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Destiny is anywhere, anytime and anyone.
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​Aburion, Tristan, and Kelly are strangers going about the business of life at the same time in different parts of the world. Let’s talk about them...


​Chapter One

On this particular day, the weather in Nigeria was the same as it had been since the Hamattan season began three weeks prior; it was cold in the morning, dusty, dry and hot in the afternoon and then cool in the evening. As usual, it did not matter what kind of day or time it was because pedestrian and vehicular traffic on New Market Road was heavy. This evening, it was Aburion’s turn to drive through the madness.

Aburion Olumide, a handsome Nigerian with very dark complexion and striking features, was six feet, five inches tall. He had an athletic built that came from playing soccer since he was a kid. He had an appealing face, nice full lips, a well-defined nose, and sleepy eyes that charmed every woman he came across. Though he was pretty much a man’s man with all the roughness and lifting that goes along with being a man, his hands still looked as if he did not do much with them. They were soft and his nails were clean and square. Aburion was nineteen years old but appeared to be about five years older; something he used to his advantage when chatting with women. Like most men his age, Aburion had a penchant for fashion. Sometimes, depending on his mood, he liked to dress older, younger, business-like, or causal. His hairstyles also reflected his moods; shaved, low-cut or in tiny locks. Sometimes he wore wire-rimmed, non-medicated eyeglasses, not because he needed them but because he wanted to appear serious-minded.

Aburion honked loudly at a yellow and green-striped four-door, Peugeot taxicab in front of him. “Doesn’t this amateur driver have a license?” he grumbled to himself. He glanced at his car mirrors and then skillfully maneuvered his mother’s hunter-green Volvo to the right side of the road. He finally managed to drive past the offending driver in front of him. As he did so, he deliberately slowed down so he could yell rudely in a bogus American accent to the cab driver.

“Why are you driving like a woman, my friend?”

“Shut up, jare, Mr. has-been! Wetin be your problem?” the driver yelled back in local Nigerian slang.

“My problem is that you should be walking, not driving, my man! This should not be your chosen profession!”

“You think sey na only you first go Yankee land...!”

“Whatever!” Aburion did not hear the rest of the driver’s equally angry voice as he sped off towards the University of Benin where one of his latest girlfriends, Chika Mudi, a twenty-one-year-old biology laboratory assistant was waiting for him. He had promised to pick her up by 5:30 p.m. He was already running late. In his mind’s eye, he could just see her pretty face pouting in annoyance. Well, he would just tell her it was traffic. Everyone knew how bad the traffic on New Market Road was.

It was 6:45 p.m. when Aburion finally pulled up at the main gates of the University of Benin in Ugbowo. He never ceased to be impressed by the architecture of the university. The waning sun continued to cast long shadows over the stately structures that made up the university as he drove past the heavily, secured double gates and along a winding road lined with lush trees that never seem to lose their luster, before eventually arriving at an array of smartly designed gray brick buildings. Unless you knew your way around the university, you could easily get lost. The first building was the Department of Architecture. This was followed by several auditoriums, the Law Department and then followed by several other departments. University of Benin Teaching Hospital was located closer to two of the main student hostels: Hall One and Hall Two. Aburion made several turns past numerous departments, including the teaching hospital, before reaching the Department of Biology where Chika worked.

He was surprised to see that Chika was still waiting for him. The lab had already shut down for the day and she was the only one around the area. Chika was five feet, seven-inches tall and slender. She had large, almondshaped, brown eyes and perfectly arched eyebrows, which were hidden behind her sunglasses. Though her sunglasses hid most of her face, her tightly clinched lips showed that she was annoyed. She was dressed in a tight dark-blue mini-skirt, a white sleeveless blouse that showed her midriff and ample cleavage, and a pair of four-inch, open-toe ankle-strapped slippers that revealed manicured toes. She was leaning against one of the brick pillars with her legs crossed. Despite her appearance of irritation, Aburion did not miss how beautiful she looked. Her full lips, which had been carefully enhanced with wine-colored lipstick and a small black birthmark next to her slightly flared nose, complemented her light-brown complexion. Her smooth, endless legs turned Aburion on even more. They were the first features that attracted Aburion to Chika when he first met her. He was the first to admit that he was a sucker for women’s legs. God, how he loved women, and how he loved their legs.

“Hi babe, I’m sorry I’m late. It’s the traffic again,” said Aburion in his most sincere voice as he reached across the front passenger seat to open the door for Chika. She got in frowning as she stared straight ahead of her with her arms folded across her chest. Truthfully, Aburion’s tardiness was ​because he had spent most of the previous day making love to Esosa Laye who was also one of his many girlfriends who had illusions about being his only true love. He had managed to sleep for just a few hours after Esosa left. As a result, he woke up late.

“This is not the first time you are late. Next time, please don’t keep me waiting. I have better things to do with my time,” said Chika in irritation.

“I know. I’m sorry,” said Aburion, trying to look as pitiful as possible.

“I don’t think it would have killed you to call me.” She flicked some wayward strands of hair from her face as she spoke.

“I tried to reach you at the lab from my mobile phone; I swear I did. But you know how these things give up on you when you least expect it.”

“Whatever.” She continued to pout and stare directly in front of her.

“Sweetie, I’m so sorry, sorry, sorry, sooorrry. I missed you since the last time I saw you two days ago,” he lied charmingly as he nuzzled her neck and ears.

“Really?” asked Chika, her annoyance quickly evaporating into happiness as she readily forgave him. Aburion was one of those people you just could never be angry with for a long time, no matter how hard you tried, and he knew it.

“Yes, yes,” he replied as his tongue found hers and his hands made their way under her blouse to cover her breasts. He was already aroused and would have taken her right there in his car if Chika had not stopped him.

“Aburion, we can’t do this here,” she said regretfully, pushing him away from her.

“I know, let’s go to my place,” he suggested hopefully, quickly forgetting they were supposed to be heading to his friend’s place for a get-together that evening.

“I thought we were going to Jarrell’s house,” Chika reminded him.

“Actually, it slipped my mind. But I’m sure he will understand.” As far as Aburion was concerned, Jarrell and the others would definitely understand. Besides, he was about to start his new life in a strange country, so he might as well have as much fun as he could in a familiar environment before he left. Aburion realized with a jolt that he was going to miss his life in Nigeria. A big change was about to begin for him. His hands dropped to his lap as he thought of his impending journey. He had always been in agreement with his mother that he would further his studies in America and had always been excited about the prospects. All of a sudden, it had become too real.

“Are you okay?” Chika touched his left cheek with her right hand. Aburion covered her hand with his and smiled a little sadly.

“Yes, Chi, I’m just thinking about my trip to America.”

“I thought you always wanted to go there.”

“I do. My mother would never send me there if I didn’t want to go.”

“Then why do you look so worried?”

“Not exactly worried; just a little anxious.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know, I guess its just nervous excitement, you know, something completely new and all that.”

“Is it also because you’ll miss me?” Chika asked in a small, girly voice as she kissed him on his lips before settling back into her seat. She was really going to miss those lips.

“Of course, I’ll miss you too.”

“Don’t worry, Aburion, it is normal for you to feel this way. As long as you stay true to yourself, you’ll be fine.”

“I hope so. Come here.” He pulled her back into his arms, cupped her face in both his hands, and then kissed her long and hard. Chika was floating by the time he let go of her. Aburion had never kissed her like that before.

“Sweetie, I know you’ll be fine,” she said when they finally came up for air.

“Yes, indeed, my sweetness,” Aburion responded before giving her another kiss. His life would change but right now he was still the man in his own home territory.


​Chapter Two

Aburion dialed his mother’s number from Chika’s house to tell her that he would be spending the night at Jarrell’s place. As he waited for someone to pick up the phone, he watched the gentle rise and fall of Chika’s breasts as she lay naked on the bed. She was staring at Aburion seductively. He knew the look. He was all for satisfying her. After the fifth ring, he heard his mother’s soft voice.

“Hi, Mama, I thought you were doing double shifts at the hospital today?”

“The hospital decided they didn’t need me for double shifts, after all,” replied his mother, Yemisi, a nurse by training. Though she was remarried and her husband, Edosa, who was a chemical engineer, was a good provider, she still did additional shifts at the hospital occasionally.

“You do need to rest sometimes, you know. You rarely have the weekends to yourself anymore.”

“Well, we need as much money for your trip as we can get.”

“I know but I’ll also work part-time when I get to the States.”

“I don’t want you to be short of anything. I just want you to face your studies.”

“I’ll be fine. I just think you need to rest some more.” He wanted to study abroad too, not just for himself but also to make his mother proud. Yemisi felt he would have a wider range of choices and opportunities in the U.S. In her mind, when he was done with his studies, he would come back home to Nigeria, run his own successful company, and marry a lovely Nigerian woman.

“I rest more than enough, my dear. Anyway, when are you coming home? It’s already 10:00 p.m.”

“Hmm... uh, uh, Mom, I’m still at Jarrell’s place. I’m spending the night here.” He hated to lie to his mother but sometimes he felt it was unavoidable... like right now. He had bailed from Jarrel’s house early to spend the night at Chika’s place. It helped that she lived alone.

“I see. Well, say hello to Jarrell and his parents for me.” She was not sure she believed her son. She always knew when he was not quite straight with her... like now.

“Of course. So where’s everyone?” Aburion was referring to his stepfather and his ten and twelve year-old half-sisters, Esther and Mercedes. Aburion had to admit to himself that Edosa had always been very good to him, his mother, and his half-sisters. Aburion loved and respected him. He treated Aburion like his own son, disciplining, advising, and loving him unconditionally. Indeed, he was the father ​Aburion always wanted and the only one he ever really knew. Aburion referred to Edosa as “Dad.” Unfortunately, he could not say much about his own natural father.

Aburion’s natural father had not been much of a factor in Aburion’s life when he was growing up because he had left Yemisi and Aburion for another woman when Aburion was only three. Aburion learned that his father was one of those deadbeat dads who had kids with different women everywhere but did not know what to do with them after they were born. Though he did not know his father’s other children, he did not let that bother him. As far as he was concerned, his mother, Edosa, Esther and Mercedes made up his family.

“Everyone is fine. We had dinner about an hour ago,” his mother’s voice broke into his thoughts. “Edosa is asleep in front of the television. I’ll wake him up to go to bed after I hang up with you. Mercedes and Esther are having friends over for the weekend and Jimon is also here for the weekend.”

“Jimon is there too?” Jimon lived three blocks from Aburion’s family. Jimon was four years older than Aburion. They were good friends. They regularly played soccer with other neighborhood guys.

“Well, Jimon just broke up with his girlfriend and he’s having a hard time dealing with it. He did not think he could pour out his heart to his parents and is thinking about going back to her. He needed my advice,” replied Yemisi. She was a woman with a sharp tongue and a generous, motherly spirit who would tell anyone the truth as she saw it whether it was harsh or not. It was one of the reasons people tended to seek her opinions or advice. A woman with a complicated mixture of traditional and modern philosophies about life, Yemisi was known fondly in the neighborhood as “Mama.” Her generous spirit made sure she never failed to feed or comfort anyone who came to her about his or her issues. So much so, that no one in her household bothered to ask questions anymore when someone in the neighborhood unexpectedly spent weekends, nights, or dinner times with the family. Even her husband now accepted this without question. He could understand why everyone loved his wife; he was still as crazy about her now as he was the first time he met her several years ago.

“So what did you make for dinner?” Aburion asked, toying with the phone cord.

“Dodo, jollof rice, chicken, and shrimps.”

“Sounds like a party!” His mouth was watering at the thought of his mother’s cooking. She was an excellent cook.

“Well, you know how this house is; there are always plenty of mouths ​to feed. No sense cooking in small portions.”

“I hope they don’t eat up my share!”

“Well, you should have brought your butt home. In any case, I left you some food in the oven. I’ll put it in the freezer for you.”

“I’ll be home in the morning.”

“Ok. I guess this means you will miss church tomorrow.” After a pause, Yemisi added, “Abu, you are at Jarrell’s, aren’t you?”

“Ma, I said so.” Aburion felt guilty for lying. He and his mother were very close.

“Yes, you did, Diamond,” Yemisi replied, not believing him. “Whatever you and your friends do, always be careful and use protection.” Yemisi knew her son like the back of her hand. People, especially women, were always drawn to him for one reason or another. It was a fact his mother noted when he was just a baby and she nicknamed him ‘Diamond.’

“Mama, I hear you,” Aburion’s voice cut into her thoughts. He could swear she knew exactly where he was. Sometimes, he wondered if she was psychic or something.

“I love you very much, my son.”

“Mama, I love you too.”

“Good night, Diamond.”

“Good night, Mama. Tell the girls and Daddy good night for me,” he said before hanging up and turning his attention to Chika who pounced on him as soon as he hung up the phone.


​Chapter Three

Yemisi, a pretty full-figured woman in her late forties, was five feet five inches tall with beautiful caramel skin and full, lustrous hair that she maintained in big braids. She had laughing almond-shaped eyes, and dimples that matched her son’s when she smiled or laughed. She was also a take-charge woman who never let any disappointment get her down for too long. After Aburion’s father left her, she sold the house they had shared and used the money to buy another one at a very decent rate in an up and coming, little-known area at the time, called Government Reservation Area. No one thought she should have bought a house in such an area where the future for full development was uncertain but she had always been a determined woman. Now, she and her family lived in one of the most exclusive areas in Nigeria at a bargain.

Yemisi had learned to be strong after Aburion’s father left them and she had been determined to bring up her son in the best possible way. She had done a good job with Aburion and marrying Edosa had made it easier since it meant a strong male influence in Aburion’s life. Aburion had graduated from secondary school a few weeks ago but since Yemisi did not trust the unstable Nigerian economy or the stability of the universities’ educational system, which was constantly interrupted by students’ strikes and disorderliness, the family made a decision to send Aburion to the United States to get his college education. Right now, the Nigerian economy was slow. The country, which once had a very thriving economy due to its oil resources, was now crawling with greedy politicians, unemployed and angry college graduates and corrupt leaders. And as have been the case lately, university students, to no one’s surprise, were in the middle of one of their latest strikes to prove one of their many points to the government. As a result, the universities were once again shut down. Unfortunately, the rate at which the strikes were going, Yemisi was not sure when the universities would re-open. Yemisi was not one to wait around before putting her plans concerning Aburion’s future and education into motion. It was time to get Aburion started on his future. So just before he graduated from secondary school, she and Aburion took a trip to the American embassy in Lagos to get a visa. He was going to be living with her younger sister, Charity, and her husband Victor, in New Jersey. Yemisi planned to make regular trips to the United States to visit him.

Three days before Aburion left, his mother and stepfather threw a going-away party for him. They made sure that all his friends were invited and everyone had a great time as they all danced the night away. ​Aburion had been amused to see his parents and their friends dance with the younger generation to traditional Nigerian music and funky American and European music. He had never seen his mother and Edosa be so jazzy.

The day he left, the whole family and a few close friends drove with him to Lagos, where he boarded the 10:35 p.m. KLM flight to the United States amid tears and hugs to begin a new life.


​Chapter Four

As soon as the plane landed at Newark airport in New Jersey, Aburion’s first thought was to get on the next plane back to Nigeria. He had never felt so lonely in his whole life. However, regardless of how he felt, he was impressed with the largeness of the airport compared to that of Nigeria. There was a lot of chatter from the huge crowd of people engaged in all manner of activities; arriving, departing, announcements, eating at the airport cafes, reading, or doing other things. Aburion made his way to the baggage claim section to retrieve his two suitcases. As he waited for his baggage, he observed his surroundings some more. At one end of the baggage claim section, he saw a young couple stop and lovingly kiss each other every few steps they took after getting their bags. They looked young and had wedding bands on so Aburion concluded that they were probably newlyweds and maybe still on their honeymoon phase. Must be nice, he thought. Not too far off where a woman and her young son were standing, a tall white man in his fifties was asking a stern-looking male security guard something. Judging from his expression, he did not seem pleased with the security guard’s response. A short distance from them, a young Asian woman in her thirties with a worried look on her face scolded her young son for apparently doing or saying something he should not have.

Aburion soon spotted his baggage, collected it, and walked toward the checkout area. After checking out, he looked around frantically for someone fitting his aunt’s description but no one was waiting for him at the airport despite the fact that his mother assured him that his aunt would pick him up. He could see some drivers holding up signs with names on them, but his name was not one of them and his aunt was still nowhere to be seen. Feeling lost, he finally went to a public phone not far from where cabs were lined up outside the airport, to dial his aunt’s number. After three rings, his aunt picked up the phone.

“Hello?” his Aunt Charity’s slightly high-pitched voice. Because she had been in the US for so long, her Nigerian accent was barely noticeable.

“Hello, Aunt Charity, this is Aburion. I’m at the airport!” Though Aburion could not quite remember his mother’s younger sister who left Nigeria when he was just five, he recognized her voice instantly from so many phone calls to his mother. He was shouting into the handset ​because he could barely hear her with so much noise around him and at his aunt’s end of the phone.

“Aburion, honey, I thought you were...”

“Hello? Hello? Aunt?” He could hear Toni Braxton’s song, You Are Making Me High playing loudly in the background, making it even harder to hear his aunt’s voice.

“Hold on, Aburion,” and then he heard his aunt yell, “Emeka! Turn that volume down; I’m on the phone!”

Aburion added more quarters to the phone slot while he waited for his aunt to get back to him. He shivered. He had been unprepared for the chilly October weather. He was wearing just a light black suit and a pair of light socks with his shoes.

“Sorry my dear,” his aunt said after a few minutes. “I was saying, I thought you were supposed to arrive tomorrow morning.”

“Aunt Charity, it’s today. I’m at the airport right now.”

“Okay, hop into a cab. Don’t worry about the fare; I’ll pay for it when you get here. You have the address with you, don’t you?”

“Yes, Aunt Charity”

“Okay, my dear, we’ll be looking out for you.”

“Okay.”

“Aburion?”

“Yes, Aunt?”

“Get a fare guide from one of the taxi attendants. It gives you an idea of what the fares should be and keep your eye on the meter. These cab drivers like to take advantage of foreigners.”

“Yes, Aunt Charity. I’ll see you when I get there,” said Aburion. He was a grown man but nevertheless, he was disappointed not to have anyone waiting for him at the airport.

He got into a cab and gave the driver the address of his aunt’s place. He closed his eyes and opened them several minutes later when the driver, a black man in his fifties, with graying hair, spoke in an American accent. “We are now driving through Market Street. You said your aunt lived on Washington Street?”

“Yes.”

“Well, we are getting close.”

“Okay,” Aburion responded as they drove past Penn Station. A short distance from the station was a five-story garage fully parked with cars. Aburion was impressed. In Nigeria, cars were usually parked on the side of the road and the cars were much smaller, more European. Right opposite Penn Station, was a large office building that occupied a whole block. The taxicab stopped at the traffic sign, which was illuminated in the shape of a figure and people walked across the street. Some people clutched their kids’ ​hands while others held tightly to their purses and other items. Mothers walked briskly with their strollers and a few black men with braided hair seemed to be talking to themselves as they followed the crowd across the street. A few teenage school children with earphones and backpacks also joined the crowd to cross the street. In Nigeria, when the traffic light was down, motorists usually had to rely on a traffic guard to monitor the traffic. If one happened to be driving where there was neither a working traffic light nor a guard, the motorists and pedestrians had to rely on aggressive tactics in order to get to their destinations. This was usually achieved through curses, slangs, and intimidation.

Aburion also noticed that the roads were much wider here than those in Nigeria. Two cars could go in the same direction on three lanes and another three could go in the opposite direction in another three lanes at the same time. The red electronic traffic sign changed to STOP and people on either side of the street stopped any attempts to cross the opposite sides of the street and drivers began driving again. As they drove further down the street, Aburion noticed that there were many stores neatly lined on either side of the street. People were selling everything; one store sign read Mary’s Hair Pieces, another store sign read Ben’s Fishery and another simply said Boutique. They drove past a large department store that was obviously not operating. The barely legible sign on the abandoned building read Macy’s. Dr. Jays’ sneaker store was opposite of Macy’s. Aburion noted with mild amusement the reason why the street was known as Market Street. The driver suddenly made a left turn to Clinton Street, which looked almost desolate compared to Market Street. There was a Burger King and a gas station on this street and an empty building on the opposite side. Two blocks later, the driver entered the driveway of a very tall apartment building. The building was called Washington Houses and it was located opposite the Ledger newspaper house. Aburion was taken by the height but not exactly surprised. Television exposure and stories from his friends, who had visited America before, had given him hints of what to expect in America. Tall buildings were one of such expectations. Aburion noted the contrast to Nigerian culture, where most people tended to live in houses in Nigeria, even when they rented.

Aburion told the driver to wait while he called his aunt from the pay phone in the small grocery store on the lobby of the building.

“Hello, Auntie Charity, I’m downstairs.”

“Great, Aburion, I’ll be down in a minute with Emeka.”

“Sure. I’ll wait by the cab.”

Five minutes later, his aunt came down with her son, Emeka, in toll. Charity was five feet and three inches tall, pretty, and slender. She looked much younger than her forty-one years. She was dark-skinned with short, silky hair cut in a pageboy style. Like Aburion and his ​mother, she had dimples when she smiled and her jaw lines were the same as her sister’s, his mother. For someone very petite, she had a very commanding presence. She gave Aburion a bear hug and then turned him around so she could look at him.

“You are such a handsome boy! All grown up! The last time I saw you, you were a baby.”

“Aunt, I’m happy to see you too,” said Aburion, smiling a little shyly. “Me too, my dear child. By the way, this is your cousin, Emeka,” Charity said as she turned to Emeka, who had been standing quietly by his mother and observing Aburion. Emeka was almost as tall as Aburion. His haircut was almost bald and his complexion was as dark as Aburion’s. His standing posture was almost an exact replica of Aburion’s posture. He was evenly proportioned with large, square shoulders. He stood upright and confident but without an air of arrogance. A casual observation from a stranger would easily lead to the conclusion that they were related.

“Nice to meet you, Coz,” Emeka said in an American accent as he shook Aburion’s hand while at the same time giving him a hug with the other hand. His smile matched Aburion’s, complete with the dimples that ran in his mother’s side of the family. He found himself warming up to the cousin he was meeting for the first time.

“Me too,” said Aburion. He also liked Emeka immediately.

“So how was your trip? was the plane food good? I hear it’s very hot over there in Nigeria. Can you believe I’ve only been there once with my mom as a baby?” chatted Emeka.

“You know that doesn’t really count since you can’t remember a thing,” said Aburion, amused.

“I know, Man. But I always leave out the ‘I was a baby when I visited’ part when I tell my friends that I’ve been to Nigeria.”

“Smart move. Anyway, you can always go home to Nigeria and visit anytime. My mother always talks about you.”

“Yeah, my mom talks about all of you non-stop, too. Maybe I’ll visit after I graduate from college. So, do you know you and I will be sharing a room? After you settle in, I’ll show you around town.”

“Welcome to America, welcome Aburion, my child,” Charity interrupted the boys as they chatted as though they had been around each other for years. She grabbed Aburion’s hand and turned him around for the second time with pride in her eyes. Her sister had done well with him. “You must be hungry Aburion. I’ve cooked a large...” she was interrupted by the impatient honking of the cab driver, who was still waiting for his money.

“Look, lady, happy reunions are nice and all, but I’ve got to go earn ​some more money,” said the driver, dryly.

“Oh, sorry, here’s your money. Thank you.” Charity paid the driver and gave him a generous tip before he left. She returned her attention to Aburion and Emeka.

“Let’s go inside. Emeka, help your cousin with his luggage.”

They happily chatted as three of them entered the building. Aburion felt welcome but at the same time he also wondered what his life in America was going to be like.


​Chapter Five

Aburion’s aunt’s three-bedroom apartment on the sixth floor was very tastefully furnished. The living room consisted of matching, black, velvet, three-seater sofas with small throw pillows, a love seat, an ottoman, and a large oak entertainment center, which was positioned against the wall in front of the long sofa. Various pictures of the family, a mixture of modern European and African paintings and other decorations adorned the wall. A medium-sized oak bookcase stood against the wall next to the dining room section of the living room. There were four chairs surrounding the round, glass dining table, and a huge bouquet of flowers sat as the center-piece of the dining table. Aburion learned that most of the time the family did not eat together, and when they did, someone was always in a hurry. His aunt and her husband shared the largest bedroom, while Emeka and Aburion were to share Emeka’s room. Ifeoma, Emeka’s sister had a room to herself.

The first few weeks at his aunt’s household were a period of adjustment for Aburion as he got to know his aunt, cousins and uncle-in-law. His aunt’s husband, Victor, was a highly educated Nigerian Ibo man who had lived in the United States for about thirty years. However, he still lived, thought, and ate as though he still lived in Nigeria. He was five feet and nine inches tall and slightly on the big side, which was partly due to his fondness for local Nigerian food such as pounded yam, eba, okra, amala and egusi soup. He did not help matters by drinking a lot of Stout, Guinness and Heineken beer every chance he got. A couple of times, Aburion had heard his aunt complain of Victor’s increase in weight but she contributed to it by feeding him very large portions of his favorite food. Victor even favored wearing traditional Nigerian clothes such as abadas, sokotos and adires on most days. He worked as a Tax Accountant. When he was home long enough, he was polite and almost friendly to Aburion. However, there was a certain distance between them. Aburion was glad he did not have to see much of Victor.

His cousins were much friendlier to him. Emeka had a serious look about him, which belied his great sense of humor and easy-going ways. He was a year younger than Aburion and was glad to have a male companion ​at home other than his dad. He did not seem to mind sharing his room with Aburion. He filled Aburion’s head with details of his family’s “rules” of living.

Charity, his aunt, was a very down-to-earth woman. She worked as an Administrator at a small Advertising company on Broad Street in downtown Newark. Unfortunately, though she made a very handsome salary, she never stopped complaining about how under-paid she was after ten years with the same company and about how much tax the city withheld from her paychecks. Everyone learned stayed out of her way on her paydays. Though Charity was an outspoken woman with a short temper and a sharp tongue, she was also a great mother with a big heart. Her enemies feared her and her friends loved her to death. She never tolerated slackness from her children and brought them up to be honest and hard working. Aburion certainly saw the similarities between his aunt and his mother.

A poor grade was a no-no in the house and the children made sure to make education a priority in their lives. Charity and her husband gave their children a sensible amount of pocket money during the school year and saw to it that they got everything they needed during school period because they did not want them to get distracted from their education. However, when they were off from school for the summer, their parents made them work odd jobs for their pocket money, “so they could learn to be responsible adults.”

Like Emeka, Ifeoma, had also taken an instant liking to Aburion and looked up to him as a second older brother. She was a pretty, tall, slender girl with wide, expressive eyes like her father’s. She appeared younger than her age and like most young girls her age, at fifteen, she was developing a keen interest in boys. However, she was not allowed to date until she was seventeen. Aburion felt protective of her and was happy that she could talk to him about her interests. Already she had begun exhibiting great talent as an amateur photographer.

Within two weeks, Aburion felt as if he had been living with his aunt’s family much longer. However, he was a little disappointed that he was not able to start college immediately because he had missed the spring deadline for filing applications. His aunt suggested that he register with employment agencies so he could work before starting school. Luckily for him, within a few days, he got a short-term job assignment through one of the agencies he had registered with to work as a security guard.

At first, it was a bit difficult for Aburion to adjust to the working system of the United States but after he got his first paycheck, he warmed up to the idea very quickly. He had never had to work in Nigeria but he definitely liked the idea of making his own money.


​Chapter Six

It was a cold, wet, winter Monday morning when Zoey Ruby knocked on her sixteen-year-old brother, Tristan’s bedroom door. Tristan lived with Zoey and their parents in the South Bronx, in a three-bedroom apartment on the first floor of a dilapidated building that was constantly crawling with mice, roaches or dripping water. His mother was a drug addict and did not work because she was always high on cocaine, marijuana or any other street drugs she could lay her hands on. In an attempt to be sober, she spent most of the time checking in and out of drug rehabilitation programs. Tristan and Zoey lived for the day when their mother would truly be sober for good. They did not get much support from their father because he was an alcoholic who could never hold a job for more than a few weeks. In his world, drinking was the solution to everything and holding a job was a waste of time. As a result, the family existed on welfare.

“Tristan, are you dressed already? Can I come in?” Zoey called in a soft voice.

Tristan was still in his underwear when he heard the knock. He put on an old pair of jeans and a dirty sweatshirt before calling for her to come in. “Tristan, I... uh... I’ve got something to tell you.” Zoey, dressed in faded jeans and a light blue t-shirt, sat on the edge of his bed as she spoke. Even though Zoey was two years older than Tristan, he was proud that he was already taller than her at six feet and she was five feet, six inches tall. Other than that, they looked a lot alike; they were both skinny with dark brown hair, squinty, deep-blue eyes, slightly crooked noses and wide mouths that made it look as though they were constantly smiling. Zoey ran her hands through her shoulder-length, hair. Tristan recognized her nervous gesture because he exhibited the same mannerism when he was nervous. He sat next to her and looked at her worriedly. She was his best friend. She was the reason he survived living with his parents. Zoey put an arm around his shoulders.

“What is it Zoey? Tell me,” said Tristan, tensely waiting for her news.

“Well, I haven’t told Mom and Dad yet but...” she hesitated again.

“Zoey, can you just say it already?”

“Well, remember Sean Midens, that nice guy you met at Maven’s the other day?” Zoey asked. She had dropped out of high school at sixteen to ​work as a cashier at Maven’s Record Shop on Tenth Street because she hated school.

“Yeah, that’s the rather old, chubby, short, bald-headed guy who was talking to you when I came in.”

“He’s not that chubby or old!” Zoey smiled in spite of how she was feeling about hurting him.

“Well, I guess fifty or so may not be old for some people even when they are zillion years older than others. Like you for instance.”

“Tris, he’s rich and kind. Anyhow, age is not that important to me,” Zoey responded without concern. Sean, who had been married once before, was old enough to be her father but she did not really care. He was her ticket to a better life, out of her parents’ home.

“Okay, okay!” Tristan held up both his hands. “No need to be so defensive! Anyway, so what do you want to tell me?”

“Well, I want you to be the first to know that Sean and I are getting married,” Zoey said. She had agreed to marry him a month after they met.

Tristan frowned and jumped up from the bed. He wheeled around to face her. “Yeah? I guess that’s good if you love him right?”

“Yeah, I like him and he can take care of me,” responded Zoey, less confidently as she took in Tristan’s reaction. She could slice the tension in the air. Tristan was not taking this well and the worst was yet to come. She stared at her hands and then ran them through her hair several times. She did not want to hurt her brother but she needed to do this for them.

“You mean he’s rich.” Tristan’s shaky voice broke into her thoughts.

“Well, yeah. He can take care of me so I can take care of you.”

“I want you to be happy,” Tristan said with little conviction. He loved his sister to death but what did this mean for him? This person was taking his sister from him. He sat back on the bed and stared at his sister then gave her a tight hug. No matter what, he wanted her to be happy.

Zoey drew strength from the hug and quickly launched into the rest of her news. “I want us to be happy too, Tris. You and me. That’s why I agreed to marry Sean and move to California with him.”

“You are moving away?” Tristan broke away from his sister, confused.

“Yes. I need to get away from here before I go crazy.” Her heart tightened as she noticed the pain in her brother’s voice.

“What about me, am I coming with you?” asked Tristan.

“Not right now.” She took his hands as she spoke but he snatched them away.

“Why not?” Tristan folded his arms across his chest in a defensive mode. How could she leave him alone with those people who posed as his parents! How could Zoey do this to him?

“I need to get Sean to adjust to the idea that you’ll be living with us ​as soon as we are settled in California,” said Zoey.

“I can’t believe you are going to leave me here with them,” he said, referring to his parents.

“Those people are still our parents, Tris.”

“But you are leaving me here alone with them, anyway.” Tristan could feel the tears forming at the corner of his eyes as he spoke. He rubbed his eyes furiously and glared at his sister.

“As soon as I settle down with Sean, I’ll send for you. I promise.” Zoey felt helpless.

“But why can’t I come with you now? Why are you leaving me here with them?” Tristan asked painfully again as he allowed a single teardrop to roll down his face. Zoey reached out and wiped it with the back of her hand. This time he did not bother to shake her off. She wished she could take him with her now but Sean would not understand.

“Tris, I need to warm Sean up to the idea first. Please understand.” She pulled him closer to her again but he yanked himself away from her embrace and went to stand by the window with his back facing her, hands in his pockets. Zoey could feel the distance between them and it made her sad. She loved her little brother but she needed to make a life for herself in order to help him.

“You are just like them; you don’t care about me at all!”

“I do care about you. I’ll send for you as soon as I can.” She needed to leave and the opportunity to do so was now even if she was marrying for the wrong reasons.

“When are you leaving?” Tristan turned to face her, fresh tears rolling down his face.

“I’ll tell Mom and Dad this afternoon and then I’ll leave in two days.”

“Did they meet him yet?”

“No. They are never sober enough, as you know. Besides, they don’t really care. You are the only one I care about and you’ve met him.”

“Will you really send for me?” His voice was now hopeful.

“I promise.” She went over to him and gave him another hug. Tristan held her tightly. He did not want her to leave but he understood.

Two days later, Zoey was married at City Hall. She moved to California that same day. Tristan stayed away from school to see her off. Neither of his parents questioned him. Their father locked himself in his room with several bottles of beer and their mother simply waved Zoey goodbye as though she was going on an errand around the corner. Tristan appeared to be the only one actually in tune to what was happening.


​Chapter Seven

After Zoey left, Tristan became very lonely and depressed. The atmosphere at home did not help much since he and his father were constantly fighting. Whenever his father was in a particularly drunken mood, he would get angry for no apparent reason and take that anger out on Tristan and his mother by verbally abusing them. On this particular day, two weeks after Zoey left home, Tristan was watching a basketball game on TV when his father, in yet another drunken state, came into the living room to bully him. This time, Tristan had had enough. His anger and sadness about his sister leaving and his mother’s apparent helplessness gave him the courage to stand up for himself.

“Hey, you ugly toad, go to your room, I need this room to myself!” his father yelled from the doorway. He was a big, burly man in his early sixties, with an unshaven face, a closely set pair of bushy eyebrows, deep blue eyes, and hair the same color as Tristan’s.

“Dad, can I at least finish watching the game?” Tristan tried to hide the irritation from his voice.

“Did you hear me the first time? I don’t feel like seeing your ugly face. Go and find something else to do.”

“Yes sir.” Tristan got up from the dirty beige sofa he was sitting on, turned off the TV and began walking towards the doorway where his father was still standing. As Tristan squeezed past his father, his father pushed him causing him to trip. Tristan struggled to his feet, raised his hands, and balled them up as if he was going to punch his father. Tristan’s father watched his son’s reaction in amusement.

“Now, Tristan, you don’t really think you can take me on, do you?” After Tristan dropped his hands back to his sides reluctantly, he added, “I didn’t think so.”

“I didn’t deserve that. Pick on someone your own size and age,” Tristan said angrily as he stared at his father defiantly.

“What are you saying, boy? Did you say something?!” his father boomed.

“Leave the boy alone, Stanley,” said Tristan’s mother, Ruth, who had come to the hallway from her bedroom where she had been smoking some ​weed. She was almost the exact replica of her daughter except for her beautiful, almond-shaped green eyes, which unfortunately, stopped sparkling years ago after she started using drugs. Tristan’s mother was once a very stunning woman but her years of smoking and drug abuse had damaged her skin, making her appear several years older than her actual age of forty seven and giving her once full and naturally blonde hair, a thin, dull look. Even her once sparkling personality was now dull.

Tristan quickly moved to stand behind his mother as she spoke to his father so that his father would have to push her out of the way to get to him. And if he did, Tristan was not sure he could stop himself from hurting his father.

“Why? Can’t you see the little brat is being rude?” Stanley challenged Ruth.

“Just let him be, Stanley,” Ruth said in a slightly slurred but concerned voice.

“I can do whatever I feel like to him. He’s my son.”

“He’s also a human being with real feelings and you are hurting him.”

“Who says?” sneered Stanley.

“I can see what you are doing to him.”

“Well, you can’t do a thing. Anyway, I’ve not done anything to the brat. I just told him to leave the room. And by the way, you smell of weed,” Stanley retorted, forgetting that it was he who had first introduced Ruth to drugs but he had quit the habit a long time ago in favor of supporting his other habit; drinking.

“Whatever, Stanley,” said Ruth and turned her attention to Tristan. “Tristan, go to your room.”

Tristan left without another word to either of his parents. He knew his mother was back on drugs. Just a couple of days ago, he had walked into the kitchen to get a glass of water and he had accidentally come across Ruth inhaling what looked like white powder from the kitchen table but neither of them had addressed it. Ruth continued her drug inhalation as if he was not even there and he simply got the water, drank it and left the kitchen without a word. Later, here had called Zoey and told her what he had witnessed and she had told him that she trusted him not to follow their mother’s example. Even without talking to Zoey, Tristan already knew that he most certainly did not want to end up like his either of his parents.

*

Tristan was stretched out fully clothed on his bed in his bedroom, plotting ways to avoid being at home at the same time as his father. He could still hear his parents arguing, except they had stopped arguing about ​him some time ago and had brought up something else to argue about. His parents thrived on arguments. It was how they survived living with each other. One minute they were in love and could not stop acting like teenagers even in their drugged or drunken states and the next minute they were fighting. Yet, anyone who interfered in their relationship, strange as it was, would find him or herself on the outs because that person would be fighting against the unbeatable force of Stanley and Ruth. At this point, Tristan was thoroughly fed up with his father’s mood swings and decided it was better to avoid him completely. When his father was sober, which was rare, he tried to make up for his unpleasant behavior and Tristan was getting quite confused by these actions. After a while, he heard a knock on his bedroom door.

“Who is it?”

“It’s Mom.”

“What do you want?” He did not feel like speaking to his mother right now.

“Can I come in?” his mother’s dull voice filtered through the door.

“I suppose,” called back Tristan in a bored tone. His mother came in, looking a little bit more organized. She looked as if she had washed her face and had made some effort to comb her hair.

“Do you want something to eat? Can I make you a sandwich?” she asked as she sat on the edge of Tristan’s bed near his feet.

“I’m not hungry.” He turned to face her.

“You should be by now.”

“Ate just before Dad came to the living room,” he lied.

“Look, your daddy loves you.”

“Yeah right.”

“He’s not really that mean.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Tristan, he really does love you.”

“Sure. If you say so, Mom.”

“He just gets upset sometimes.”

“He hates me.”

“That’s not true.”

“Whatever you say, Mom. I’m tired and need to rest.” He closed his eyes and turned his back to her. She got up, taking the hint.

“Sure, baby. I’ll make a sandwich and put it in the fridge for you just in case you get hungry.” As she walked toward the door, she picked up his clothes that were lying on the floor and put them on the only chair in his room. Several minutes later, he put on his sneakers and came out of his bedroom. He stopped in the kitchen on his way out of the house to call Zoey and demand for the millionth time when she would send him a plane ticket.

“I’m working on it, Tris. I’m still trying to convince Sean to let you come live with us. He’s not exactly open to the idea right now but I’m working on it, I promise.”

“I hate this place, Zoey. Dad is constantly picking on me and Mom is always on drugs.”

“I know Tris. I’m doing what I can for you. It’s going to be okay.”

“I am thinking about a part-time job, you know, to help with the ticket.”

“Sounds like a good idea. But I still have to work on Sean.”

“Please hurry up. I’m not sure how much more I can take living in this place.”

“Tristan, you’re a good guy, concentrate on school. Don’t quit like me. Make good friends and avoid being in the way of Dad. Hopefully, I can get you here to join me as soon as possible.”

“Thanks, Zoey.”

“What are you going to do now?” she asked.

“Just going outside to hang out with my friends. The parents don’t know I’m going out.”

“Just be careful. Don’t do drugs and come home before it gets too dark.”

“Yes, Mom,” Tristan laughed at his sister.

“I mean it!”

“I know, I am grown enough to know better,” Tristan replied.

“I love you, Tris,” said Zoey.

“Yeah, I love you too,” Tristan said before hanging up and leaving the apartment to meet Landron, Blair and Richard, three guys from the neighborhood that he had made friends with.


​Chapter Eight

By the time Zoey’s husband finally warmed up to the idea of Tristan moving to California to live with them, three years had gone by and she had given birth to a baby boy. As for Tristan, he had lost interest in going to California, graduated from high school, found a job as a mailroom clerk at Caton Special Events Corporation, and taken to life in the streets.

Luckily, Tristan was born with a good head on his shoulders and hanging out in the streets only intensified his determination to succeed in life. He did not want to end up like his parents. If there was anything he stayed away from, it was drugs, alcohol, or anything even remotely related. Blair and Landron had once offered him the opportunity to sell drugs but he turned them down and promptly dropped them as friends. However, Tristan was very street-smart. He developed his business sense from the streets. As soon as he made his first cash, he wasted no time in spending a portion of it on business cards and proclaiming himself an expert in whatever it was he thought he could do. He never went anywhere without flyers and his business cards. Whatever he did, he did to survive. Though he hung out in the streets, he never did anything illegal... just for a price. If anyone asked him the direction to a certain location he knew, he would aid that individual for a price. Sometimes, he got more than
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