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Mummy,

I do not think I say it enough, but I am forever grateful to call you my amazing mother. Watching you dissect and experience this chapter of your life makes me not only proud of you, but also appreciative of the journey that brought you here.

Life still has a lot of crazy adventures ahead, and I hope you know that no matter where life takes us, I will always be proud to be your son.

I love you more than infinity and I will always be your #1 Cheerleader!


Love always,

Séun.
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AUTHOR'S NOTE 
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There were days I sat staring at this manuscript, unable to write a single sentence. Writing meant reliving the betrayals, the public and private attacks, the abandonment, and the denials. These were memories and secrets I had spent years mastering how to suppress while smiling at cameras, all while quietly falling apart behind them.

I would close my laptop, cry, and tell myself to try again tomorrow. Some tomorrows became days. Some became months. Others became years. Misplaced loyalty, silence, shame, fear of public opinion, and a deep desire to protect others were the chains that kept me in the darkness. 

For more than fifty years, I lived by the Nigerian Pidgin proverb, “No be everything wey eye see, mouth dey talk.” It translates to, “It is not everything you experience that should be spoken aloud.”

But no more.

Never in my wildest imagination did I think that, at fifty, I would be forced to ask the devastating question, what is my father’s name? Nor did I imagine discovering that the very foundation of my life had been built on decades of carefully orchestrated deception spanning generations and communities, entirely concealing my true identity.

For fifty years, they told me who I was. They lied. And I believed them.

People have often asked why I disappeared. This book is my answer. It is also the story of how one question unlocked secrets I never imagined existed. I wrote these pages as those discoveries unfolded, determined to preserve the truth, not only for myself, but for my son and the generations that will come after him.

This journey taught me one profound lesson: if you do not find the courage to tell your own story, someone else eventually will, and it will be their version.

Healing is still a journey. Some wounds do not disappear simply because the truth has finally been uncovered. Even so, I am grateful to stand in the light at last. After all, how could I truly know where I was going when I did not even know where I had come from?

I hope my story reminds you that no matter how painful the journey is, you are worth fighting for.

My name is Princess Modupé Ozolua, and this is my story.

My name is Princess Modupé Ozolua.

My parents are Mary and Tokuji Ozolua.

Or so I was told.
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PART I
THE CRADLE AND THE CLIMB
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​Chapter 1
Birth
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I was born on October 10, 1973, in Benin City, Edo State, Nigeria, West Africa. Although I am not Yoruba, my name, “Modupé,” means “I give thanks” and originates from the Yoruba tribe of Western Nigeria.

My parents, Chief Tokuji and Chief (Mrs.) Mary Ozolua, barely told me anything about their lives before my birth. For nearly two decades after their passing, those secrets remained hidden, until three years ago when I pieced together the story that led to my birth.

My biological mother, Mary, was born in 1934 to the esteemed Otaru family from the Ósósọ̀ Kingdom in Akoko-Edo, Edo State, and she held the traditional title of the Eyafé of Ósósọ̀, meaning “The Mother of Ósósọ̀.” As a princess and the only daughter of her parents, she was raised among seven brothers. Back then, girls were prohibited from receiving formal education, so she never knew the exact month or day of her birth, only the year.

While her brothers attended school, she remained at home to help her parents, a reality that ultimately forged her sharp entrepreneurial instincts and enabled her to build multiple successful businesses throughout her lifetime. Although she could not speak English, she understood it perfectly and fluently spoke more than four local Nigerian dialects.

I had always believed that my mother had only married my father, Tokuji Ozolua, but I would later discover that this, too, was part of the story I had never been told. Before Tokuji, she had been married to a king in Edo State and had fled that marriage before eventually meeting my father while in exile.

This secret was revealed to me in September 2018, while I was conducting a free medical mission in her village. Some village elders told me that the King she had married was extremely fond of her, a favoritism that made her the target of intense jealousy and bullying by the older queens. She was barely seventeen years old when she became a queen in Edo State.

According to the elders and other eyewitnesses within the Otaru family who later corroborated the account, the King spotted her in his village, fell instantly in love with her, and immediately claimed her as one of his many wives. The King was widely revered as a handsome, powerful, and wise ruler who cared deeply for his subjects and his domain. Yet, despite her elevated status as a queen, my mother was painfully young and utterly isolated within the palace walls, severed from the brothers and parents to whom she was so deeply attached.

According to the story, someone had put feces on the king’s favorite plate, and the other queens claimed that my mother had done it. Despite her denials, the other queens beat her. Fearing for her life, she fled the palace to her oldest brother’s house for refuge, where he hid her from the palace guards who were searching for her throughout the kingdom.

Realizing the intensity of the search and the severity of the crime she was accused of, and fearing for her life, her brother advised her to escape the kingdom immediately and hide at another brother’s house in a distant village called Okene. To the anger of the king, who was livid over the disappearance of his favorite bride and further incensed that she had not attempted to pacify him regarding the serious allegations against her, Mama successfully escaped and hid in Okene.

While she started a new life as a fugitive, she evolved into a successful entrepreneur and eventually met my father, Tokuji, who was an educator and had been transferred to the community with his first wife.

Nigeria is a polygamous society. If a man can financially afford to care for the women and children, both Muslims and Christians can have numerous wives because it is not a taboo. Polygamy is a deeply rooted part of Nigerian tradition that is still accepted and practiced to this day.

My father, Tokuji Ozolua, born on December 21, 1920, was a prince from the legendary royal house of the Benin Kingdom and hailed from Sabongidda-Ora, Owan West. He was the embodiment of intellect and wisdom. Unlike Mama, Papa had an extensive and impressive formal education from some of the best schools in the world, including institutions in Nigeria, Ghana, and Australia.

Tokuji was a ninth-generation, direct descendant of the legendary warrior Oba Ozolua of the Benin Kingdom, who expanded the empire from the Niger River in the east to Lagos in the west, conquering over two hundred communities. The Ozolua lineage and its extended family consist of highly successful and educated individuals, including captains of industry, engineers, doctors, professors, pilots, and attorneys.

Papa was the epitome of brilliance! He was a great man of absolute class, composure, and diplomacy. He was truly a rare gem.

Upon meeting Mama, he fell in love with her and lobbied his friend, who was also his first wife’s cousin, to play Cupid on his behalf to win her over. After extensive appeals for Mama’s hand in marriage, her family finally accepted Papa’s proposal under one condition: they had to return to the king to fulfill all rites for officially divorcing him and formally relinquishing her title as queen before they could marry. They accepted the condition and successfully accomplished the task.

It turned out that despite the old allegations against her; the king had never intended to kill her and was willing to let her go to start a new life with a man who loved her.

Prior to meeting Mama, Papa did not have any children with his first wife. After marrying Papa, Mama became pregnant and delivered a girl, Bimbo. A year later, Papa’s first wife gave birth to a boy, followed by a girl the next year. After Bimbo, Mama did not have any more children until my birth, which occurred twenty-one years after Bimbo’s birth.

Despite being a peaceful man, Papa’s household was not exempt from the conflicts of polygamy. The pressure on Mama to have another child after Bimbo was unimaginable, subjecting her to ridicule and bullying as the second and younger wife. However, the love between my parents was incredibly strong. As Papa once laughingly told me, when the drama between his wives became unbearable, he picked “the lesser of two evils” by staying with Mama. This ultimately led to him divorcing his first wife, though he continued to raise their two children.

Of course, I did not witness any of the pain, frustration, and attacks all parties experienced, because the first wife passed away long before I was born. Mama had Bimbo when she was very young, and coincidentally, both were pregnant at the same time in 1973.

At the time of my birth, Mama was thirty-nine years old, Papa was fifty-three, and I was born just eighteen days before Bimbo’s first child. Upon my birth, I obviously looked different from them because of my skin color, curly hair, pink nails, and pink lips, while they were all dark-skinned.

Apart from that one occasion when Papa jokingly told me about divorcing his first wife, the only other tale I heard was from Mama, recounting how she had desperately wanted another child, and how she had resorted to visiting all sorts of churches and traditional places to pray for one. After waiting for twenty-one years, they had given up all hope when she suddenly became pregnant. She said she was severely sick and assumed it was malaria, until she discovered she was expecting a baby.

Before my birth, Papa had retired from the civil service and returned to live in Sabongidda-Ora, where he built a large retirement home. There, Mama owned various businesses, including large farms, a bakery, and real estate properties both in Ora and in her home village of Ósósọ̀.

I lived with my parents until I was five years old, before they sent me to live with a close relative, Ekan, her husband, and their children in Benin City. Because my parents told me Ekan was my mother, I called her “Mummy” and her husband, Ikena, “Daddy.” Consequently, I called my biological mother “Mama” or “Mama Ora,” and my father “Papa” or “Papa Ora,” while I called my sister, Bimbo, and my other older siblings “Auntie” and “Uncle” as a sign of respect, due to the large age difference between us.

I was about ten years old when one of Mummy Ekan’s children told me that she was not my biological mother. However, I never stopped calling her “Mummy” or her husband “Daddy,” and continued giving them the respect associated with those titles. While living with them, I only saw my parents when they occasionally visited us or during the Christmas holidays in Ora. Other than that, they were strangers to me.

Growing up, I was mainly surrounded by members of Papa’s family. My fondest childhood memories were of the Christmas holidays we spent in Ora with them and the extended family members who also traveled there to enjoy the festivities. Memories of the masquerades, festivals, cousins, and music—topped with delicious food, especially my favorites, fried bushmeat and chilled, freshly tapped palm wine—will forever stay with me.

Beyond those occasions, I do not have many happy memories associated with my immediate family.

While my parents desperately wanted me to blend into Mummy Ekan’s home, including lying to me about who my biological parents were, I never felt like I belonged there.
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Chapter 2
Oyinbo Pepper
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With a lack of emotional connection between Mummy Ekan and me, her children felt more like my siblings due to our closeness in age. Both Mummy Ekan and her husband were highly successful entrepreneurs.

Due to their success and being raised as one of her own children, I grew up in a very privileged home with domestic maids, foreign chefs, chauffeurs, private French tutors, the finest wardrobe, an expensive education, and holidays abroad, including in London and America. Although I was blessed and grateful to have been raised in such an environment, I was deeply unhappy and harbored resentment toward my parents for not raising me.

As a child, I observed that my parents were only affectionate with me in private, never publicly in front of Mummy Ekan or other family members. They never took individual pictures with me. My childhood photos always included nieces, nephews, or other family members, further fueling my anger toward them.

Due to our drastic physical differences in skin color and hair, I always joked that I looked “rented” to add color to family pictures. Although I joked about my appearance, I always felt a coldness toward me from some of the older family members, whereas I got along well with cousins my age.

To explain why I looked different from them, Mama told me that after over twenty years of performing rituals at rivers pleading for a child, I was a Mami Wata (mermaid) given to her by the water kingdom. Based on this, I grew up labeled by the family as someone with “spiritual problems” and was subjected to endless traditional rituals, body markings, and cleansing at rivers and shrines.

As a child, this became my reality: going to church on Sunday, then immediately being taken to native doctors or voodoo priests to “cleanse” my spirit and prevent me from “returning” to the water kingdom. Although I did not understand what was happening or the implications of what I was being subjected to, from childhood, I was repeatedly told that the color of my skin, the texture of my hair, my pink nails, my pink lips, and everything about me were evidence that I was not “normal.”

Furthermore, I was told that if these rituals were not consistently performed throughout my life, I would die. And I believed them. I trusted and loved my family and believed that everything done to me was out of love. So, I dutifully obeyed and did everything I was ordered to do. In addition to the regular visits to shrines and rivers, I had other spiritual “traits” that had to be controlled.

I still vividly remember Mama visiting us in Benin with the sole purpose of using sharp razor blades to put cuts on my body or cut my long, curly hair. To achieve cutting my hair, she would con me into thinking she wanted to braid it. As her daughter, who barely saw or spent quality time with her, I was always very happy for any form of closeness we could share. While daydreaming about how she would beautifully style my hair, Mama would put it into two large ponytails before suddenly taking out a large pair of scissors, grabbing one of the ponytails, and quickly chopping it off! I would only realize what was happening when I saw my long hair falling all over my body.

Screaming, I would jump up and run out of the room, but I could never escape because it was all preplanned with the entire household. The moment I ran, the housemaid would chase after me, grab me, and pin me down while Mama finished chopping off the other ponytail. As a regular spectacle, whenever this was happening, the other adult family members and their children would sit back and laugh at me screaming and crying on the floor, surrounded by my chopped-off curly hair.

Due to Mama’s determination to prevent my hair from growing long, it was always either braided until the next hair-butchering session or permanently cut short. While my parents were very warm and loving with other relatives’ children, the only times Mama showed any warmth toward me were the rare occasions she would sneak into my bedroom to hug and talk to me before leaving.

I remember always crying and begging her to take me back with her, which would also make her burst into tears as she repeatedly replied in Nigerian Pidgin, “No, my pikin, I no fit. You must stay for here with your Mummy for Benin.” [No, my child, I can’t. You must stay here with your Mummy in Benin].

Growing up, I had few impactful moments with Papa. I recall him visiting us in Benin and explaining a woman’s menstrual cycle to me before launching into a lengthy lecture on abstaining from sex and the importance of genetic screening before marriage and having children. I was barely ten years old, and I sat staring at him, wondering why he was telling me all these things that made absolutely no sense to me!

Back then, Papa and Mama’s home in Ora was subjected to regular armed robbery attacks. I recall listening to them narrate one of those terrifying incidents to us children during one of their visits to Benin. While the other children chatted away, asking questions, I quietly sat alone in a corner, watching everyone from a distance. Papa noticed me silently observing them and advised that I should be more vocal and ask questions. After a few seconds of silence, I looked at him squarely and asked, “Papa, you said the armed robbers beat you after stealing your gold and money. Did you cry when they beat you?”

Shocked at my question, the entire living room fell silent. Papa silently stared at me for several minutes before turning away without responding. That was the last time he or any adult asked me to engage in family conversations, and I honestly couldn’t care less.

I was not oblivious to the fact that I also behaved differently from them, which they explained was due to my spiritual problems. Children at school and in the neighborhood did not allow me to forget how I looked either; whenever they saw me, they always sang, “Oyinbo pepper” [white person / white person with a fair complexion].

Furthermore, Mummy Ekan occasionally told me that I was ugly, mocked my pointed nose, saying it looked like the Sultan of Sokoto’s trumpet, and told me I had short, ugly legs compared to my nieces and nephews, who were tall like their father. These factors and more made me feel unwelcome and hyper-conscious of my physical appearance. They fueled my desire to avoid everyone, which I did by constantly hiding in my dark bedroom closet whenever I was in the house.

Against all odds, I had a very obedient yet defiant personality that everyone was determined to break. This always got me into trouble for being “too bold.” When the other children and I got into mischief, rather than joining them in lying to avoid punishment, I would boldly admit my error. In return, my refusal to lie earned me more beatings from Daddy Ikenna.

Because I refused to lie, jump around in pain, cry, or beg when being flogged, Daddy Ikenna frequently scolded me for being too bold and fearless, which resulted in me receiving more beatings and longer lectures than the other culprits.

All their efforts to break my spirit were futile, and it made them loathe my fearlessness even more. Daddy Ikenna didn’t beat us with simple whips; he used a koboko, a long, flexible whip made from dried cow or goat hide, or a horse’s tail, used for corporal punishment in homes and by the military as a disciplinary tool. As the man and head of the house, it was his responsibility to physically discipline us, and he did.

Although the word koboko originated from the Hausa and Fulani of northern Nigeria, the Western world calls it a “horse whip.” For maximum punishment, a handle can have multiple whips attached to it, and Daddy Ikenna only used koboko that had a minimum of two whips attached.

One thing we Nigerians share is our very twisted sense of humor, which I jokingly say is a gift from God to help us buffer our hardships. Despite the brutality and physical damage this whip causes, to this day, we commonly joke in Nigerian Pidgin, “You go see pepper when koboko touch your body” [You will suffer when the whip touches your skin].

I do not know if the koboko became an acceptable form of punishment due to the country’s many years of military dictatorship, but growing up, it was our daily reality. At that time, there was no talk of child abuse, domestic violence, or children’s rights or mental, emotional, or psychological trauma.

Those conversations did not exist. In fact, we could not even dare think of such things; they simply did not exist in our world. Nigerian children from that era knew our primary punishment was guaranteed beatings with a koboko, like slaves on a Mississippi plantation.

After our beatings, Daddy Ikenna and Mummy Ekan would immediately telephone my parents in Ora to narrate what I did and how I was a bad child to justify why I got beaten. Ironically, the same boldness that got me into trouble, which they despised, was also my redeeming quality with my parents.

Due to my boldness and an attitude of “if I was badass enough to do it, I should be badass enough to admit it,” my parents never believed any allegations against me until they asked me directly, because they knew I would not lie. Considering they asked for an explanation rather than jumping to conclusions, I would calmly explain what transpired, state what triggered the event, and accept the consequences.

The wisdom they applied in managing my problematic personality and our complex dynamics profoundly shaped the relationship between my parents and me. I mainly spoke with them when they had to confront me over one allegation or another, or when seeing them briefly during their visits or when we went to Ora for the holidays. Nothing more, nothing less.

Despite being an introvert around most family members, I was very inquisitive, lively, and friendly around strangers. In Benin City, I attended the University of Benin primary school, then briefly attended the University of Benin Secondary School before I requested a transfer to an all-girls school also located in Benin City. The only reason I wanted to change schools was because my oldest niece attended an all-girls institution and talked endlessly about how much fun it was.

As we were not allowed to attend the same school, I was accepted into Queen Idia College and moved into the boarding house. At Queen Idia College, I was extremely happy to be away from my family and quickly adapted to the hardships of boarding school life. Again, my skin color and hair made me both popular and a target for bullying, but this time around, some seniors protected me.

Shortly after my admission into Queen Idia, Mummy Ekan and her family relocated to Lagos and transferred their children to new schools while I was left behind in the boarding house in Benin. However, I forcefully joined them in Lagos after getting suspended from school for sneaking out of the dormitory to attend a senior’s off-campus birthday party.

In preparation for this exciting, high-risk mission, we informed the dormitory prefects of our plans before carefully arranging pillows on our beds to look as though we were asleep. With everything in place, at midnight, eight of us quietly snuck to the school’s main gate where the security guard had been bribed to allow us into the celebrant’s waiting car.

While we were dancing the night away, unbeknownst to us, some girls who were upset about not being invited snitched to the principal. This immediately prompted a random, middle-of-the-night roll call across all the hostels. The next day, we snuck back onto the school campus by mingling with the day students only to discover what happened the night before. We knew we were in serious trouble for sneaking out and getting caught!

First, we were called to the principal’s office, then severely flogged on our backs and hands before being told we were all suspended. As Mummy Ekan and her family had long since relocated to Lagos, there was no home for me to return to in Benin, and I wasn’t allowed to go to Ora and join my parents. Based on this, my suspension forced Mummy Ekan to invite me to live with them in Lagos.

After unceremoniously leaving Idia College and moving to Lagos, I was enrolled in a private, military-style disciplinary school for the unruly children of wealthy Nigerians, which some of my nieces, nephews, and my closest second cousin, Simi, also attended.

My years there were fascinating. Children of affluent Nigerians whose parents felt they needed control were brought there from all over the world, including Russia. In addition to this unusual mix of uncontrollable children, the most prominent personality was the proprietor, Mr. Yusuf, who was an ex-soldier. Upon enrollment, the school’s policy required parents and guardians to give the administration a full mandate to discipline the pupil into total submission. Most students who attended Mr. Yusuf’s school would say it was a horrible experience because he did not play and instilled a deep fear in everyone. However, I honestly enjoyed my time there. For that to happen, Mr. Yusuf and I had to find a level of mutual respect.

Even without active discipline, Mr. Yusuf’s mere presence struck fear into everyone. He always wore a dark-colored suit and a black bowler hat, and he used a walking stick to support a limp he had incurred from a wartime accident. While he held his walking stick in one hand, he held a massive wooden cane in the other, ready to beat anyone who crossed his path.

How did we know he was coming? The first sign was his crazy, wild-looking dog that was always with him! Once we saw the dog, we all took off running at lightning speed in every direction because we knew he was close behind. If not, he would certainly find a reason to beat everyone present. Mr. Yusuf didn’t flog like other people. His style of flogging was on a whole different level because it required either his personal security or drivers to physically restrain the students from fleeing.

Step one of his floggings: irrespective of gender or age, you were asked to either voluntarily lay down on the floor or hold the back of a chair while he stood directly behind you holding two huge canes, one in each hand.

Step two: he would repeatedly whip your back in the same spots repeatedly, which always prompted bleeding, screams, crying, and desperate attempts to escape the beating.

Step three: escaping Mr. Yusuf’s beatings was impossible. Several strong men stood ready to pin the student to the ground, ensuring every lash landed as intended. Being flogged on the palms was no less painful because, irrespective of where you were struck, he possessed a special skill for inflicting extreme pain.

My experience with Mr. Yusuf was initially rocky because, upon my admission, he had been told I was expelled, not suspended, from my previous school and was a troublemaker. This made him constantly target me because he felt he had a personal mandate to break my spirit. Although I do not remember what I did to deserve my first beating, I recall I earned several punishments for being late to the mandatory morning assembly.

Our turbulent relationship finally tilted in my favor after I observed and understood my new environment.
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Chapter 3
My Daughter Special
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Thanks to the countless koboko beatings I had received growing up, I was now a pro at being flogged like a slave on a Mississippi plantation. Therefore, Mr. Yusuf’s legendary beatings were child’s play for me. Although Daddy Ikenna had used a flexible horsewhip and Mr. Yusuf’s canes were carved from hardwood, regardless, whenever I was beaten, I refused to give anyone the pleasure of enjoying my pain.

While other students screamed, cried, and literally flew out of their clothes when being beaten, I shocked him with my lack of reaction. At fourteen years old and barely five feet tall, irrespective of how many times Mr. Yusuf whipped me, I reacted the exact same way I did at home: emotionless.

This infuriated Mr. Yusuf, making him beat me harder, causing the skin on my back to peel and bleed. Nevertheless, I would stand perfectly still—never flinching, never making a sound, never crying, and certainly never pleading for mercy or running away. Only after he was exhausted from savagely beating me would I turn to look at him, smile sweetly, and casually ask, “Are you finished?” Sweating profusely, he would always angrily respond, “You, just get away from here! Just go! Your yellow skin deceives people into thinking you are delicate! Instead, you just stand there... you are a man! You don’t feel anything! Go away from here!”

Despite the uncomfortable feeling of my school uniform sticking to the torn, bleeding flesh of my back, I would laugh and jokingly respond, “Okay, Mr. Yusuf, thank you... bye!” Leaving his office, I would go to the dormitory, where some sympathetic female students would carefully unzip my bloodstained clothes, clean my swollen back, and apply toothpaste to the injuries. Back then, toothpaste was our invented remedy to stop the bleeding and prevent dark marks from forming.

Upon realizing our beating pattern was not yielding his desired result, Mr. Yusuf decided there was no point in beating me. Not only did it exhaust him, but he knew that if other students copied my lack of reaction, he would lose his power of intimidation. Therefore, it was best to save his beating skills for those who would cry, scream, and be traumatized.

From that point on, whenever I was late for morning assembly, an infraction that typically led to strict discipline, he would simply roll his eyes and dismiss me. He would tell me to go to class while the other students remained for their consequences. I would thank him and head to class, leaving the others behind.

However, this did not let me off the hook. As a brilliant businessman, he spun me into a great publicity stunt by showcasing the scars on my back to parents wanting to enroll their children in the school. When the parents came, he would summon me to his office to unzip the back of my uniform and show them my scarred skin. This he did proudly as he presented a small, fragile looking oyinbo girl with short, curly hair, newly labeled his school’s official troublemaker only because I was suspended from another school.

It was comical because the parents and their children would be horrified after seeing my torn and scarred skin. While I looked on, silently amused as he pointed at my bare back, Mr. Yusuf would tell them, “Yes, you see! I did not hesitate to do this to her, so you, being dark-skinned, I will do the same thing to you!”

After being displayed like a slave at an auction, I would smirk, roll my eyes, and ask him, “Sir, can I go back to my class now?” To which he would sharply respond, “Yes, go back to your class before I beat you again!” Laughing at the reaction of the audience, I would zip up my dress and happily say goodbye before going back to class. It was a complex dynamic; I had somehow become a part of his public relations demonstrations to instill discipline through fear, even though the reality behind the scenes had completely changed. What they didn’t know was that he had stopped beating me.

This pattern led to a unique relationship between us that lasted until my graduation and subsequent relocation to America in 1991. Years later, I learned that his efforts to lead a neighborhood watch to protect the community led to his assassination. To this day, I still have a scar on my right arm from one of his beatings, serving as a reminder of my time at that school.

After graduation, Mummy Ekan’s children and some cousins prepared to attend college in America. When my close second cousin, Simi, informed me that her preparations to leave for the United States were underway, we agreed that we should go together. I asked my parents, and it took a lot of convincing before they agreed. I was surprised by their reactions: Papa, who had been educated in both Ghana and Australia, strongly objected to my studying abroad, while Mama, whom I expected to resist the idea, agreed and actively advocated for it.

Next, they consulted Mummy Ekan, who agreed that Simi and I should go to America for my undergraduate education, promising that she would fund both the trip and my tuition. Arrangements were made for me to stay with a relative, Uncle IK, in Massachusetts while I prepared for my university admission.

To pass the time before our departure, I spent a few weeks with my parents in Ora. It was during that visit that they informed me that, in addition to Mummy Ekan paying my school fees, they would support me by occasionally sending pocket money. Although I grew up wearing Western clothes, my parents insisted on making a traditional Nigerian outfit for me and demanded I take pictures wearing it to ensure I remembered where I came from.

While in Ora, I also finalized my preparation for life abroad by learning to drive properly. I already knew the basics—courtesy of a reckless moment at fourteen when I took off in Simi’s manual car and could not figure out how to advance beyond second gear—but Papa took it upon himself to really teach me. Instead of using his chauffeur, I became his designated driver, chauffeuring him to his meetings at the palace.

The plan was for me to live with my guardian and his family in Massachusetts during my application process. Ironically, it was only after I was sent to America at seventeen that my parents finally began expressing warmth toward me through letters or during phone calls. However, shortly after my arrival in America, the plan suddenly changed. 

One morning, Uncle IK drove me to Natick, Massachusetts, to live with a Nigerian family I had never met. I do not recall the explanation I was given, but I suddenly found myself living with strangers who had a toddler and another baby on the way. The man was named Obinna and his wife was named Chioma. Consistent with Nigerian tradition, which expects younger individuals to address their elders as “Uncle” or “Auntie,” I extended that respect to them. Uncle Obinna was a very kind man, but it quickly became apparent that his wife, Chioma, viewed me as a maid brought to America to serve her. Or perhaps that was what she had been told. I do not know.

Although I grew up in a household with maids, chauffeurs, and other domestic help, my time in boarding school had taught me to be highly independent. Furthermore, I firmly believed that when staying in someone’s home, one should always keep the space tidy and assist in any way possible.

Since I had never cooked before, Chioma taught me how to prepare meals, and I happily helped her with the cleaning and took care of her little daughter while she was heavily pregnant. During this time, because I had not received my primary and high school education in the United States, I had to take the General Educational Development (GED) exam to secure admission into an American university.

The GED program serves as a high school equivalency certificate accepted by nearly all universities in the U.S. and across the world. The test consists of four subject areas: mathematical reasoning, reasoning through language arts, social studies, and science. While living at their home and preparing for the exams, I also applied for admission to various fashion schools, as I was a gifted artist and wanted to be a fashion designer.

Upon my arrival in America, while there was absolutely no communication between Mummy Ekan, Daddy Ikenna, and me, the relationship with my own parents transformed. We went from being strangers who only spoke when I got into trouble to sharing something of a “pen pal” friendship as they commenced writing me letters.

The letters written by Papa, penned in his beautiful handwriting, suddenly contained kind, deeply loving words like “our precious daughter, my daughter special.” Whenever we spoke on the phone, Papa’s very first words to me were always, “Are you happy?” Without hesitation or even reflecting on the question, I would always respond, “Yes, Papa, I am happy.” “Good. I want you to always be happy,” was his usual response. This became our unchanging routine every single time we spoke.

Desperate for their love and affection, I happily awaited each letter and phone call. For the first time, they were expressing faith in me and encouraging me; those letters became the only tangible evidence I possessed of their parental affection, and I still have all of them.

Through Obinna and Chioma, I also met a wonderful African American family who had a daughter my age, and we became close friends. Sabrina was a lot of fun, and through her, I met another young lady named Keisha and her uncle, Darryl. Initially, everything was fine. But things quickly went south upon the revelation that a darker, far more sinister plot was at play.
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Chapter 4
Left in the Cold
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It started with Chioma’s verbal and physical assaults. Because she felt I was her maid, packaged from Africa, she wanted me permanently indoors, cleaning her house and taking care of her children full-time. Of course, I was not going to take that quietly.

Although I was flogged with whips growing up, getting into physical fights with anyone was something I had never experienced. But with Chioma, it quickly became a weekly event, as I had to defend myself whenever she physically hit me. Despite my repeatedly reporting the issue to my guardian, who had dumped me there, and mentioning it in letters to my parents, nothing serious was done to stop it, nor was I removed from the abusive household.

The most Uncle IK did was come to their house a few times to “settle” our tension, leaving me confused as to why it was occurring in the first place. At seventeen years old, I didn't know what was happening or why, because this wasn’t the reason I was supposedly sent to America. Besides, who were these people with whom I was suddenly living?

Not only was I in a foreign country that I had previously visited only on family holidays, but I was now among a new set of hostile strangers. I felt myself sinking into a very dark space that I could not get any grasp of. To comfort myself, I kept encouraging myself to patiently pass the GED exam, secure admission to a school, get a job, and then leave these strangers' homes for good.

During this time, further fueling Chioma’s anger towards me, Obinna taught me how to drive safely in America, helped me obtain my driver’s license, and assisted me in applying for a job at a McDonald's restaurant, where I commenced working in the kitchen. Despite all the ongoing drama with Chioma and the shocking experience of working, I continued diligently preparing for my GED exam scheduled for March 18, 1992. On June 2, 1992, I received my results showing that I had passed.

Working at McDonald's was not easy. It was the first job I ever had in my life, and the restaurant was certainly losing money daily because of me. Looking back, I do not know who was more traumatized, the location managers or me, because I would repeatedly scream and drop every tray of food I touched in the kitchen. I simply wasn't used to holding warm trays or navigating such a demanding kitchen environment.

Finally, a male Caucasian manager sat me down and said, “Listen, I don't know who you are or your background, but we all see you're having difficulties doing this job. I can tell this is not something you're used to, but I have faith in you.” Stunned, I silently stared at him.

Obviously unaware of the transformative impact his last few words had made, he concluded his speech by saying, “I firmly believe that you can do this if you set your mind to it, but if this behavior continues, we will have to fire you.” I wasn’t bothered about getting fired; I was stunned because it was the first time in my life that someone had genuinely told me they had faith in me. That single sentence ignited a fire in me that would sustain me throughout my darkest moments in life.

Sitting in his office listening to him, I was not motivated by the threat of being fired. The mere fact that a stranger possessed faith and empathy, and was actively encouraging me, was all I needed. From that day onward, I worked extremely hard to prove that his faith in me was not misplaced. It did not matter how hot, tired, or exhausted I was. It did not matter how swollen and painful my feet became from working long hours in the kitchen. I simply refused to disappoint him.

Not only did I perform well, but I also became so skilled at my tasks that I began helping new staff become familiar with the kitchen. Shortly after obtaining my GED, I gained admission to study fashion design at Fisher College in Boston, Massachusetts. To commence converting my visa status to a student visa, the institution required a deposit of five hundred dollars toward my school fees, a request I quickly conveyed to Mummy Ekan in Nigeria.

I will never forget the day I received my admission letter, and how happily I ran to a payphone to call Nigeria. Daddy Ikenna answered the phone. After listening to me joyfully share the news of passing my GED exam and securing admission to school, I requested the money for my tuition. 

I will never forget his response.

He coldly asked, “Okay, and so? Why are you calling me? What is my business?”

Shocked, I repeated, “Daddy, I now have admission to a fashion school, and they want five hundred dollars to secure my spot.”

Again, he replied, “Why are you calling me?”

Suddenly dizzy, I leaned against the phone booth for support. Keisha, who was standing next to me, realized something was wrong and grabbed my hand to prevent me from falling to the ground.

Stammering, I responded, “But Daddy, you sent me to America, bought my ticket, got my visa, and arranged with Uncle IK that I am coming here to school. You said I should notify you when I get admission so you can pay my fees, so... I have....”

“What? Who told you that?!” he yelled, interrupting me.

“Papa told me,” I stammered.

He yelled, “Papa is lying. We never said we would pay your school fees. You better go look for the money and never call me again.”

Then, he ended the call.

Staring at the phone in my hand, I burst into tears.

Suddenly, I realized that sending me to school in America was a ploy to permanently remove me from their sight. 

In an instant, all dreams of becoming a great fashion designer evaporated into the hot Massachusetts summer night. 

Feeling helpless and lost, I leaned weakly against the phone booth and wept profusely while Keisha hugged me tightly, saying, “Dupé, please stop crying. Everything will be okay.” After what seemed like an eternity, I finally called my parents in Nigeria to relay what had transpired between Daddy Ikenna and me. Listening to my aged parents cry over the news, Mama promised to start sending me traditional Nigerian clothes to sell so I could make money to survive. 

The outcome of that phone call completely changed the trajectory of my life. Instantly, the education I had been sent to America to become a fashion designer was off the table. I realized that if I were ever to attend college, it would not be in the immediate future; my primary focus now was raw survival, not education.

Although shocked, I had to pull myself together and overcome the situation. After all, I was not the only seventeen-year-old in America alone and struggling to survive. Yes, the road was going to be tough, but I was not going to let them get the best of me or give them the pleasure of enjoying my pain.

Uncle IK was informed of the conversation, but Mummy Ekan never contacted me about it. I accepted my new reality and stayed away from all of them. True to their word, my parents sent me some tailored Nigerian clothes to sell, which I placed in a local salon. However, I soon decided it was unfair to let them carry such a heavy financial burden. Though the road ahead was uncertain, I wrote to my parents, insisting they stop sending clothes because I had to face the world and fend for myself.

Throwing myself into working at McDonald's, I adjusted to my new reality of abandonment, a stalled education, and the ongoing physical abuse from Chioma, who was still intent on breaking my spirit into submission as a housemaid. After another physical altercation with Chioma and an ultimatum that I either obey her as her maid or leave, I packed my small suitcase, walked out of their apartment, and moved into Darryl’s home. I slept on his living room sofa and continued working at McDonald's.

I used the community bus to commute daily, but getting home was incredibly difficult on days I worked overtime to earn extra money; the bus service always stopped running long before my shift ended. On those nights, the only way I got back home was by getting a ride from a co-worker heading in my direction, or by walking the dark, cold roads alone. I didn’t live close to my job. With feet swollen from working all day in the kitchen, the walk usually took me several hours. I only owned a small summer jacket, which I always took to work. Without money to buy a winter coat, surviving the freezing Massachusetts winter was terrible. Notwithstanding, winter coat or not, whenever I couldn’t get a ride back home, I walked home in the freezing snow. Arriving home, I would take a long, scalding-hot shower to defrost myself and crawl into bed to sleep before repeating it the next day.

I sent my parents Darryl’s address so they could write to me. During our exchange, Papa wrote that Chioma had told them Darryl had a contagious disease, and that we were both using drugs. Of course, my parents were worried about my safety, but I repeatedly responded that both allegations were lies. I was extremely upset that Chioma had started a smear-and-slander campaign against not only me, but also an innocent man who came to my rescue after she demanded I either become her domestic maid or leave her house.

After a while, I saved a little money and rented a room in a house with a shared kitchen and bathroom. At least I had my own accommodation. To survive, I could only afford to spend one dollar daily on food. This was spent on a can of Sunkist orange soda and a pack of two Twinkies cream-filled bars. Any other food was eaten at the McDonald's where I worked. Although they knew where I was living, neither my alleged guardian, Uncle IK, Mummy Ekan, nor any other family member tried contacting me. As they obviously didn’t want me around, I didn’t need them either. Unbothered, I boldly faced my uncertain future.

At seventeen years old, I officially started fending for myself in a foreign country.

Yes, I knew my higher education was nowhere in sight because I couldn’t afford it.

Yes, I knew the number of people who prayed I failed, died, or became a forgotten destitute in America outnumbered those who wished me well.

Yet, despite the odds against me, I knew my survival was not an option.

It was a must.
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Chapter 5
Breathless
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In 1993, I went to San Diego to visit one of my nephews and instantly fell in love with the city after visiting downtown's Seaport Village. It became even more appealing to me when I learned how inexpensive education was at their junior colleges compared to those in Massachusetts. Suddenly, the hope of continuing my education was reignited, and I relocated there.

I don’t recall why I didn’t pursue becoming a fashion designer when I started attending Southwestern College in Chula Vista in the fall of 1993. Maybe my previous experiences had left me jaded; instead, I enrolled to study graphic design. In San Diego, I got a job working as a medical examiner at Prudential Insurance in the evenings after my day classes. I was an honor student from the beginning of my academic journey in America, earning an A grade in all my classes. Creating a disciplined routine, I went to school from 8:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m., worked from 4:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m., took the bus home, slept until 1:00 a.m., studied until 3:00 a.m. or 4:00 a.m., and then slept again until 6:00 a.m. to repeat the same daily schedule.

One day, as a friend and I pulled into a gas station, I met a young, kind, and handsome African American man named Mike, who was participating in his church’s charity car wash. We exchanged numbers, went on numerous dates, met his wonderful family, and eventually began dating. Mike was an amazing man from a good Christian home, and his parents adored me. Without informing my parents, we later got married and looked forward to spending the rest of our lives together. 

However, my parents strongly objected to it when I informed them. Instead, they wrote and instructed me to end the relationship immediately because, as they put it, “I must only marry a Nigerian.” Despite their opposition, Mike and I did not officially part ways until many years later. Although Mike has since remarried an amazing woman and now has beautiful children, to this day, we remain cordial friends and stay connected.

Many things happened during those years in San Diego, including a freak car accident that almost left me paralyzed. I also made some wonderful friends, including Zainab, Marji, and Catrin (Cat) Lewis. Cat and I met through a mutual friend, and despite our age differences, she was sixteen years old when we met—we formed a sisterly bond and a friendship that spanned more than thirty years.

I was twenty years old and still living in San Diego when some Nigerian childhood friends and cousins in Los Angeles introduced me to a Nigerian man named Robert, who lived in LA. After a while of dating, I discovered I was pregnant in the middle of my fourth semester at Southwestern College shortly before my parents came to visit me. Meeting Robert for the first time, they were thrilled that he was Nigerian and that I was pregnant.

After some tough deliberations, and to the horror of my professors, I decided to drop out of junior college to live with Robert in Los Angeles because we were starting a family. Based on Nigerian tradition, marrying early is not unusual, so our families happily commenced arrangements for our traditional marriage in Nigeria. The traditional marriage is considered more symbolic and acceptable than a Western church or court wedding because it is during this sacred ceremony that a bride price is paid to the woman's family.

With both of us coming from royal families, it was pertinent that all rites were performed accordingly. Residing in America and unable to physically attend the ceremony in Nigeria, a person from each side of the family was delegated to physically represent us during the ceremony, which was held at my parents’ house in Sabongidda-Ora, Edo State.

Once again, my bright academic journey had hit a new wall. 

However, during my excellent academic attendance at Southwestern College, I repeatedly made the Dean’s Honor List and was identified in the National Dean’s List 1994–1995 publication, a compilation of students with academic excellence across the United States. In addition, on April 25, 1995, I was invited to join the honorary Phi Theta Kappa, an honor society whose membership is strictly based on academic excellence across the United States. I was inducted into the honor society on May 13, 1995, and I have been an alumnus ever since. 

At twenty-one years old, my life in Los Angeles as a pregnant wife included owning and running
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