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Prologue
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There is tragedy in my story, but my story is not a tragedy. It is a story of grit, grace, and perhaps above all, a story of extraordinary triumph that I want to share with the world.

To be fair, it is my mother’s story more than mine. That she even lived long enough to become a mother is no small miracle.

Up against soul-crushing challenges detailed in the pages ahead, Obiajulu Justina Ejiofor raised four children who shattered every expectation. Her unique parenting style, her life-changing sacrifices, and her unrelenting discipline are the reasons my brother is today an Oscar-nominated actor; they are the reason I am a CNN anchor with degrees from Oxford and Columbia; my sister, a medical doctor; and my eldest brother, a successful entrepreneur.

People usually underestimate my mother. By all appearances, she is an ordinary woman, small in stature and quiet. She speaks slowly, with the singsongy cadence of the tiny, rural village in Africa where she grew up. She likes to ride the bus, wears modest clothes, and is often too shy to make eye contact with strangers.

She is also someone who fought with every fiber of her being for her family. She carried us through a staggering tragedy, shielded us from the violence in our neighborhood, and devoted every spare penny to our education. She barely finished school but taught herself Shakespeare, French, and the piano – just so she could teach us. She plastered clippings of Black success stories over our walls to remind us what we could achieve. And, after ten-hour shifts each day, hosted late-night study sessions so we’d always be one step ahead in school.

My mother would tell you she did nothing special. In a way, I suppose, she’s right. She simply raised us the way she had been raised, the way her parents had been raised before her, and theirs before them. In the remote Nigerian village where she grew up, this is just what parents do.

Back home, mothers and fathers sometimes go to extreme lengths – doing things you may find wacky, weird, or even a bit frightening – to elevate the lives of their children. They will go without food, sacrifice their safety, destroy appliances, even ship their kids to other continents. (Yes, all of those things happen in this book.)

You may not know much about Nigeria. Our beaches aren’t featured in travel magazines. There are no safaris on our savannas. Tourists don’t swarm our monuments to pose for pictures. But there is one area where we do shine. With an almost conveyor-belt predictability, we have quietly sent armies of ambitious, talented, and disciplined children to every corner of the world.

In the United States, Nigerians make up a small portion of the Black population – less than 1 percent – but represented about a quarter of the Black students at Harvard Business School in 2013. As of 2006, Nigerians were the most educated immigrant group in the United States – 17 percent held master’s degrees and 4 percent held doctorates. And by 2021, three of the top five richest Black people on earth were Nigerian.

This is a culture that has, in my mother’s lifetime, faced so much – civil war, ethnic cleansing, and one of the world’s worst famines – and found hope with so little.

That’s because we see ourselves as overcomers; people who have not folded but grown stronger under the weight of our country’s painful history. Somehow that history – as raw and as complicated as it may be – has only strengthened our resolve to fight for our children.

It is that resolve that generations of men, women, and children have drawn from. As you will see, my mother is a giant among them.

This is our story.




Chapter 1
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I can’t remember most of what happened that Sunday in September.

I couldn’t tell you what the Gospel reading was at Mass that morning or whether Aunty Fatou came over to braid my hair in cornrows, or which Culture Club song was playing on the broken radio in my bedroom.

None of that really matters anyway. Everything about that Sunday was so routine, so plain, so unremarkable. Until the phone rang.

My mother had been waiting for that sound since morning, never straying too far from the living room just in case she missed it. Everything she’d done that day – frying plantains, leafing through the Argos catalogue, ironing my brothers’ school shirts – was all a plot to fill time.

She kept telling us to turn down the television so nothing would drown out the sound. She was anxious, fidgety, we all were.

When the phone rang at 6:30 p.m., she finally gave herself permission to exhale.

‘Arinze?’

It was supposed to be my dad. He was supposed to explain why he still wasn’t home; to apologize for the eight hours of worry he’d put her through.

But the voice on the other end of the line wasn’t his.

This voice was nervous, it hesitated and stuttered. It took a deep breath and mumbled two sentences that brought one chapter of our lives to a swift and sudden end and started an entirely new book.

‘Your husband and your son have been involved in a car crash. One of them is dead and we don’t know which one.’

It’s human nature to fear the worst when we don’t hear from a loved one for several hours, but usually, the worst doesn’t happen. Usually, everyone ends up all right.

This was not one of those times.

My father and eleven-year-old brother were four thousand miles away on a father–son road trip; long-awaited quality time together after a busy summer. My brother gazing out the car window, wide-eyed and inquisitive. My father pointing and explaining: the sprawling textile markets, the street hawkers selling okpa, the overcrowded yellow buses with conductors riding on the outside. All distant flashes of rich culture, a universe away from the corner shops, pubs, and lollipop men that littered our neighbourhood in South London.

Somewhere along that six-hour stretch of bumpy highway between my father’s home state of Enugu and the buzzing West African metropolis of Lagos, the man driving my father and brother swerved into the opposite lane to cut traffic. As their car veered around a bend, it was crushed by a speeding tractor trailer. Everyone in the car was killed instantly, apart from one person in the back seat, where my father and brother were sitting.

Our relatives in Nigeria were initially told both of them had died. Then, hours later, that one had survived. Then again, that both were killed. They were still in the middle of arguing, trying to work out the facts, when someone made that dreaded call to my mother.

I was five, my eldest brother was fourteen, and my mother was four months pregnant at the time.

She hung up the phone in stunned silence. Every expression shrouded in disbelief, every movement weighed down by numbness. She prayed there’d been a mistake; prayed that perhaps in the whirlwind of sirens and stretchers that names and identities were mixed up; that somehow her husband and son had been spared. She thought maybe if she fell asleep, she’d wake up to the sound of my brother playing ‘Au Clair de la Lune’ on his recorder or my dad tapping his feet to atilogwu music in the living room.

She glanced over at me, her little girl, playing happily with a few figurines on the living room floor. Her son Obinze was watching TV. She closed her eyes.

God, if you grant me just one miracle for the rest of my life, let it please come tonight.

My parents owned a small chemist in Brixton, South London, opposite a council estate. After Obinze and I were asleep, my mother drove there in the middle of the night, oscillating between bracing for the worst and hoping for the best. She unlocked the rolling metal shutters and raided the shelves, throwing dozens of items into a tote bag – bandages, gauze, paracetamol, antiseptics, cold compresses. Her job now was to help whoever had survived.

She returned home and took her passport out of the brown envelope in her bottom dresser drawer. She tucked it into her handbag, threw some clothes into a tattered suitcase, arranged for our uncle Leo to care for us, and called a cab. By dawn she was on a six-hour flight to Nigeria. Six lonely hours with nothing to focus on besides the pain that awaited. She stared out of the window at the blanket of white clouds, drawing no comfort from the heavenly fluff. As the tears fell, she understood that far below those clouds lay an impossible reality.

Lost in her trance, she barely noticed when the plane landed with a thud on the runway. As the other passengers slowly gathered their belongings, she elbowed, squeezed, and pushed her way to the front of the plane. She normally would have apologized, at least said excuse me, but she kept her head forward. One of her boys needed her help. Their very survival might depend upon her. This was no time to be polite. She eventually untangled herself from the aeroplane’s clutches and scrambled to make her connecting flight.

She arrived at her final stop in Enugu three hours later. The looming moment of truth made it hard to breathe as she navigated the rush of activity in the arrivals hall: throngs of people hanging around the baggage claim, embracing families and barking taxi drivers. Barefoot children sold groundnuts, and area boys offered to carry her bags.

She clutched her overstuffed tote and focused on her feet – small steps forward – to keep from collapsing when a young driver approached.

‘Where you going? By yourself? You have more bags?’

She mumbled something about a hospital near the main market. They drove there in silence.

After the car accident, the passengers were all assumed dead. Their bodies were flung one by one into the back of a truck and driven to a local morgue. It was only when the driver arrived at the morgue, opened the back of the truck, and began unloading the bodies, that he noticed one of them was still breathing.

My mother didn’t know any of that as the car pulled up to the hospital’s main entrance. The concrete bungalow was swarming with people, as most good hospitals in Nigeria usually are. She pushed her way through the crowd outside and into the waiting area, her gut heavy with dread. She scanned the reception: pregnant women fanning themselves in the brutal heat, patients and clerks arguing over hospital bills, the sick and wounded groaning from wooden benches while others slept on the floor.

She raced over to an unruly queue at the front desk, unable to bear not knowing her fate for a second longer. After only a few moments, she flagged down a passing nurse.

She gave the nurse her name and was told to wait. After twelve hours of travelling across two continents, twelve hours caught in a whirlpool of fear, she now had to sit and wait. The next few minutes felt like decades. She sank into a chair, caressed her pregnant belly, pulled a rosary from her purse, and squeezed the beads. Then an attendant appeared and asked her to follow.

The hospital was laid out in a series of bungalows connected through a maze of outdoor walkways. My mother looked down as she walked over the chipped, concrete floors. The fluorescent lights overhead flickered and buzzed, and the hum of a power generator was the only background music.

They continued until they reached a closed door that led to Ward 7. She followed the attendant into an open room lined with more than a dozen hospital beds, all of them occupied.

She paused on the threshold to take in the scene; monitors beeping, nurses scurrying, patients shouting for attention. Relatives were sleeping on the concrete floors next to their loved ones’ bedsides. She scanned the room twice, her heart pounding in her throat, as she searched for a face she knew. And then she saw him. A small boy, her small boy, lay helpless on a bed against the wall. She recognized his brown eyes peeking through the bloody bandages that cocooned his face. For the first time, it was real. Her husband was dead; her son was alive, but barely.

Delirious with anguish, she took one step towards her son and fainted.

She awoke sitting in a chair next to the bed. As her vision began to fill in, it took all her strength not to scream.

As the doctor explained her son’s many injuries, her mind drifted towards the husband she’d never see again. Arinze Sylvester Ejiofor was her everything, her partner since the age of fourteen, the only boy she’d ever kissed, and the unstoppable force that held her family together. He was a larger-than-life character everywhere he went: an accomplished singer in Nigeria, a trainee doctor in Mexico, an aspiring entrepreneur in England. His energetic charm and wit generated a contrail of love and support that was almost visible behind him.

My mother tried to remember the last thing they said to each other. Something about needing more toothpaste or nappies for the chemist. They were always running low on nappies.

When the beeping machines finally broke her trance, the doctor still hadn’t stopped talking. She had to concentrate hard to unpeel the string of technical terms he used to describe her son’s condition: badly broken bones in his right arm and a serious head injury. From what the doctor was saying, it was clear her son had only just managed to survive. She leaned over her eleven-year-old boy and gently caressed his hand.

‘It really hurts,’ my brother said, trying unsuccessfully to move his arm on his own.

She scrambled for the tote bag and began laying out plasters and gauze on the bedside table, but nothing she’d brought could ease his pain, or hers.

The hospital was one of the most sophisticated in eastern Nigeria, but that gave my mother little comfort. The machines were old, the buildings poorly maintained, and there were serious concerns about hygiene and infection. Mosquitoes had free rein. The bathrooms rarely had running water. She let out a desperate sigh and reached for the bottle of water sitting on the floor.

‘Drink this,’ she told her son. ‘You have to keep hydrated.’

A nurse walking by asked her to keep her voice down so she wouldn’t wake the other patients. Fighting back tears, she asked my brother how on earth this could have happened. It took him a few moments to respond. He was clearly still in pain. He spoke slowly, in a low voice, without any expression.

They were on the road to Lagos, had barely left Enugu, in fact, when my father pulled out a wooden comb from his back pocket to style his hair. It was the same comb he always used. After working on his short afro for a few seconds, he smiled at my brother. ‘Just making sure I look my best when I see your mum.’

Seconds later, everything went dark.
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The car didn’t have any working seat belts, and even if it had, it likely wouldn’t have mattered in a head-on collision with a tractor trailer. In the 1980s, Nigerian roads were mostly single-lane highways, poorly maintained and riddled with potholes. Few drivers paid attention to traffic rules. Death from road accidents was so common that some people banned family members from driving after sundown.

My brother Chiwetel lay in that hospital bed for over a week without knowing his father was gone. He noted it was strange that everyone had visited him apart from his dad, but family, friends, and medical staff were too afraid to break the news.

‘He’s recovering just like you. He’ll stop by as soon as he’s better,’ my mother said through her tears.

‘Why can’t I go and visit him?’

‘The doctor says you’re not well enough to leave your bed yet. You’ll see your daddy when you’re strong again,’ another uncle explained.

Each of his visitors conferred with the next about what they were telling my brother, so their stories matched.

Obinze and I arrived in Enugu later that week with no idea how bad it was. We knew there’d been a car accident, a serious one, but no one told us what had happened to Dad. We arrived at our grandmother’s house believing he was going to pull through, that he’d end up all right.

When we were finally reunited with our mother, the expression on her face told us otherwise. She motioned for us to sit next to her on the faded brown couch in the living room. We could hear by her voice she’d been crying. Obinze’s eyes went wide with fear.

‘It’s worse than we thought. The doctors tried.’ She paused for a few moments. ‘Dad didn’t make it.’

Obinze began to howl. I cried tears of fear and confusion. At such a young age, I didn’t realize that didn’t make it meant I’d never see my father again. I knew something bad had happened to him, something bad enough to make my mother and brother cry, but no one explained exactly what. She wrapped Obinze into her chest and squeezed my hand hard as we all wept together. The more they cried, the more I cried.

The next day my mother returned to the hospital and told her youngest son the truth. All week he’d been talking about his dad as though he were still alive.

‘Can you ask Dad if he still has my comic books in his bag? Can you ask him if we’re still going to Alton Towers next weekend?’

All week everyone around him pretended, too. ‘Yes, we’ll ask him next time we see him.’

When my mother finally told him, he shook his head in disbelief. ‘No, he can’t be – no. No. No.’

She reached for his hand as pools of tears began to form in her own eyes. ‘I wish this wasn’t real, but we have to be strong. He would want us to be strong.’

They sobbed and shook on that dingy hospital bed as though they were the last two people in the world.

For a time, the overpacked hospital ward became a second home of sorts for my brother. Aunties, uncles, and distant relatives from our village constantly cycled through, shedding tears at his bedside and crying for hours in the hallway with my mother.

But my brother mostly shared his days and his pain with the other patients in his ward – swapping stories, sharing food, and crying the same tears when death inevitably came. Having already lost his father, my brother watched six others die in that hospital ward that autumn. And every time someone left, another patient, fighting for his or her life, appeared within hours.

While caring for her son, my mother was forced to decide how best to say goodbye to the only love she’d ever known. Her husband was just thirty-nine years old, yet his life story was already peppered with superlatives. She wanted his funeral to be as memorable as he was. She needed it to stand out and leave a mark the way he had.

A few days before the service, she asked one of her sisters to shave her head, as is the tradition for widows in Igbo culture. Thick puffs of my mother’s jet-black hair fell to the ground with every swipe of the buzzing razor, her naked crown a jarring reminder of the life-shattering loss she had endured.

Later in the afternoon, more sisters came by with bags stuffed with white blouses, skirts, and dresses – another Nigerian tradition she wished she didn’t have to practise. Widows in our tribe are often encouraged to wear white for a full year after the funeral to honour the life that was. That night, hairless and covered by a donated white dress two sizes too big, she looked up from her plate of jollof rice and asked her mother for help with the funeral guest list. She knew this would take the most time. Nigerian funerals are truly celebrations of life. Almost anyone who has ever met the departed is invited. For someone as sociable as my dad, the list could easily surpass one thousand.

The morning of the funeral, the hearse carrying my dad’s casket led the procession past the places that meant the most to him while he was alive: his parents’ tiny bungalow in Imama, the square where he danced atilogwu with friends, the field where he played football. Mourners lined the streets at each stop, singing, wailing, and dancing. It was the kind of display that might be reserved for a head of state in the West, but in the village, this is how it’s always been.

During the service, my mother sat expressionless beside the coffin as the people who cared most about our family read speeches, sang hymns, and cried. She looked hollow, vacant, as if her soul had been scraped from her body. I played with one of my little cousins in the back, still trying to figure out why we were all there. I saw people hunched over, burying their heads in their hands, while others sobbed in front of the open casket, where Dad looked like he was taking a nap. I spent the entire service playing, relieved that my mother was far too distracted to drag me to my seat and tell me to sit still.

The parish priest was soft-spoken and tall. He gestured solemnly as he read from the book of Matthew.

‘Come to me all ye who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest.’

The cries of relatives drowned out much of the sermon, as did the rain banging on the zinc roof. I watched through the window as the water poured from the gutters, forming mini waterfalls that landed in big mud puddles. The heavens were crying with us.

My mother’s life wasn’t supposed to go like this. Her husband was on his way to setting up his own practice with steady patients, on-call hours, and a framed certificate on the wall. My parents sometimes stayed up well into the night talking about saving up to rebuild this very village they grew up in, how they would bless it with running water, electricity, perhaps even a library. Imagine that: Oyofo-Oghe with its own library, they’d once said, laughing. Maybe they’d retire to Nigeria in twenty or thirty years and move to a fancy neighbourhood if they saved well and spent wisely. They were going to make a name for themselves. Their entire village would be proud.

After the Mass, a group of men carried the casket on their shoulders up a hill all the way to a burial site in front of the house my father grew up in. Our villages have no cemeteries, and the dead are typically buried outside their childhood homes. My mother, visibly pregnant, followed the procession, her eyes wilting under a fog of sorrow, until she reached a one-storey home with a white door. It looked smaller than she remembered from her teenage years. Most of it was in disrepair, the mosquito net at the front door torn, the outside walls stained with mud and soot. They had once dreamed of fixing this place up, too.

After the burial, we travelled back to my mother’s childhood home, a tiny two-room bungalow in Ugwuagor where her parents moved after the war. The eldest of nine, she and her siblings lit candles, prayed, and traded their fondest memories of Dad. More than once, my mother slipped away to the bathroom, where she retched and heaved as quietly as she could. The morning sickness had lingered into her second trimester, a constant reminder that a new life was growing inside her, innocent and unaware of its father’s death.

A transistor radio crackled in the background as they prayed. During one evening news report, the announcer noted that an accomplished doctor and musician was buried earlier in the day in his village. He’d been killed in a car crash but somehow his young son miraculously survived. That was the first time my mother heard news of her nightmare spoken publicly. Her younger sister rubbed her back.

‘Please check on Chiwetel at the hospital,’ my mother whispered. ‘He had surgery today.’
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Grief is a familiar, if unwelcome, visitor to many Nigerian homes.

Before she lost her husband, my mother had already survived a brutal civil war, the death of her younger brother, and a two-year famine. But that evening after my father’s funeral, as she lay in a bed crowded with family, she struggled to accept the weight of her latest calamity.

She had no inkling of what the future held. She could only think of the past, her husband and what was lost. She stared up at the concrete ceiling of her childhood home, wiped her tears, and pored over the events that led to that devastating moment.

Just a month earlier, her entire family was safe back home in London. She was in the kitchen cooking a stew one night as her husband leaned against the fridge, passionately explaining why a father–son road trip in Nigeria was so critical. He tried to keep his voice down so as not to disturb me and my brothers.

‘It’s just an extra week,’ he tried to reason.

She pushed back. ‘It’s just not worth it.’

‘He needs this. He needs to understand where he’s from. Do you know what names they call him at school?’

My mother knew all too well. Chiwetel, one of the few Nigerian children in his class, was being picked on for being different. She’d spoken to his teachers twice, even tried to confront one of the offending children’s parents, but nothing changed.

My father suggested that if his son knew more about his heritage and culture, he’d find it easier to stand up for himself. He proposed a road trip across Nigeria, touring the same villages and towns that had produced centuries of proud Nigerians.

My parents argued back and forth into the night.

‘Why travel thousands of miles for something he can learn in a textbook?’

‘He’ll remember this trip forever. There’s no better gift.’

My mother eventually gave in.

Early the next morning, my dad burst into Chiwetel’s bedroom, clapping his hands in delight as he split the curtains in half. He announced they were going on the trip of their lives, quickly reeling off a list of places they could visit: the ancient walls of Kano, maybe the Olumo rock near Lagos, or the Onitsha market in the east. They were going to study Nigeria from top to bottom, left to right, explore every corner. His son was going to know who he was.

My parents were already invited to a wedding in Nigeria that summer. We decided to make a family trip out of it, and Chiwetel and Dad would peel off afterwards for a week alone together. He booked the flights the following day.

We landed in Kano on a humid afternoon in August, our suitcases stuffed with gifts for everyone we knew. Some of the items were new, but many were hand-me-downs: sleeveless patterned dresses, Levi’s jeans, Converse sneakers for our cousins. In the 80s, anyone who’d left Nigeria for London and actually made a decent living was treated like royalty when they came back. Soon after we arrived, relatives gathered around and bombarded us with questions about life in the West.

‘How often do you have running water in England?’

‘Can you show us pictures of snow?’

My dad took us to visit old friends and extended family later that week. A bevy of uncles and aunties we’d never met pulled us towards them, squeezed us, drew back, caressed our cheeks, and squeezed again. It was as if they’d been waiting their entire lives to meet us. They joked about my dad’s school years and, with deep earnestness, told us to always remember that this place, Nigeria, would forever be our true home.

My father spent hours talking with his friends about the days before the war, when Nigeria glistened like the jewel it was meant to be. Back then, Lagos could have been mistaken for London or New York, they insisted proudly. They swapped views on whether President Babangida would turn Nigeria into a true democracy, the Super Eagles’ impressive run at the Africa Cup of Nations, and how desperately the Wawa people needed their own state. My dad, brimming with ambition even then, planned to leave his mark, perhaps by starting a school or a hospital somewhere in Enugu.

The wedding day came quickly. The five of us arrived at St Louis Catholic Church in Bompai just as the sun had taken prime position in the cloudless sky. As the doors opened, we joined a chattering parade of colour; red lace wrappers, green agbadas, blue dashiki shirts flowed slowly into the dome-shaped structure. My father stood out in his dark grey jacket, as did my mother in her elegant red chiffon dress, choices that hinted at their budding success in the West.

Once the newlyweds were announced, everyone was keen for the party afterwards – no one more than my dad. He was famous on at least two continents for his shenanigans at parties. I loved to watch him dance.

We moved from the chapel to an adjacent hall. After the speeches were over, and the music grew a little louder, my father draped his jacket over the back of his chair and shimmied to the centre of the dance floor. He was alone at first, but didn’t care. He took off his shoes, loosened his tie, crouched down and began to bounce. Then he spun, jumped, and shook his shoulders. He was smiling. The others quickly circled him, pointing, clapping, and laughing as my father twisted, turned, and tapped his feet with increasing speed. My mother, mouth agape, shook her head in disbelief, then slowly relaxed and smiled. This was typical Arinze, after all.

The next morning was my parents’ last together.

They woke up giggling like teenagers about the night before. My mother sat upright and impersonated his dance moves, the head bopping and the finger clicking; my dad erupted in belly laughter. She nudged him to keep his voice down, as the rest of the house was still sleeping. They chuckled under their breath.

At breakfast, we munched on pap and akara as my dad and Chiwetel hammered out the final details of their trip, sketching out a rough map of Nigeria and circling all the places they’d see once they boarded a bus and headed south. My mother, Obinze and I would fly back to London that evening, leaving the two of them to begin their cross-country adventure the next day.

At dusk, we rolled our suitcases along the gravel driveway towards the humming engine of a taxi. My father loaded our belongings into the car, slammed it shut, and gathered my mother in his arms for a final embrace. She felt the steady pitter-patter of his heart.

She wiped away her tears with the sleeve of her dress. ‘You’re sure you don’t want to just come back with us?’

She didn’t like the thought of leaving Dad. None of us did, but she’d already given her blessing. She climbed into the passenger seat, closed the car door, and rolled down the window. If she’d known these would be her last words to him in
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