have without a husband?” asked Winifred. “How will you support them on your own?”


“I’ll figure it out,” said Mom.


“You’re playing a dangerous game, Susan,” warned Winifred.


It wasn’t the first or last talk of certain doom between Mom and her sisters. Their concern was real, though. I even felt it as a little kid. On the line was Mom’s reputation and the respect of our social circle. Susan didn’t have any American friends. If she was rejected by the insular immigrant community, she would have no one except us. Also hanging in the balance was Yvo’s and my future. As a small child, I wasn’t told that if my father left, he would stop contributing financially to our family. Mom would be completely responsible for the cost of raising us.


One sunny, beautiful North Carolina day, I heard my parents arguing in their bedroom. My father yelled, “What are you going to do alone in America with two girls? Who’s going to want to be with you?”


Next, my father came into the living room where Yvo and I were playing, kissed us on the head, and said goodbye, like he did when he left for work, and left through the front door. Sensing something was off, I found Mom sitting on the edge of her bed, crying.


“What’s wrong, Mommy?” I asked, sitting on the floor at her feet. I’d never seen her cry before, and the sight was alarming.


“Dad is gone,” she said.


It didn’t seem real. I remember looking out the window to make sure it was still the same view of trees and sky or if the whole world had changed. The sun was still shining, but inside my head, it was dark and cloudy.


He’ll be back, I thought. He’d just shown up before. He could walk in the door at any second. “Is this real?” I asked.


“It’s real,” she said. “And he’s not coming back this time.”


Edwin returned to Nigeria for good the following year. His parting words—that Mom would be all alone in America—were a warning and a curse. That cruelty made it easier for her to let him go.


I wouldn’t see my father again for eight years.


Our father’s abrupt departure was a huge blow to Yvo, but perhaps not as much of a shock as it was for me. She was seven, old enough to pick up on undercurrents that I missed. Even if she knew that trouble was brewing, she felt as miserable about his abrupt departure as I did. One minute our father was with us, and the next he was gone. All I understood at four was that I’d lost someone I loved.


I noticed an immediate change in Mom after he’d left. She was sad for a while—had lower energy than usual, and I’d occasionally catch her crying—but eventually she seemed lighter, happier, more determined than ever to build a life in Durham. She started to wear makeup and get her nails done, things my conservative, religious father never would have allowed.


I overheard Mom tell Winifred, “I’m free. I can do whatever I want.” For her, sending my father away meant she could choose her own destiny, whether that meant wearing shorter skirts, pursuing a career, or making the decisions for her daughters.


My aunt’s warning that Mom would be ostracized by the Nigerian community never came to pass. Why would it? She was feeding them all, and our people are not going to turn down great cooking. When you’re an immigrant, you yearn for your community, your culture, and your traditions. Our constant guests were lured by the flavor of home, the conversation about the old days in the village, and news from back home.


Our Lakewood apartment became the gathering place for every celebration. Each Christmas, our house was packed with aunts, uncles (Mom had four brothers; three of whom eventually came to live in the Durham area), other families, and friends. Our table groaned under huge ceramic platters of rice, stews, okra soup, plantains, and assorted meats. I remember the press of bodies, my uncles’ leather jackets, the sound of wine bottles being uncorked and people laughing, the singing of Oliver De Coque and Nigerian highlife music, the wink of string lights, and the flash of gold chains. There was a buzz in the atmosphere and good vibes from being together.


In America, Mom bucked small traditions along with the big ones. For example, when she was growing up, the tradition was that her father, Albert, ate first and took the best parts of the meat. The next oldest would then choose his or her pieces, and so on down the line until the youngest child in the house was served. In a party situation, the eldest guests eat first. The kids are told to wait in the living room for their turn. Susan always felt like that order wasn’t right. So at all the holiday parties she hosted, and at every postchurch Sunday dinner, Mom flipped the script. “My kids eat first,” she said. “They deserve the best.” I felt privileged and special as I filled my plate before anyone else.


Mom put us first in every way. She chose our freedom over her marriage. Mom was different from the other mothers in the Nigerian community. They answered to their husbands. Mom answered to no one. I’ve never seen her cower to any man, which served her well. Mom was the queen, and no king would tell her what to do. She was certainly my queen. Mom didn’t bend for anyone. I’ve never seen her give in.


She might’ve become too independent. She loved her siblings, but she never changed her mind if they challenged her. Just the opposite. She’d dig in harder. A child needs to see adults love and support each other, as well as disagree, argue, compromise, and make up. A child learns to see the world from both parents’ different perspectives. For me, only one point of view mattered—my mother’s. (Thank God my husband is so patient with me, because, before I got married, I had no idea what compromise looked like.)


During my childhood, I didn’t see many examples of happy relationships around me. My aunts were single or in distant marriages. Culturally, Nigerian women typically marry older men for the financial stability, either by choice or because their parents make them. Marriage isn’t usually rooted in love; it’s a practical decision. Many of the Nigerian girls I knew growing up followed that pattern and married someone ten or more years older than they were. Mom and Edwin bucked convention by being the same age and marrying for love. But they were swept up in the romance of love, American style, the fairy tale of finding your Romeo, your Juliet. The fact that they still split up despite being in love chipped away at Mom’s idealism. Once that process began, it didn’t stop. She became a hardened realist. She never thought she’d be a single parent of two girls, but that’s what came to pass. I don’t begrudge Mom for doing what was right for her and what she thought was right for us: staying in America, even if she had to sacrifice her marriage to do it. I often reflect on how brave it was for her to go it alone. But I felt my father’s absence every single day.


It’s probably not too surprising that I ended up marrying a man who shares my father’s nickname and resembles him. My husband, Edward (Eddie), has my father’s deep chocolate skin and those rare cognac eyes. When people ask me, “What’s your favorite feature of Eddie’s?” I don’t have to think about it. Eddie’s eyes remind me of my dad’s, and he passed on those eyes to Karter and Kamrynn. It’s also possible their cognac eyes were passed down from my father, through me. It’s a very strange thing to see pieces of my father, a man who was not in my life, in my children. Stranger still, I love those pieces despite my conflicted feelings about the man.


When I watch my husband with Kamrynn, I feel nostalgic for an experience I’ve never had. Kam is a daddy’s girl. If I say no to her, she immediately goes running to Eddie. Eddie gathers her up and she puts her little arms around his neck. Love lights them up. In his arms, she stops crying (not that they were real tears; she just wanted his attention) and they smile at each other like a besotted pair. I watch her sit on his lap while he’s working on the computer, swinging her foot in her baby Nikes, as content as can be. Their mutual adoration melts my heart.


I wish I’d had that.


As glad as it makes me that they have such a sweet relationship, as grateful as I am to have found a good husband who is a devoted father, my envy runs right alongside those positive emotions, and often takes the lead. Must be nice to have a dad, I think. Or, as I observe them together, I say to Eddie, “Can’t relate.” We laugh at the joke, but it’s also my truth.


I believe in the phenomenon of the butterfly effect, the theory that a small action (a butterfly flapping its wings in North America) can cause a large impact far away and later on (a typhoon in Asia). My parents’ separation, and my mother’s decision to stay in America and raise us alone, changed the trajectory of my life. I missed growing up with a father, but who I am and what I am would never have been if Edwin stayed in the picture. Mom applied a lot of pressure on us throughout our lives. But that pressure would have been ten times worse—and far more limiting—under Edwin’s traditional, conservative authority.


I am myself because of my mother’s painful decision to let my father go. As hard as that was for all of us, the truth is, I’m grateful for it.


Although I’ve asked her many times, Mom hasn’t told me everything about her split with Edwin. “He was very strict,” she said. “He never would have let you have a career. You would have been married off as a teenager.”


That explanation was undoubtably true, but I knew there was more to the story than that. I wouldn’t see the full picture for years to come, but when I did, I was even more grateful that Mom made the choice she did, risking personal and social disaster for our freedom.










TWO The Narrow Path



Mom’s first order of business as a modern, independent woman was to figure out how to be the breadwinner. As she often said, “Some people have jobs, some have careers.” To have a career, she needed to go to college, and she decided to go into nursing. It was a viable option. Other immigrants in the North Carolina Nigerian community became nurses, so she knew it was possible. It was also something she’d dreamed about for a long time, ever since she was a child in wartime.


To this day, my mother still remembers the whistling sound of bombs dropping, the concussive force when they exploded, the smell and screams of people burning alive. The stories about my family’s trials through the Nigerian Civil War, also known as the Biafra War, were told and retold at gatherings throughout my childhood. They frightened and awed me, so different from the life I experienced. The war broke out in mid-1967 and lasted until early 1970. It was ignited by ethnic and religious persecution between the main tribes of Nigeria (the Yoruba in the west, Hausa in the north, and Igbo in the southeast), government turmoil with one military coup after another, and the battle to control the Niger Delta oil fields. The Igbo of the Biafra region—my people—sought to separate and form their own country. As a consequence, the Nigerian military squeezed the region, cutting off the food supply. Millions died from starvation and bombs.


My mother was four or five when the bombing started. We aren’t sure exactly how old she was, because family documents, including birth certificates, were lost in flight and in raids. Because her father, Albert, served in an advisory role in the Nigerian army, he had access to intelligence briefings from the generals and was tipped off that the battle was coming to their village of Nimo, in Anambra State. In the middle of the night, the no-nonsense matriarch of our family, my great-grandmother Mmgbeoye Ogoadigbomma (everyone called her Nne, pronounced en-nay), and grandmother Angela fled their village with eight of her nine children. The oldest son, Fred, was in the army.


They had a driver and left by car—Nne, Angela, and all the kids squeezed into it—but it quickly ran out of gas and was abandoned. The family was forced to continue on foot through the woods and along the side of the roads in search of sanctuary. They could walk only at night, because planes swept the area during the day. If they’d been spotted, they would have been shot or bombed. During daylight, they hid in the empty buildings of abandoned villages.


For weeks, my aunt Winifred carried Mom on her back; Angela and her older children carried the youngest ones on theirs. The women balanced parcels of whatever possessions they brought with them on their heads as they passed through bombed villages, stepping around decaying bodies and rivers of blood. My aunts have told me stories about their walking by decimated houses that had been reduced to rubble, seeing the blackened skeletal remains of an entire family sitting around the scorched dinner table.


Planes came without warning, even at night, flying low over the ground, shaking the trees, kicking up blinding dust, the noise splitting their ears. As soon as my family heard one coming, they would scatter into the woods and frantically dig trenches in the dirt to hide in. When the roar of flames died down, the next sound they heard was the cries for help from the survivors. But there wasn’t much anyone could do, and most of the time, the survivors didn’t last long.


Passing through one town, my family came upon a naked, malnourished, crying child covered in soot and ash. He was around my mother’s age, the sole survivor of a raid. My grandmother Angela quickly discovered that the child was deaf, although it wasn’t clear if he was born that way or if his eardrums had been damaged in an explosion. She gathered him up, wrapped him in a piece of her own filthy clothing, and carried him in her arms as they kept going. They didn’t know this boy and certainly didn’t need the burden of caring for another child. But they couldn’t leave a traumatized child alone among the remains of every person he’d ever loved. No one knows what became of that child.


Eventually, Nne, Angela, and the kids reached a tiny village deep in the woods, far away from any towns or cities that were the prime targets for the raids. My grandmother knew some people there and they were allowed to shelter in relative safety until the war was over. Miraculously, they all made it through in one piece. The family reunited back in Nimo, where they remained until the first wave of Nigerian immigrants arrived in America and other parts of the world in the late 1970s.


Although the war has been over for more than fifty years now, the scars haven’t entirely faded. The three main tribes of Nigeria are still divided by different languages, customs, attitudes, demeanors, and rituals. Some of the same conflicts that started the Biafra War continue to cause problems in Nigeria today. Although Nigerian expatriates in the diaspora gravitate toward each other, we are highly aware of which tribe we come from, and we prefer to marry and befriend those in our own.


Mom’s experiences of witnessing the suffering of others and feeling powerless to help stayed with her, and inspired her dream of being a healer. She enrolled in Durham’s North Carolina Central University, a historically Black college and university (HBCU), to get her bachelor’s degree in nursing. When I was around five years old, I sat next to her in her classes with my coloring books. I remember being transfixed by all the glass tubes and pipettes in her chemistry class. I attended her graduation ceremony, cheering louder than anyone when she accepted her diploma. She worked so hard; nothing was ever given to her. She was my role model. I wanted to achieve like her, and for her, to pay her back for what she did for us.


The path to the first degree in our family, Mom’s BSN, began in that small, humble apartment at the Lakewood housing complex, an unlikely launch pad for the academic achievements that continue to define us.


Although my mother raised me, in a way I feel like I raised her, too. I’ve been there for all her milestones. When she got her college degree. When she got her first master’s degree. When she got her second master’s and walked in a graduation ceremony, carrying a candle and wearing all white. Needless to say, she was there when I accepted my degrees—all four of them (but who’s counting?)—as well as Yvo’s ceremonies. Mom often said, “We are all we have,” and being there for each other to celebrate our victories meant the world to me, to us.


As for her daughters’ path to success in America, Mom set her sights high. It wasn’t subtle. When Dad left, Mom wasn’t truly ostracized, but in our community, people talk. Without a father in the picture, wagging tongues started predicting our doom. Mom sat Yvo and me down at the table and said, “Girls, when you grow up, you’re going to be a doctor, lawyer, or maybe an engineer. Otherwise, you’re not accomplished.”


“Yes, Mommy,” we replied.


“So what do you want to be when you grow up?” she asked, eyeing us expectantly.


Yvo said, “I want to be a doctor!”


I said, “I want to be a lawyer!”


“You are my daughters, and you will be a doctor and a lawyer. Let’s pray on it.”


She took out her ever-ready rosary—she was Roman Catholic—and we got on our knees and prayed to God that we would have the strength and courage to follow our mother’s dreams.


The script was written for us, and we replayed the scene over and over.


“Good! And how will you become a doctor or a lawyer?” she asked.


“By going to school and getting an education.”


Our job was to chase success. Nothing else was acceptable. I never questioned, I just tried to live up to my mom’s demands. She knew what was best for me.


Once, I came home from preschool and said, “When I grow up, I want to be a clown!”


Mom laughed as any parent would, then she got dead serious. “You will not be a clown,” she said. “You will be a doctor or a lawyer. Maybe an engineer.”


“Yes, Mommy,” I said.


“Say it.”


“I will be a doctor, lawyer, or engineer,” I replied.


“Good,” she said, sounding almost relieved.


Nigerians believe in the “power of the tongue.” As the saying goes, “As a man thinketh, so shall he become.” Nigerian parents tell their children what to do. They put their children on the narrow path—become a doctor-lawyer-engineer, get married, have kids—and don’t even speak of another one. It’s a deep form of manifesting. They speak life into us.


Susan was taught to emphasize education from her father, Albert. Unlike most of the residents of Nimo who spoke only Igbo, he could speak the language of many Nigerian tribes. His education and intelligence got him far. He was a high-ranking captain in the Nigerian police force.


Albert wanted all his kids to get an education—especially the women. During that era, a woman’s highest expectation was to get married and bear children. So his pushing his daughters to go to college was revolutionary. Aunt Winifred was the first woman of Nimo to get a bachelor’s degree.


It might have been unusual for Albert to push for women’s education in Nigeria back then. But for the first wave of Nigerian immigrants who came to America, attaining an education was the whole point. As soon as government incentive programs made it easier for them to pursue degrees outside the homeland, Nigerians came to the United States in droves. In 1978, the year my mother first arrived in California, there were only twenty-five thousand Nigerian-born immigrants in the US. By 2018, that number had grown to over four hundred thousand.* During those forty years, Nigerians in America have been kicking ass.


Nigerian Americans have a higher level of educational achievement than any other racial or ethnic group in the US.† More than 61 percent of Nigerian Americans twenty-five and older have a bachelor’s degree or higher (twice the rate of the US general population), and 29 percent have graduate degrees, compared to 11 percent of the rest of the country. I know what you may be thinking: Here goes Wendy bragging about her degrees again! No, not at all. There is an old saying that you can’t know where you’re going unless you know where you come from. Well, this, my friends, is where I come from.


As of 2013, one-quarter of Black Harvard Business School students are Nigerian.‡ Only 5 percent of US doctors are Black; 77 percent of them are Nigerian.


Then there are the economics that surround being Nigerian in America: contrary to what many might believe for a Black immigrant population, the Nigerian poverty rate is lower than the national rate. The median annual household income of Nigerian Americans is about 11 percent higher than the US average. Thirty-five percent of Nigerian American households earn at least ninety thousand dollars per year.


Why are the numbers so good? Because every Nigerian immigrant of Mom’s generation demanded that their children rack up advanced degrees. One master’s was okay. Two MAs were better. But an MD, JD, and/or a PhD was better still. Mom wasn’t unique in pushing for our academic achievement, but her relentlessness had an edge to it. It was about more than just family pride and financial security. For Mom, our success would be her redemption.


Although Mom was accepted in the Nigerian community, and the Igbo community, which was a small world inside a small world, plenty of people were still talking about her behind her back and predicting that her decision to split from Edwin would be a disaster for all of us. Mom knew just how bad it was thanks to her favorite younger brother Hyke (sounds like “bike”). He kept her in the loop about what people were saying.


In the family order of Mom and her eight siblings, Mom was number six, and Hyke was number eight. The two had a fierce bond. After Edwin left, Hyke became a bigger presence in our lives. To my eyes, he was a man’s man. Over six feet tall with a sturdy build, and a slightly crooked grin that made you smile back, he had a confident, masculine energy that made you feel safe. Women picked up on it, and he could always find someone to take him in. Between girlfriends, he lived with us.


According to family lore I picked up by listening to the adults talk around the kitchen table and at parties (Nigerians have only two topics of conversation, family history and politics), Mom was a tomboy and she cut up as much as her three younger brothers in Nimo. When they stole my grandfather Albert’s car, for example, Mom was the one steering the car while the brothers pushed it out of the family compound, a cluster of small houses with a square border wall around them.


Uncle Hyke had a habit of breaking Albert’s strict rules. One rule was to always be inside the compound walls by a certain time each night. At the appointed hour, Albert locked the entry gate. If anyone didn’t make it home in time, they would have to find someplace else to sleep. Hyke’s logic was, if he came home past curfew, he’d just scale the gate. One night he tried it. My grandfather shot him in the back with a bow and arrow.


Nigerians parents do not play when it comes to their kid obeying their rules. Their word is law, and if a child breaks that law, he or she will face consequences. Albert loved all his children, but he was a force to be reckoned with. As a police captain, he was determined not to let any of his kids turn into the kind of people he spent his career arresting. He was also an excellent marksman and knew where to aim the arrow to avoid causing any serious damage. Hyke learned his lesson. He never crossed Albert again.


Albert’s wife, Angela, didn’t go easy on her kids, either. All of five foot five, she would climb onto a table so she could give a good punch to her six-foot-two sons. Once, when Mom was around seven, Angela gave her and all the kids the equivalent of a quarter to spend at a big, annual food bazaar. Mom ran through the bustling market and got in line at her favorite food seller’s table. When it was her turn, my mother dropped her money into a box on the table and reached to take a plate of food. The food seller started yelling at her. “What are you doing?” she said.


“I put the money in the box,” replied Mom.


“You’re supposed to put it in my hand!”


It seemed like a minor procedural squabble. She was just a hungry, excited kid. But the lady was pissed, and she yelled loud enough for Angela to hear. Instead of taking her daughter’s side and telling the food seller to calm down, Angela beat the heck out of her daughter, in front of everyone there.


“Mommy, I didn’t do anything!” Mom protested. “I put the money in the box! She’s yelling over nothing!”


“You shouldn’t have done anything in the first place to make her yell,” Angela replied.


The incident had a lifelong impact on my mother. She vowed that if she ever had daughters of her own, she’d never yell at them in front of a stranger or take someone’s side against them, even if they were 100 percent in the wrong. Mom lived up to that childhood vow. She never yelled at my sister or me in public nor took someone else’s side over ours.


Growing up, I received the occasional spanking, but I never got slapped in public or shot with an arrow. Luckily.


During my early childhood, I would never have broken the rules. I stayed on the narrow path Mom set me on, because I knew how important it was to her that my sister and I lived up to her expectations.


At all those parties at our house, the adults talked openly in front of me, and my big ears took it all in. No one was as candid with Mom about local gossip as Hyke. Once, I overheard him tell her, “Edwin’s people are saying you’re going to go crawling back to him. They say the girls are going to get pregnant and drop out of school at fourteen. They’re all waiting for you to fail.”


Her response was, “Let them talk.” She was determined to pull off a miracle and prove everyone all wrong.


As a parent, I have read articles in American magazines about how you can help a child find their passion and figure out what they want to do in life. In Nigerian culture, the parent decides, and the child obeys. If a child is rebellious, Nigerian parents will either beat it out of them or refuse to talk to them until they fall in line.


My grandparents certainly kept my mother in line, using strict tactics. And it followed that I was raised not to challenge or contradict my mother about anything, including her prediction that we would be successful. I can’t tell you how many times I heard people say to her, “You can’t raise two girls on your own.” She never gave into their dire predictions, and reinforced her expectations of us by simply saying, “My daughters, you will be successful.”


Like Mom, I expect my kids to do what I say. I expect them to be successful. But I want them to define their own paths for themselves. Like Mom, I expect the kids to be respectful of their elders. But unlike my mother (and grandmother), I encourage them to set their own boundaries. For example, I don’t force my kids to give an auntie or uncle (what we call any older person) a hug if they don’t want to. They should always be polite, but saying hello is enough. It might seem like a small thing to let my kids determine the level of affection they choose to give. But independent thinking starts with making small choices. Today they have autonomy about whom to hug. Tomorrow they’ll have autonomy over their careers and marriages (within reason).


Mom was old-school about children being unequivocally obedient. She didn’t grant us any autonomy. Our success on the narrow path was so important to her. Since she was all we had, it was important to us. My biggest fear in life was letting her down. Just the thought of it gave me a horrible feeling in my stomach.


No matter what, I would become the girl, and the woman, and the lawyer she expected, demanded, me to be.




	
* “Nigerian Diaspora in the United States.” Migration Policy Institute, 2015.


	
† “Detailed Look at Sub-Sahara African and Caribbean Ancestry.” United States Census Bureau, 2017.


	
‡ Chua, Amy; Rubenfeld, Jeb. The Triple Package: How Three Unlikely Traits Explain the Rise and Fall of Cultural Groups in America. Penguin, 2014.
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