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			To my mother, Nonyem, 
who meant absolutely everything to me

			—­Your Zozo


	

	
		

			
			Let every sleeper wake, for the sun is in the sky.

			Come rise, come rise, and hear the cuckoo cry;

			Cuckoo, cuckoo, wake up, be spry.
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			As I write this, my mother is dying.

			For years, this is how I imagined I’d begin my book. That is how much the stories of our lives intertwine. Ours was the longest relationship of my life.

			When I first received the news, there was, at the core of my be­ing, a resistance. Up until that moment, I hadn’t realized that I’d thought my mother would never die. I hadn’t known that she was my belief ­system—­that I’d thought my mother was a god, even if it was a little g.

			You see, my mother could do anything, lift anything, move mountains. Only a few inches above five feet, she was tall to me; she had that much fire in her. My boldness is bolstered by her sincere belief that I can accomplish anything.

			I began work on this book before my mother’s cancer diagnosis and continued while my siblings and I cared for ­her—­while I prepared to say goodbye.

			When I say that my mother taught me so much, even in dying,  I don’t mean what she taught me in those final days and weeks. I mean the dignity with which she sat for the 495 days after her cancer diagnosis. She was then who she’d always been: loving, faithful, funny.

			How could I lose her when I still had so much to learn?

			Each time I set out to write my own story, the only place I thought I could begin was the end.

			My mother never sat me down to tell me about her life. She told stories in the way that most Nigerians tell stories: They drift in when the time is right.

			I understood her past mostly through questions.

			“How’d you learn to sew, Mommy?” I asked as a kid watching her from the other side of the dining room table. She was putting the finishing stitches into two identical dresses for my sister ­Chi-­Chi and me.

			“In the war,” my mother said, and that was the end.

			I have always been the family ­historian—­remembering names, connections, and even birthdays, trying to piece together the past. When I asked my mother questions that had complicated answers, she tried to answer as briefly as she could, and then she would say, “That’s all I have to say about that.” The next opportunity to inquire would arise ­years—­sometimes many ­years—­down the line.

			While writing this book, I began to wonder: My children are going to know about my life the way that I tell it to them. But is that actually my life?

			Of course, I will share with them all sorts of things, as my mother did with me. I’ll say that, as a student, I won state championships in track and field, just as my mother had in tennis. When they see  my medals, will they know only that their mother was fast? Or will they also know that this speed was my ticket out of a small town, where I never really felt that I fit?

			I was the only Black girl in my suburban high school’s graduating class, which had pretty much been the case all the way through. Like so many Black women in America, I came into my power in a world of white, male gatekeepers. As I grew as a woman and an artist, I sometimes held back in ways that I thought would help me get ahead.

			Through both the tumult of my childhood and the valleys and peaks of my career, a deeper sense of myself grounded me.

			Each time the world questioned my worth, my mother challenged it. She made it clear that there was a continent, a people, and, most essentially, a family where I absolutely belonged. No matter how many times I was tested, there remained, somewhere within me, a ­mustard-­size grain of this idea, which kept me running, reaching.

			I call this book The Road Is Good because that’s what my name, Uzoamaka, means in Igbo, the language spoken by my parents and my people in southeastern Nigeria. It sounds like a simple statement, but to say uzo amaka is to say that the journey was ­hard—­that, along the way, you went through something and you are grateful.

			Let’s say, for example, that you were coming to see me, but your flight was delayed because of rain, your luggage lost, the traffic into the city crazy.

			“How was your journey?” I might say, as I opened the door.

			“Uzo amaka,” you’d say, stepping over the threshold. It was challenging, but it was worth it.

			The significance of a name is an essential part of Igbo culture. If  you are a native speaker and hear someone’s Igbo name, you know that person’s story without even knowing them. You have a sense of whether they are an only child, for example, or the last of many. You can determine, even, whether their conception was difficult and the circumstances around that: Were the parents elated, or was there a long delay that caused fear and concern?

			Our names are our introduction to the world and, in some ways, our inheritance. Each child carries the burden and the blessing.

			I continued asking my mother questions even as I knew time was running out. As we mourned her passing and celebrated her life, I brought some of my questions to family and friends. It wasn’t easy to sit down and remember, but as we did, my mother’s voice came alive again. News of our loss spread, and people, even some strangers, reached out to me with stories, photos, and even a book that mentioned my mother.

			Each person’s story comes into view in pieces; often the story changes, as you learn more about yourself too.

			This is a story not about death but about life.

			This is my mother’s story as much as it is my own, even now that the fire inside her has been passed to her children and their children. Even as I continue to discover it.

		

	
		
			
			Part I
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			My American Dream is for you 
people to live your dream.

			—­Nonyem Aduba

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 1

			My mother had many sayings, which my siblings and I call Nonyemisms.

			“My American Dream is for you people to be able to live your dream,” she often told us, her children.

			My mother was always calling us “you people.”

			First-­gen American kids often seem to have parents pressuring them to be doctors or lawyers. While academics and career prospects were very important to my parents when I was young, they cared more that we were ­well-­rounded. Very few of the Nigerian children I knew here in the US were playing sports or musical instruments like my siblings and I were growing up. But then, my family is very much in the business of not missing an opportunity.

			The soundtrack of my early childhood included the thunk of a tennis ball against the garage or the more staccato basketball on the driveway, courtesy of my brother Rich. He also played the drums, which, to me, made him impossibly cool. Older, eight years  older, Rich seemed, from my ­pesky-­little-­sister vantage, like a club I couldn’t get into.

			Rich has dimples and thick hair, which he wore high back in the early ’90s. I tried to join him when he was on the couch with his boom box, rocking out to Run DMC or Queen Latifah. I learned every word of Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power,” or at least enough to nod along, mimicking the way I’d seen others move, as a way of bonding with him. Sometimes he’d humor me; mostly he’d tell me to scram. By the time I was eight, old enough to have strong memories, Rich had his driver’s license and his own freedom.

			My sister Onyi is two years younger than Rich, so we had more time together under our parents’ ­roof—­especially after a knee injury sidelined her soccer career. If Rich seemed, in some ways, like a big kid, then Onyi was a little adult. She was politely patient with me, pretending not to notice when, during her sleepovers, I’d shimmy up to her friends halfway through their movie. She let me loll around her room as she listened to Bon Jovi and Guns N’ Roses. The eldest daughter, Onyi was what my mother called a “parent­­ified” child: the one getting my younger sister, my brother, and me ready for school and out the door in the mornings and otherwise filling in ­for—­or, in my parents’ words, “representing”—­the adults, who were busy at work. We Nigerian families love a representative.

			This isn’t to say Rich didn’t do his share. Onyi dressed us, but he was in charge of making sure our teeth were brushed in the mornings. He and Onyi got special permission to leave high school in the middle of the day and walk over to the elementary school for our ­parent-­pupil lunches. The summers when she and Rich were in charge, nap times went on into the afternoons far longer than they s hould ­have—­and far longer into our childhoods, as well. Sometimes my big brother and sister needed a break.

			Back then Onyi wore glasses with very thick lenses, and her long hair fell in a ­loose-­waves perm called Hawaiian Silk. She has a bright, bright smile, with a gap between her two front teeth just like ­mine—­though I always thought hers was beautiful. I wanted to wear every outfit she owned, especially her prized knockoff Benetton set: a narrow black knit skirt and a matching cropped sweater with a ­red-­trimmed neckline, which read, in a white banner across the chest, “Local Hero.” It was hopelessly out of style by the time she handed it down to me. I proudly wore it anyway.

			Even Onyi had her limits. She absolutely would not let me have the lead on the dance numbers we all made up together in the family room. We often pretended we were New Edition, even if Rich and Onyi were the only ones who were actually approaching their teenage years. My younger sister, my brother, and I, all still in the single digits, sang backup, which was very much key to the whole scene reflected back to us in our sliding glass door. We too were five kids, just like the R&B group, with heads tipped back in ­song—­even if our “microphones” were whisks, wooden spoons, and the remote control.

			Onyi would give Rich the lead on “Cool It Now” and “Mr. Telephone Man,” but there was no way I was coming forward as Ralph Tresvant or Bobby Brown, no matter how much I begged. No, Onyi said, ­Chi-­Chi, Junior, and I were to hang back, like the members of Bell Biv DeVoe. At least Michael Bivins’s rap on “Cool It Now” just sort of naturally stole the spotlight from Rich’s Ralph: “Oooo . . . watch out!”

			We also got a lot of play out of Billy Joel’s An Innocent Man, with  ­Chi-­Chi, Junior, and I forever the ­doo-­wop backup on his song “The Longest Time.” (Rich bowed out of this one.) To this day, if that song comes on, I am quietly bothered when Onyi leans into the verse.

			Rich and Onyi are children of our mother’s first marriage. Born in the US, they lived for a few years in Nigeria before coming back for good. Still, I have not once in my life thought of them as “half” anything. It’s a distinction that simply does not exist in our minds or in the way we were raised.

			I am the third born, but in some ways, I am also a kind of eldest: the ringleader among our family’s ­close-­spaced youngest three. Onyi was our boss, but I wanted to be the boss of something too.

			While not the last born, ­Chi-­Chi was tiny and very much “Baby Girl” in the eyes of our family, especially our mother. Obi, whom we called Junior, was also very little, with legs spinning under him, as if on a motor, so he could keep up.

			Junior and I share a wild imagination, and I think ­Chi-­Chi enjoyed having a ­front-­row seat to our antics. She got knocked around sometimes, but as she grew, she learned to assert herself better than I ever could. Even more valuable, for a kid: She also learned how to make trouble without getting caught.

			I was a precocious child, and ­rambunctious—­never meaning harm but certainly causing some, with a mind full of ideas and not enough experience with consequence.

			“Let’s pretend we’re bobsledding in the Olympics!” I announced, plastic sled in hand, one wintry afternoon when I was nine. My younger sister, my brother, and I surveyed the steep, unshoveled steps off our back porch and suited up. I went down. He went down. She went down, banging her head on the rail.

			Chi-­Chi cried, cried, ­cried—­oh, how she used to cry when she was small.

			
			Later that year, after the snow melted, we pushed our plastic, ­four-­seater convertible up the ­super-­steep hill in our Medfield, Massachusetts, hometown. “I’ll be the driver,” I told the crew.

			Chi-­Chi sat shotgun; Junior stood at the back. “Run-­run-­run-­run!” I screamed at him as he pushed and jumped in. We whooshed down as I yanked the levers on the side in an attempt to steer, and then we skidded to a swervy stop, cracking up.

			“OK, now Junior’s the driver,” I said, once we had pushed the car up the hill once again. “Chi-­Chi, you’re in the back.”

			It was her turn to push, but when she tried to jump in, she missed. She held on anyway, so we dragged her all the way down, the sides of her sneakers and her legs scraping against the asphalt. By the time we reached the bottom, she was crying.

			“Why didn’t you guys stop?” ­Chi-­Chi wailed.

			Junior and I stared at her before exchanging a quick look. Then, at the same time, we said, “Why didn’t you let go?”

			Our mother got home from work that evening, surveyed ­Chi-­Chi’s skinned knees, and shook her head. “That Uzo has too many ideas,” she said, looking at me.

			I ­did—­both Junior and I did.

			After watching the TV movie Swiss Family Robinson, about a shipwrecked family who constructs a giant tree house on a ­deserted island, we decided to build our own in the backyard. We spent entire afternoons after school climbing around the remnants of an old tree house that once stood between two of our ­trees—­most of which had collapsed before we moved in. All that was left standing was the floor between the trees and the remainder of a rail that you could still lean on. Nailed into one trunk, practically flush with the bark, was a single ladder rung that you could use to scramble up.

			Scrounging around the loose pile of wood under the trees, we  found enough old planks to build an “extension.” Then we hauled our father’s toolbox out of the garage and hoisted it up onto the platform. Together, ­Chi-­Chi and I carefully nailed one of the reddish planks out into the atmosphere. It held!

			“Now, ­Chi-­Chi,” I said. “Go walk out there and see if it’s sturdy.”

			“Why me?” ­Chi-­Chi asked.

			“I’m heavier,” I said. “If I do it, it’ll fall right away. And we’ve done all this hard work! If you do it, though, we can add a little weight at a time.”

			It made sense to me; it made sense to her too. I positioned myself on one end of the plank, and she slowly walked away from me to the other side. “It worked!” she exclaimed, slowly turning around.

			“OK, now I’m going to stand up,” I said, shifting forward, coming up out of my crouch and then carefully returning one foot to the board. I think I made it an entire half inch before the whole thing came ripping out. I froze as ­Chi-­Chi grabbed the board on her side. “Don’t let go! Don’t let go!” I shouted.

			“JUNIOR!” I don’t know if she screamed or I did. “Get the ladder!”

			And that little boy, legs pumping once again, grabbed it from the side of the house, ran it over, and put it under her just in time.

			My mother saw children all day in her role as a social worker with the Massachusetts Department of Social Services. With me, she knew: Here is one who could go either one way or another. De­pending on how much she stayed on top of me, I would either become some crazy person or run the planet.

			“I will kill you before I have an insubordinate child,” she told me once, as I was explaining why our neighbor Davy and I had turned the front windshield of his parents’ Volvo station wagon into a waterslide. “Do you hear me?”

			
			“We didn’t mean to crack it,” I said.

			“Do you hear me?”

			“If you kill me,” I said, “you’ll go to jail.”

			“And I will go to jail happy,” my mother said.

			My immigrant parents did not understand the practice of moving around work commitments to accommodate a midday school occasion like a class party or a field trip. These boundaries were particularly fixed for my father, who worked as an accountant, with hours and commitments that we kids could not touch.

			I begged him to come to school for lunch, but I always received the same answer. But one day when I was in the second grade, instead of seeing Onyi among the parents streaming in, I saw, toward the back of the group, my father dressed up in his old work suit. I was so shocked.

			“This is my dad!” I exclaimed, introducing him to everyone I ­knew—­adults and classmates. I couldn’t believe he’d come. We sat down, and we had French bread pizza for lunch.

			While he didn’t stay long, and I couldn’t follow him back home like the many kids with stay-­at-­home moms could, the gesture meant a lot to me.

			My siblings and I often got dinner started before our parents came home. We’d learned to cook by fetching: running back and forth from the kitchen to the garage, then back again when reminded of another forgotten ingredient. Most of our nonperishable food was kept on shelves back there, in large, white plastic chewing gum containers that still had faint ­labels—­Dubble Bubble or Super Bubble. Most of the tubs held rice; some had ­onugbu—­sometimes called bitter ­leaf—­dried and brought over from some re lation’s last visit to Nigeria. This my mother would crumble in her fingers as she would an autumn leaf, then soak and boil it before adding it to a soup with perfectly blended pepper.

			When my mother was kept late at work, Onyi would corral us to chop onion, ginger, and peppers both sweet and hot. All cooked down with curry powder and tomatoes into a paste, the result was similar to a spaghetti sauce, but thicker and so much more satisfying. This start of red stew, a Nigerian ­staple—­a sweet humidity coming from the stove, onto my ­face—­was my childhood. ­Snow-­dusted late afternoons, ­post-­practice homework at the dining room table, the sizzle of plantains, and red stew on the stove.

			These memories also have the sound of television in the background: My parents allowed thirty minutes, or maybe an hour, while we had a snack after school. These rules did not apply, however, to The Cosby Show and A Different World. For these the whole house stopped to watch, after dinner, in my parents’ bedroom. My father in his recliner, my mother under the covers, and the rest of us cuddled around her or sitting with our backs to the foot of the bed. In these shows, we saw the best of ­us—­a part of Black life in America so different from the endless drone of crime stories on the news.

			On the weekends, my family watched movies and movie musicals in the living room, snuggled into the couch or sprawled out on the carpeting. The Sound of Music was always a ritual a few days be­­fore Christmas, as well as whatever the Disney Sunday movie was that week. Once we had a VCR, The Sound of Music fell into more regular rotation, along with Oklahoma!, My Fair Lady, West Side Story, and whatever else we could get our hands on.

			My Fair Lady was far and away my favorite. I loved the fairy tale of Eliza Doolittle’s ­story—­her transformation from Cockney ­ working-­class girl to ­high-­society lady. I loved the songs, especially “I Could Have Danced All Night,” as well as the glamorous costumes, as we see Eliza off to the horse races at Royal Ascot or the embassy ball. Most of all, I loved the sentiment and the idea of the song “Wouldn’t It Be Loverly,” which is all about dreaming of something ­more—­and getting it.

			I could have had my own room once Rich and Onyi left for college, but I still preferred the one I shared with ­Chi-­Chi, next door to Junior’s. We three were always close, and by then, we knew it was to our benefit: We could have more ­privileges—­like riding our bikes to the swimming pond on our own in the ­summers—­if we promised we’d stick together.

			Chi-­Chi and I fought like cats in our tweens and early teens; we were, after all, just a year and a half apart. This narrow age gap ultimately made us even closer, or “practically twins,” as we sometimes say. We have the same sense of humor and a similar laugh, with the same kind of cheesy wheeze at the end, like some ­Hanna-­Barbera cartoon character.

			“What’s so funny?”

			This is how it always ­started—­Junior would hear us carrying on and pipe in from next door. In the doorway, we’d see his hopeful smile, pure sunshine and good. Then he’d come in, sit at the foot of one of our beds, and lay there with us, talking, until either ­Chi-­Chi or I threw an elbow: “All right. Goodnight!”

			Eventually he leveled up. He’d bring in a sleeping bag, fluffing it up in front of the nightstand in the space separating our two twin beds.

			“Junior, leave!” we’d say, laughing. “This is our room!” More of­ten, he would stay.

			We slept like that for what seemed like forever. A little box set.

			
			.    .    .

			
			With a name like Aduba, I was accustomed to going first. In elementary school, only Dan Abramson came before me. I was also quick, which meant that on school field days, I led the pack. I handily won the girls’ races and then went up against the boys in the finals.

			“Girls don’t beat boys!” The sound of Matt Monahan’s voice and my sense of the other boys’ raised eyebrows made me even more determined. To quote Yosemite Sam, in my family, “them’s fightin’ words.” I pushed myself, passed them all, and my God, I was so proud.

			Inside the classroom, I found real comfort in sidling up beside Dr. Seuss’s Sam-­I-­Am and his ­fast-­paced rhymes about green eggs and ham. Our school was part of the Pizza Hut Book It! Program, which incentivized students to read by offering free personal pan pizzas as a reward. While I needed no convincing to read more, the idea that I could exchange gold stars for a pizza of my choice kept me up with Fantastic Mr. Fox long past bedtime.

			Besides reading, I loved ­writing—­especially ­cursive—­and talking, as much as possible. I was too chatty for most teachers. In my report cards, the consistent complaint, year after year, was “talks too much in class” or “distracts students with too much idle conversation.” I was nonstop.

			My friend Crowley’s earliest memory of me is from the first grade. In it, I am dead asleep, head down on the desk. “Don’t wake her up!” Mrs. Tascioni had insisted. She welcomed the break.

			The other image that sticks with Crowley is from the day I brought in an entire ­family-­size package of cookies for a ­snack—­a snack I’d proudly packed myself, as I’d noticed so many of the other kids bringing in cookies. When Mrs. T noticed, she took it away.

			
			I often went toe-to-toe with my ­second-­grade teacher, Nancy Featherman: She scolded me for talking too much in class one day, and on the next, I spent the afternoon’s writing lesson bent over my blue Grade 2 composition book, with its black binding down the spine, methodically listing every single complaint about her that I had.

			My father saw the notebook a few days later, at ­parent-­teacher conferences. He laughed, asking my teacher, “Didn’t you say she could write whatever she wanted to in there?”

			On another day, Ms. Featherman turned over our class to a student teacher, Miss Getchen. She returned to find the place in chaos and me sitting at her desk, with students asking me, not the student teacher, if they could use the restroom.

			“I let them go,” I explained to Ms. Featherman. It wasn’t a complete banana republic. My classmates were reading, after all. I was in the very chair I felt I was meant to be in, down front and in charge.

			Ms. Featherman assured me that I was not.

			Whenever it was time to sign up for extracurricular activities, our mother sat us down at the kitchen table and listed our choices. “Are you sure?” she asked each of us, every time, regardless of whether she knew the answer. Still, at the start of each season, my mother would ask as if each activity were a new undertaking, reminding me that practices and competitions meant no weekend birthday parties or sleeping in.

			There was a discipline of completion in my house: When you said you were doing something, that was what you were doing.

			Of course I would play the violin, just as Onyi had. Junior  would play saxophone, and ­Chi-­Chi would do another season of tap dance and jazz. And of course I wanted to do figure skating ­again—­that above all else.

			I’d been a kindergartener when the “Learn to Skate!” flyer had fallen out of my backpack. I’m not sure what had spoken to my mother: I’d never been to an ice rink before. I’m not sure any of us had. But she’d called the number and signed me up, as well as ­Chi-­Chi and Junior, and that was how our ­Saturday-­morning routine began.

			We pulled extra sweaters over our playclothes, which our family called “staying-­home clothes,” and buckled in for the ride to Natick, about fifteen minutes north of our home in Medfield. When we walked in, lugging the skates and helmets our parents had bought us, we were hit right away by an unforgettable smell: that lingering exhaust from the Zamboni and the slight whiff of sweat and undiscovered mildew, which would come to seem so familiar.

			This scent, carried through the persistent moisture in the air, was also my childhood. The ­sounds—­the teachers’ metal blades, sharp enough to cut through meat, carving out the bass. The young students’ new blades, shuffling across the surface, making a higher, tinny sound. The feeling of the cold, kept at bay by my winter jacket and pleather winter gloves, always a size too big.

			From the minute I first stepped on the ice, I was hooked: Skating was a game of speed and precision, balance and strength. There was risk in skating and, for once, a great reward for my willingness to dare. I loved that.

			Junior and I took to skating like fish to water. He moved quickly into hockey; ­Chi-­Chi, after a few years, chose ballet instead. I continued on the figure skating path, promising my mother that I would stick with it. The ice time wasn’t cheap; I knew.

			
			By the end of elementary school, skating had become my life. I practiced before school and sometimes left school early for ice time or travel competitions.

			I could find no match for the wonderful, free feeling of speed under my skates, the cold air racing past my ­face—­what I imagined flying must feel like. I loved the precision required to create a look or execute a move; I even enjoyed the challenge of building my strength to perfect that move’s full expression.

			One early fundamental was the waltz ­jump—­taking off on the outside edge of one foot for a ­half-­rotation jump, landing on the outside edge of the other foot. Nailing it was a point of pride, but I quickly moved on to something I felt would be more impressive. I practiced taking off while skating backward until I could land a toe loop, but what I was after was the axel: the feat of a turn and a half in the air and a confident finish. Then I would know I had arrived.

			From the start, my focus was on the big kids: the teenagers who seemed like professionals. I was fascinated by the command they had over their ­bodies—­how smoothly they glided, how quickly they stopped. I wanted to be over there with them, doing exactly what they were doing, instead of where I was, with the little kids, doing the ­little-­kid stuff. I actually believed that I could just glide up and blend in with them, just as I’d so often tried at home with Rich and Onyi. I stumbled and fell endlessly, trying to perfect my program.

			With our full slate of extracurricular activities, our family did a lot of leaning on other families in our ­neighborhood—­especially the mothers. My mother’s demanding work schedule was a rarity. At the time, very few women in our town worked outside the home.

			
			My siblings and I benefited greatly from our neighbors’ generosity: Mrs. Trasher picked me up on the way to drop her daughter, Aly, at figure skating. The Browns across the street often got ­Junior to hockey. Luckily, ­Chi-­Chi’s ballet lessons were in Medfield, within walking distance of the school. She got there on her own and then later caught a ride home with Holly Gudaitis.

			To reciprocate, my mother saved up all her vacation time for the start of each summer, when she ran an informal, ­two-­week tennis clinic over at the high school. She had the experience to do so: When she first moved from Nigeria to the United States in the early 1970s, one of her first jobs was coaching the sport at a private school in Connecticut. She and my father were not ones to push, but I know she had hoped that one of her kids would fall desperately in love with the sport.

			My mother certainly tried to kindle a passion in us. On those tennis clinic mornings, she was the one home to make us breakfast. She packed our van with lunch bags, snacks, and all of us kids and then drove around our neighborhood, stopping for Ryan and Holly and Erin and all these friends whose parents had been so wonderful to us. The van idled near the court as we kids unloaded the canvas bags stuffed with tennis balls, the ball hoppers, and the blue, plastic ­one-­gallon Coleman water jugs. We stacked them all against the ­chain-­link fence and then dragged them in as she parked.

			We spread out on the court, and Rich guided us through our warm-­up stretches. We ran ­sprints—­“suicides,” we called ­them—­from baseline to center line and back again. We practiced our strokes and our serves until tennis balls covered the courts, and then we took the ball hoppers to scoop them all up and start again.

			These weeks were my mother’s way of giving ­back—­her opportunity to take our neighbors’ kids off their hands, watch them, and p roduce an activity for them. I think she was also repaying a debt to our family, or maybe to herself, making up for the year’s inevitable missed moments in fifty weeks of ­full-­time work.

			My mother knew that in suburban America, parents expressed love by creating predictability. For us, that meant these active, ­sun-­soaked mornings, the carpool, the feeling of the ­still-­cool courts on my palms as I stretched. I loved seeing Mommy in her element, in the moment, doing something that we rarely saw her do, which was to relax.

			My siblings and I were clear that our mother was good at tennis, but years later, we’d learn that when she was in college, she had claimed the West African Singles Tennis Championship title.

			We didn’t buy it at first. My mother did love a great joke, after all. Then, when she returned to Nigeria for a visit, sometime around 2002, she flew home with the trophy.
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