
Mere 
Nneka Mere
Mr. Sperling
AP Lit
26 January 2025
Isn’t She Lovely?
	“Daddy!” I yelled when I saw the man wearing sunglasses and an orange work vest. I ran across the schoolyard and jumped straight into his arms. He swept me off my feet and spun me around a couple of times. I could tell a few people had begun to stare; I didn’t care. My dad had returned! Nothing could wipe the smile off my face.
Growing up, my dad often had to work long hours and travel long distances away from home. There were times I wouldn’t see him for weeks or even months on end, so one of my most vivid childhood memories is him surprising me by picking me up from elementary school when I thought he was away. What stands out most to me about that memory is the absolute joy I felt when I saw him across the schoolyard—a joy nurtured by the innocence of childhood and shaken as I grew older.
The first time I felt ashamed of who I was happened on the playground in third grade. My box braids wouldn’t stay down the way I wanted them to, and my friends thought it would be funny to start calling me Medusa. A couple of days at recess, they ran away from me, teasing, “Don’t look at her! She’ll turn you to stone!” I didn’t chase after any of them; I just smiled and pretended to enjoy their joke. I began to realize that I was different, when all I really wanted was to fit in. I didn’t like that my coily hair didn’t fall down to my waist the way the other girls’ hair did. I didn’t like explaining that my name was different because of its Nigerian origin. I didn’t like bringing food to school and hearing kids ask, “What’s that?”
I began to try to “assimilate,” begging my mom to have my hair straightened and asking my friends to call me by a more “American”-sounding nickname. Slowly, a silent resentment grew in my heart toward the culture I came from, and a part of me unfairly blamed my parents for giving it to me.
My father would pick me up from school, but I no longer met him with the same enthusiasm as before. He’d ask how my day was, and I’d respond with a simple, “Fine.” To be polite, I’d ask how work was and then remain silent for the rest of the car ride. My dad isn’t a very talkative man, so for a few months we would simply drive and listen to the music on the radio. Then, in an attempt to break the silence, my dad slowly began to speak up. At first, it was about random facts: “Did you know Hawthorne Boulevard runs north and south?” or “There’s going to be a full moon tonight.” I’d respond with a quiet “mmm” to let him know I was listening. He continued to talk, and his monologues gradually transformed into small stories about his life.
He told me tales of growing up in Nigeria, attending boarding school, and dreaming of working in aeronautics and space. He moved to America in the 1980s, selling hot dogs to college students to earn extra money. He told me about the interesting people he met while working as a taxi driver in Los Angeles and on the streets of Chicago. He also told me about his encounters with racism, including being arrested in front of his friends for a crime he was later proven innocent of. As I listened, what resonated with me most was his courage to throw himself into a new country while holding on to his Nigerian culture. As an immigrant, he had to assimilate, but that never made him any less proud of where he came from.
His stories convinced me that I could be proud of my heritage as well, in spite of the comments and insecurities I had previously felt. Although I did not share his experiences, I was grounded in knowing where I came from. I came from strength. I came from resilience. I came from love. I will carry these stories with me, taking pride in the culture my family comes from while stepping confidently into the pride that comes with being an American.
It was another drive home from school, and “Isn’t She Lovely” played softly on the radio. “You know,” he said, “Stevie Wonder wrote this song to express his love for his daughter when she was born.” In a way, I feel that my dad’s storytelling is how he expresses his love for me. When he tells me these stories, he passes down a heritage and a wisdom that I will carry with me for the rest of my life.


