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I read it in one day, it was that mesmerizing! I was glued to it till the very end.
I loved how totally relatable the characters were. As a waiting single (although still

far younger than Anita), I could relate to some of her feelings in the book. 

The characters were relatable and the plot very interesting. Couldn’t put the book
down. Keep ’em coming!

As always, a very good read.
There are lots of twists and turns which I love, imaginations were beautifully and

effortlessly created, and the epilogue ‘calmed’ my curiosity.

Wow! I’m speechless, I had a good read and some ‘God moments’.  Thank you for
this precious gift.

After Lights Out is an amazing book. We need more Christian fiction books with
Scriptural depth out there. I am rating it 5stars!

A truly beautiful read. A story of a hard fall and a gracious God.
The length Yahweh would go to restore a lost soul is heart lightening.

All my romance mongers, here you go!!!

I love emphasis of God’s presence in messy situations – things they made us believe
can’t be found in Christian settings – and they all turned to good.

Anita Ossai. I love her. I thought she had an accomplished exterior, but deep inside,
she was really fragile, a hungry soul looking for love.

Anita. Her innocence in the game of love made her too vulnerable.

Anita & Tolu. You’re not just wasting time but also the opportunity to experience and
explore the essence of love. Time and opportunity tarries not.

I read it. Very interesting.
I love the friendships painted, and especially the mentorship of the FAB’s family.

I love the friendships portrayed in the book, 
and the emphasis that medicine does not contradict Christian beliefs.

Some Readers' Reviews: After Lights Out ~ The Novel
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To my son, Tim Dara

you are amazing, and a pure delight!
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Meditation

And remember, 
when you are being tempted, do not say,

“God is tempting me.”
God is never tempted to do wrong,
and he never tempts anyone else.

Temptation comes from our own desires,
which entice us and drag us away.

These desires give birth to sinful actions.
And when sin is allowed to grow, it gives birth to death.

So don’t be misled, my dear brothers and sisters.
Whatever is good and perfect

is a gift coming down to us from God our Father,
who created all the lights in the heavens.

He never changes or casts a shifting shadow.

James 1 vs 13-17
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         “What have I done?”
       Sophia Hamid was sure she was losing her mind again. Her midsection
writhed in pain – a soreness that matched, but soon diminished compared to
the one growing in her heart. Her adult life had been marred by excruciating
pain; at the current rate, she might never recover. 
         Icy cold wind blew angrily, making a whooshing sound. 
         It seemed harmattan would start early, much to her disapproval. She ran
her tongue over her lips, but they remained dry.
         “Gosh! I hate harmattan,” she muttered under her breathe. 
         Granted, she had spent the previous night drinking as she tried to drown
the memories that threatened her sanity. She swore under her breathe
several times, cussing at the weather. She had always hated harmattan since
she was a child – it made her sluggish. Now in her late thirties, her reasons
had multiplied, and with it came memories she would prefer to forget. 
         She wished she could sleep forever into oblivion. 
         Mustering all her strength, she held on to her tummy. 
         “You can do this, Sophie, just breath,” she encouraged herself.
       A cold sweat broke out on her face; her hands became crampy, and her
vision grew hazy.
         She held on to her dresser to stop herself from falling, but to no avail.
        Squirming in pain, she wept, curling into a foetal position on the floor. It
was clear that the pain pills were not working. 
       She could call in sick at work but she knew she wouldn’t, not while she
was still trying to convince everyone that ‘Sophie the Shark’ was finally back.
There was no room for weakness; she had only one option – and that was to
be strong.

prologue
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       She pulled herself up again, clinging to her bedroom furniture. On the
dresser sat the two tests she had done previously, each with the smiling face;
and the pictures from the scan sat gloriously by the corner, taunting her. 
        She had spent several years of her failed marriage trying to have a baby.
She and her ex-husband, Fisayo, first pretended it didn’t bother them, until
they had to face the reality of their infertility and opted for IVF. Their first
attempt failed, but she eventually fell pregnant with a second IVF. 
          However, she lost the baby. And she had one person to blame for it.
          “I hate you, Fash,” she screamed. 
          For the pain he caused her, and for the way he ended their marriage, she
had many angry words to say to him, if only they could meet face to face. But
her recovery from her nervous breakdown took longer than everyone
anticipated, and with it came a diagnosis that shook her world.
          Bipolar.
       Then, just when she thought she was getting her life back, she became
reckless. She ended up with a baby she didn’t want. And with a man who was
married and didn’t want anything to do with her, or her pregnancy. 
          It was a one-night-stand!
         Sophia longed for a shoulder to lean on; bothering her parents would be
unfair, not after all she put them through during the many months of
hospitalisation and rehab. And she couldn’t display weakness to anybody –
not friends, not siblings, and definitely not work colleagues.
          Not when everyone was still suspicious around her.
          ‘Everybody thinks you are crazy,’ angry voices screamed in her head.
     There was only one person who could understand her stupidity and
recklessness, and perhaps the reason she turned her back on a child she spent
years wanting so desperately; but he was out of reach.
          “My life is such a mess, I can’t possibly bring a child into it,” she sobbed.
          The pain worsened, so did the bleeding. 
      She became tired, and finally, she conceded defeat. Reaching for her
phone, she called her neighbour as she dragged herself to unlock the front
door of her first-floor apartment.
          “I think I’m dying. Please come and help me.”
          The next thing she saw was blackness.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI
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 “All is calm, all is bright
 ‘Round yon virgin Mother and Child
 Holy infant so tender and mild
 Sleep in heavenly peace.” 

         “Christmas is early this year,” Anita Ossai said to herself as she swayed to
the Christmas carols that played nonstop from a near distance and seeped in
through the windows to her third-floor office. Holiday decorations were
already up in their offices, and the dry, cold air brought with it the familiar
Christmas spirit.
      She couldn’t wait for businesses to close for the year; not that she had
anything special lined up for the holidays, just the same old routine. 
         After fifteen years of being a pastor, she could not think of anything else
to do with the festive season, but to keep a big smile on her face and be the
Pastor Anita everyone loved and cherished, even if her nerves frayed and her
agitations grew.
         Wasn’t that what Jesus would do? 
      She reached for her hand cream; and with her eyes closed, she gently
massaged her delicately manicured hands and then her jaws with both hands
while keeping her breath steady; a practice she found relaxing. 
        It was another long and lonely year, but her recent distraction  –  that is,
her new job description – kept her on her toes; and most of all, her new crush
with whom she spent every bit of her working hours. She had no intentions
of acting on those feelings, and the man would not disappear from her life
anytime soon. 
         She felt stuck, in a nice way.

chapter 1
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        She took one quick glance at her life – the lady from Customer Care who
suddenly found herself mingling with the bosses. She did have the required
postgraduate qualification, but she lacked enough experience, and learning
on the job wasn’t particularly fun. 
       It’d been nine months, and she still couldn’t decide if the promotion was
from God, or just another bait to knock her off her balance. 
        She still hadn’t found her balance. 
        “You’ve got to trust the process.” 
        It was the sweet, still Voice she had come to trust. She hugged herself and
gently massaged her arm, letting out a controlled breath.
       “When I can’t see You, I know You’re near. When I can’t feel You, God, I
will trust in You,” she whispered in prayer and worship.
       The beeping sound from the computer jolted her back to reality.  When
she finally opened her eyes, a gentleman was leaning by the entrance, with a
fascinated smile plastered on his face. It seemed he’d been there the entire
time, watching her.
         She couldn’t hide her embarrassment. 

      “What was that? Meditation?” It sounded more like a curious question
than anything else, the amused smug still on his face.
       It was Fisayo Fasuan, the man who had made her life unbearable for the
past nine months and counting. Not just because he was a workaholic, which
meant she had to tag along, but the growing attraction often made her
breathless – a crush that wouldn’t go away, but one she must ignore.
       ‘All the good guys are already taken,’ Anita knew that for a fact. She had
given up hope of meeting that man after her thirty-fifth birthday. And now,
about three years later, that man was still nowhere on the horizon. 
         ‘Poor-little-miss-pretty-but-invisible!’
        Anita smiled uneasily. Well, at that point of her life, she would gladly be
attracted to any man who was good-looking and successful, especially if he
wasn’t wearing a wedding band. She quickly pushed away the cheeky thought
that flew past her unguarded moment and sat up, unsure whether to
apologise or to explain.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI
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        Unfortunately for her, her tongue went into stutter mode.
        “It’s okay, Anita. It was just fascinating watching you float into a trance.”
There was a little chuckle in his voice. 
       Fisayo didn’t joke much at work, so she sat there, still unsure of what to
say. 
       “I didn’t go into any trance; I was just a little… overwhelmed,” she made
something up.
         “With work?”
     She shrugged. She was truly overwhelmed, but it wasn’t anything she
couldn’t handle. 
    “Oh! Now we have a problem.” Fisayo dragged a chair close to her;
sounding genuinely interested. He was so close the fragrance of his cologne
assaulted her brain, distracting her. “Now you’re making me feel guilty.
Seriously, am I pushing you too hard?”
         “Not really.” She was too distracted to think straight. 
        Fisayo was one of the younger directors at The Trink – the multinational
company where she had worked for the past ten years and counting. Trink
could be an obsolete word for a fishing net, but theirs meant a network of
companies in Western Africa, the United States, and Southern Asia. 
   Most people called him Fash; but not her, she was the queen of
professionalism. 
         She and Fisayo hardly had any contact until recently when he became her
direct boss, and she was laden with the responsibility of organising his life,
that is, his work life, and his incessant trips. 
         That’s what personal assistants do, isn’t it?
      However, he made it a living nightmare for her. He worked too hard,
round the clock, which meant whatever was left of Anita’s already struggling
social life was gone. 
         Worst of all, he was a closed book.
      “Well, I don’t want you to be overwhelmed. It’s not good for business,”
Fisayo said after a while, reassuring her. “You see, I don’t regret having you
here, but since all I got was you and we cannot compromise on the quality of
what we deliver, we need to balance both. Right?”
         Anita nodded in resignation.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI
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       “It’s year end, which means we’re still gonna get busier until we close for
the holidays. And even during the holidays, I might call you in if necessary.”
        Anita knew that already. She’d finally sold her freedom, for money.
      Her unusual promotion came during one of the turbulent periods at The
Trink, Western Nigeria. 
        Fisayo’s former PA, Ms Rolake Bakre was forced to resign following what
looked like an impropriety, and the aggrieved former employee dragged the
company to court. They eventually settled out of court. Anita heard from the
company gossips that Ms Bakre mentioned her name specifically as part of
her demands for settlement, perhaps as a way of sabotaging Fash. 
        Why else would you pick someone from Customer Care to work as a director’s PA?
     Company gossips also suggested that Fisayo hoped the company would
disregard Ms Bakre’s unreasonable request, however, following intense
deliberations by the board, he was given Anita instead. 
      In return, Fisayo demanded nothing less than what Ms Bakre delivered,
which was quite a big shoe to fill. 
        Their relationship took off with on a wrong foot, and Anita had no choice
but to learn on the job, under intense pressure. Lately, things had begun to
settle, but Anita was still careful around him.
      “Give yourself a little credit,” Fisayo sliced through her self-pity. “You’re
doing great, really. With time, it gets easier.” 
     “Of course.” Anita nodded again in understanding, changing the topic.
“What was the thing you wanted me to do for you?”
        “Yeah. About that. Are you free tonight?”
      “Yeah. Why?” Anita wondered if she missed another engagements of his
again. There were so many overlapping year-end events as businesses closed
for the holidays that she struggled to catch-up. 
        She sat up to go through his schedules. 
        Fisayo stopped her.
        “No, this is not about work Anita. It’s just me. Well, us,” he responded. “I
am meeting some friends, I thought you could accompany me. I will
understand if you have other plans, but if you are free, I will be glad if you
can make it.”
        “Oh, really? Like a plus-one?”

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI
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       “Yeah, like a plus-one,” he responded. “I have a few friends who would like
to meet you, you know, as my new PA.”
        Anita smiled. Of course, she was free.
        She couldn’t read what Fisayo was up to, but she agreed in a heartbeat.
        “You’re the best!” Fisayo got up to leave and exited through the elevator.
        The idea of hanging with Fisayo socially excited her. 
       All the alarms in her head went off, so did her curiosity. It was probably
nothing, and she had no clue of what Fisayo’s social circle looked like, but it
felt great that she was not the ‘pretty-but-invisible-lady’ she always thought
she was. 
        Someone noticed her and wanted to take her out. 
        She smiled. 
      “Babes, you’re such a hot mess,” she scolded herself jokingly for getting
excited over nothing. But that didn’t stop her from a muffled scream. 
       She couldn’t remember the last time a man invited her anywhere socially
as his plus-one.
       All the men she knew needed her to do something for them. She was the
pastor, the mentor, the team leader, the prayer warrior, the soul winning
and church growth champion at Believers’ Assembly where she was a pastor,
and a personal asset to Bishop Jeffery and First Lady Vickie Okorie. Her
social life was strongly linked to whom she was at church and sometimes at
work.
       Her heart yearned for that special connection, perhaps her fate was about
to change. She could only hope.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI
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         Anita steeped out of her red and white SUV in the parking lot at the Astro
Resort and Towers – the address Fisayo gave her earlier – and scanned the
environment. She arrived early ahead of her boss as a precaution; she didn’t
want to be caught in-between anything nasty. 
       She settled for her usual sweet and delicate looks, complete with a midi
bodycon dress that flattered her naturally endowed curves. She temporarily
lost her jacket to the backseat of her vehicle, hoping to come back and pick it
up once she located her correct entrance into the hotel. 
         Entrance ‘H’.
         That was if she didn’t freeze to death first. And she thought that might as
well be the night her ankles would protest her love for heels, and snap.
         She picked her clutch bag from her front passenger seat and explored the
resort. It was a cluster of tall buildings with different entrances. After a while
of wondering, she realised she had missed her entrance. She couldn’t find
any “H”.
       Eventually, she came into the buildings through the next revolving door
she found, ignoring the bold “E” sign on the entrance.
        “It is warm and nice inside,” Anita smiled awkwardly as she spoke to one
of the ladies behind the computer at the reception who was ever so eager to
assist her. Her nametag read ‘Blossom’. “I’m sure I missed my gate. I’m
looking for the one with the ‘H’”
      “This is gate ‘E’ ma’am,” Blossom smiled back, pointing at the huge E’s
inscribed on the revolving door. 
      Blossom asked for her details, typed something on her computer, then
confirmed that they were indeed expecting her, much to Anita’s surprise. 
      “But not to worry, ma’am, follow me, and I’ll lead you to where you’re
going,” she said.

chapter 2
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        Anita followed until they arrived at a lobby attached to a small conference
room, and it began to dawn on her it might not be a date night. Just another
work hangout.
       Well, Fisayo never mentioned a date, he did not even volunteer to pick her
up. But in her mind, it sounded like that. 
        A date night with the Boss!
      After few minutes of walking, right in front of her was her boss who sat
with a group of half a dozen people at the lobby. Sure enough, he was having
a business meeting.
    Anita felt silly for making an extra effort to put a look together and for
dressing up to impress, all for nothing. 
        And she had forgotten her jacket in her vehicle. She felt exposed.
     “You came early.” Fisayo excused himself from their clients and rushed
towards her, while thanking Blossom who escorted her. 
      Anita chuckled sillily as she explained how she lost her way in two short
sentences.
    “I didn’t want to bother you with work since you were overwhelmed
already, I can’t risk you going into another trance,” Fisayo continued, teasing
her, as his eyes took a brief tour of her from head down. “But since you are
here early, I’ve got work for you.”
        He took her to the group of waiting clients.
      “Please meet my colleague from our office,” Fisayo introduced her to the
clients, “Anita Ossai.”
        Anita greeted briefly and settled down. 
      She listened to them, making notes frantically, hoping to catch-up with
whatever they were talking about, and perhaps be able to make relevant
contribution, as per work colleague, since Fisayo forgot to introduce her as
his secretary. 
      She switched to work mode; she honestly was not aware of the business
meeting. Right now, she would rather be ‘Miss-Invisible’ than be queried for
not doing her job.
        The meeting was over, and she was finally alone with the boss.
        Fisayo’s poring look tickled her.
        “Thank you for coming and for coming early,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting
you until later.”

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI
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        “I wasn’t aware of the meeting.” Anita explained. She couldn’t believe she
missed that detail.
        “No. It’s not your fault; it was impromptu. And I thought you could take a
break. I can’t let you burn out,” he replied. 
         “Thank you.” She meant it. His thoughtfulness touched her.
       “You look pretty. I was looking forward to the evening with you.” Fisayo
immediately switched from work to leisure. 
        “Thank you.” The spontaneous switch surprised her. 
       Anita tried cowering from Fisayo's scrutinising look, swallowing hard.
She was beginning to feel she must have misjudged the situation, or perhaps
she didn’t really know Fisayo so well. Well, she didn’t. 
         The hotel was beginning to fill up as people finished from work, and they
turned there to relax. Fisayo held her hand in his, and they walked through
winding route onto their destination, chatting leisurely. He was a lot relaxed,
made lots of jokes, and laughed so hard. 
         They arrived at their destination at the resort. 
         The sign by the entrance read ‘bar’. 
       She was welcome by an atmosphere she wasn’t familiar with. The lights
inside were rainbow coloured; the replay of the soccer league match showed
on the huge flat screens, while upbeat music played in the background.
        Some of Fisayo’s friends were at the bar already, they were sitting around
what looked like a large, reserved area, eating and drinking. 
       Three of them were playing pool when she and Fisayo arrived, while the
other just chatted away.
         She and her companion joined the waiting group. 
     “Gentlemen, I present to you the popular Anita Ossai from The Trink,
Nigeria,” Fisayo introduced her excitedly, pulling a chair for her to sit. 
    The men seemed loud, but they were friendly, accommodating, and
respectful, and they accepted her like they’d known her since forever. 
         Fisayo blended in with them immediately. 
        Anita tried to settle down and relax, but that was not her usual circle; it
was way out of her comfort zone. 
         Psalms chapter one began to attack her brain.
         Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, or set foot on the
path of sinners, or sit in the seat of mockers.
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         Fisayo pulled off his jacket as he took his seat next to Anita and relaxed
with his friends, like he couldn’t wait to start the happy hour. He tapped her
shoulder gently, to check that she was fine. He began to introduce his friends
to her, with a promise that with time, she would meet the rest of the gang.
         “The guys are goofy, I must warn you, and sometimes annoying, but they
are nice,” Fisayo warned teasingly. “Just blend in.”
        “We don’t bite.” That was a man named Babs. He smiled as he tried to
calm her. He must have noticed she was jittery. 
         Anita studied the men.  She could see they’d heard a lot about her, and
they were anticipating meeting her that evening. 
        She noted that they were mostly business owners, and mostly married,
judging by the expensive jewelleries they flashed from their ring fingers,
except Fash and a man named Alex. And they all seemed incredibly
successful at whatever they were doing. 
       Anita thought that, like Fash, they should be in their late thirties and
forties, except one of them that appeared obviously older than the rest,
judging by his salt and pepper look. They one they called Babs. She also
noticed that they argued a lot over small things, but it was obvious that they
were a tightly-knit circle of friends.
          She paid attention as they were introduced, and tried to remember their
names; Alex, TJ, Toks, Banky, DY, Babs, and then, Fash, her companion. And
one TH that they were expecting, but it seemed he wasn’t going to pitch.
        Babs took over from Fash, and from the where he reclined, he spoke to
Anita. He really wanted Anita to relax and enjoy the evening. He started
introducing the men by their characters.

chapter 3
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        “Alex is the clown, and let’s just say he has a thing for beautiful women. I
would suggest you stay away from him. And whatever he says, don’t take him
seriously. He makes things up.”
      Everybody seemed to agree with him. Anita cringed; she didn’t need to
know that detail.
         “Guys, what have I done now?” Alex protested.
     “And before I forget, when Alex and TJ argue, they go for each other’s
jugular. Don’t panic, they are best friends.”
       “I’m the only one here who has the energy to tackle Alex,” TJ responded,
raising his glass to Alex. “We’re business partners too. Construction.”
         Anita nodded. “I’ll remember that.”
        “And Toks,” Babs continued. “Toks is sometimes annoying and cheeky. If
you want to make friends here, I will recommend Banky or DY. Banky is
focused, DY is reserved. You’ll get to meet the others soon.”
         Anita wondered how many friends one person could keep.
         “What about me?” Fash laughed out like the others.
         “You? I can never read you. You are a blank page. I can’t place you.”
         “Tell me about it,” Anita smiled. “I work with him every day. I know.”
        The men went back to the conversation they were having before she and
Fisayo arrived. It had something to do with a Christmas party.  
         “My wife told me that Faith changed her mind again,” Banky mentioned.
Anita assumed Faith must be Bab’s wife, or connected to him in some way. 
       “Believe me when I say that  your wife is more current than I am.” Babs
shrugged, sipping his drink.
        “What does anybody expect at this point?” Toks responded. “We all know
Faith. She changes her mind every single year about Christmas, and she
complains about it the entire year, then, one day to the event she ends up
bothering us to come for her Christmas party.”
     “So, we can safely say there is no Grinch stealing Christmas this year,”
Banky confirmed.
         “That is if she hasn’t changed her mind again before then.” Babs replied.
        More food and drinks arrived; Fisayo joined his friend in the lavish table
of pepper soup, assorted meat, seafood, snails and suya. Anita could see they
were all regulars there.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI
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      After an initial not-so-awkward moment of not knowing what to drink,
Anita was treated to the in-house non-alcoholic Astro cocktails. She hated
having to explain her personal decision to abstain from alcohol.
      “You’re missing out, man. It doesn’t hurt.” Toks interjected. “Even Jesus
turned water into wine.”
     “I don’t drink, and it’s simply for personal and religious purposes,” she
explained, cautiously. “I’m a pastor.” 
    As she expected, she gained their attention. She was inundated with
numerous questions. Even Alex almost choked on his meat. Anita sighed. It
seemed nobody ever believed she could be a pastor, meanwhile it was the
best thing that ever happened to her. 
       “Wow,” Fisayo replied, thrown. “I didn’t realise I’ve been with a pastor all
along,” he turned around to look at her. “How come I’m just finding out?”
        “Are you a real pastor?” Babs’ question seemed genuine.
        “Well, I don’t know how the fake ones look,” she smiled weakly.
      “I apologise if my question offends you,” Babs continued. “I didn’t mean
you were fake; I was just wondering if you’re real. My friend Tolulope Harry,
he’s supposed to be here now, but I guess you’ll meet him one of these days.
He’s a pastor too but he’s not like a real one, he hates titles, and he doesn’t
preach in church.”
        “I see.” Anita understood what Babs was saying. 
      Before she could respond, the conversation moved from questioning her
status as a pastor to arguments about their missing friend, TH. She sent a
quick prayer of thanksgiving that their focus finally shifted from her. 
      She watched with amusement while savouring her fish and mild-chilli
pepper soup as the friends argued incessantly.
     Alex and TJ were already having a heated argument about the said TH
dude, and Babs had to intervene.
        “Guys stop it already; we have a guest.” 
        The two friends relented reluctantly. 
       “Seriously, where’s Tolu when you need him?” Fisayo sounded frustrated.
“He’s never around these days, but he told me he would be here this evening.”
        “Maybe he’s avoiding Alex,” Toks chuckled. 

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI
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       “Mr Harry is not avoiding me,” Alex defended, “but he’s not coming. His
son’s production is taking all his free time.” 
        Anita wondered how Alex knew so much about the imaginary guy named
Tolu.
      “When Alex tells you something about TH, just believe it as a fact.” That
was Banky. “Alex stalks the guy like crazy! But Babs, Tolu is not a pastor, he’s
a missionary. That’s what he calls himself.” 
        “I don’t see the difference.” Babs returned.
      “Well, since we now have a real pastor here, we should introduce them,
really. Maybe Pastor Anita will be able to fix whatever Tolu’s problems are.”
Banky continued. 
        Some of the others agreed with him, but most of all, they laughed.
        “You have a point there, Banky,” DY agreed. He was the quiet one.
        “Exactly!” Toks agreed. “I’d root for them.”
    Anita had an unsettling feeling about how they referred to her. She
wondered why they were talking about pitching her with one unknown guy
when they could see she was with Fisayo. Possibly because they knew Fisayo
was not interested in her in that sense. He just wanted them to meet her.
       Before that line of thought settled, Alex and the guys had started another
argument – about the TH dude. 
        Clearly, Alex was the troublemaker too. He would say something, and all
his friends would disagree with him.
       “You guys don’t know Mr Harry like I do,” he told them, sounding like he
had won a lottery. 
    Fisayo shook his head and laughed with the others. “Alex!” Then he
whispered to Anita, “He used to be Tolu’s driver.”
       “Seriously. I have followed him to wine tasting events before. And let me
shock you. One day, when I was still working for him, he took me to the
cellar. He had finest stuff. Real matured. He seriously knew how to take care
of them. I was flabbergasted. So, I asked him ‘Mr Harry, why do you keep all
these fine babies?’ And he looked at me and said, ‘Alex, they are for my
restaurant.’ And then we sat together, and we had some drinks. It was the
best!”
      “What restaurant now, Alex?” Toks shook his head, laughing. “Alex and
tall tales are like five and six.”
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     “Wait, wait. Did that happen in your dream?” Fisayo asked, roaring in
laughter.
        “Fash, be nice.” That was TJ, who was already roaring in laughter with the
rest of them. “Alex, you’re drunk.”
      “Look, guys, if I tell you anything about Mr Harry, and you don’t believe
me. Ask Babs!” Alex defended.
       “Well, over to you Otunba,” Toks turned towards Babs, but the middle-
aged man simply shrugged.
        “You know Babs will never talk, right? When it comes to TH, he will never
confirm, he will never deny.” Fisayo said. “He’d signed some nondisclosure
agreement with TH.”
     “Absolutely.” DY spoke again. “The prize for best friend goes to Babs!
Everybody needs a Babs in their lives. Very loyal.”
         All eyes were on Babs.
       “Well, I’m not as loyal as you all think,” he winked. “But this one thing I
know for sure. His wife Evelina was a fine Italian lady. You can draw any
theory and any conclusion from that.” 
        Anita wondered why he said ‘was’, and what that had to do with anything.
One thing was clear to her – she was not looking forward to meeting that
guy, missionary or not. And she wasn’t visiting the men again. Ever!
         As the night wore on, Anita eventually excused herself to leave.
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      “Thank you all for the lovely evening,” Anita smiled hesitantly, as Fisayo
got up as well, holding the chair for her. 
    Hanging out with Fisayo and his friends was not something she was
familiar with. Her own meetings were mostly focused, and related to
ministry, church growth and service. Even the casual ones. So, it was
unnerving for her to mingle with people who hung out with one another for
no specific reason but just to joke, argue over trivial matters, eat, drink, and
have fun.
      She could count ten scriptures at the tip of her fingers that condemned
such associations, starting from Psalms chapter one that had been ringing in
her brain all evening. Perhaps that was why she was still single. She was way
too serious for such time-wasting endeavours. 
   “I hope we didn’t bore you.” Banky asked her, slicing through her
ruminations. 
        “No, I had a lovely evening. Thank you.”
        “We’ll be glad to see you soon.” TJ replied. “Let’s hope Fash would be kind
enough to invite you over.”
        “That is, if Fash doesn’t kill her with work.” Alex interrupted, then turned
to Anita. “If you ever need a break, call me. I will come drag you out of that
office myself.”
        Fisayo chuckled as he shook his head. 
        “I should invite you to our Christmas party,” Babs rose as he chatted with
her. “I believe this year, it will be on the twenty-seventh, that is if my wife
does not change her mind again. Even if she does, Fash must still bring you.”
       “Thanks for the invite, I’ll check my availability,” she replied. Right there
she decided she would not be available.
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        Anita left with Fash, having mixed feelings. She soon backpedalled. 
       As unsettling as it was for her to be spending time with the group, it felt
nice, for a change, especially because she was mingling with people of certain
social status she could only aspire to. She should be grateful she was invited,
and she would gladly visit again.
     “Thank you for the beautiful evening,” Fisayo said to her, letting out a
breath as the left the bar. “I never thought you were such fun to be with.” 
    Anita didn’t know how to respond. ‘Fun to be with’ might not really
describe her, but in honesty, she felt same way about him. She had been with
him for well over three hours that evening, and she had begun to relax in his
company.
        Fisayo led her away as they headed for their entrance. 
        Frozen wind greeted them as they exited the Gate ‘H’ and stepped outside
the building.
        Anita quickly clutched her purse to her chest. In a flash, Fisayo pulled off
his jacket again and offered her without her asking, gently hanging it over
her shoulders such that it covered her arms that were mostly bare. 
      She was grateful for the gesture; hers was in her vehicle, she didn’t get the
chance to go back and pick it before missing her way earlier.
        “Do you feel better?” he asked.
      “Thank you,” Anita was grateful. Fisayo held her gaze briefly before she
looked away. She loved the feel of his jacket on her. It seemed she was not
going to freeze to death, after all.
        “I love harmattan,” she continued awkwardly. 
        “Me too. A friend of mine used to tell me she hated harmattan. Who does
that?”
         “It’s a shame, really,” she smiled back.
       She thought they were walking towards the parking, but it appeared the
man had other plans. He asked if they could both stay a back and keep each
other’s company for a bit longer.
       “The night is still young, and I don’t have any plans for the evening.” He
sounded hopeful.
      “Are you just going to sit down here and watch the sky or  something?”
Anita teased.
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         “Well, I was hoping you would also love to stay. There are cosier spots.” 
        Anita smiled. She thought her heart skipped a beat and more alarms in
her head went off. She obliged, nevertheless, without much convincing. 
        They found a spot that was not too private; Anita felt it was safe enough,
believing her boss wouldn’t do anything too inappropriate. It wasn’t long
before she realised Fisayo wanted more than just sitting down and watching
the sky. 
         Cuddle.
        It was a borrowed time neither of them had rights to, but it was one they
both decided to use well. He cuddled her as they sat and talked. Anita
wondered if he had noticed her growing attraction; but she knew whatever
she was feeling right there wasn’t just from her, it was coming from him too.
She allowed it; thankfully, her companion did not push for anything more. 
      And she was surprised to see that he noticed the effort she put into the
evening. He was generous with complements. 
         They sat and talked, about nothing, just random small talks. 
         And then a bit more than just talking. 
       “I never knew you were this … irresistible,” he confessed. “I couldn’t stop
looking at you the entire time, and I was asking myself why I had been so
blinded by work and couldn’t see what I was missing.”
         Anita held her breath, then chuckled nervously.
      “I’m serious.” He was giving her the piercing look again, his breathing
controlled.
       “Thank you,” she eventually spoke, swallowing hard, and was giddy with
excitement, her resistance melting away. 
         She shivered, but it was not from the cold. It felt nice to be noticed, after
years of being poor-little-miss-pretty-but-invisible.
         Fisayo held her hands and stroked it gently, his gaze locking hers. 
       “What would you say if I asked you to go out on a date with me, maybe,
sometime? Who knows? It may lead to something more long-term.” 
         Anita flinched; clearly caught off-guards. ‘Jeez! Guys are so bold these days.’ 
       In another reality, she would agree he was the answer to all her prayers.
She would accept his offers without any hesitation. But with Fisayo, things
were different. 
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         She wished she could say ‘yes’ to him. She wanted to. She had prayed for
that moment. But when it was finally arrived, she was unsure.
         It was impossible for her to ignore the checks she was having inwards.
         And the alarms in her head had been going off nonstop all evening.
         “I don’t know. How is that even possible? I work with you; I work for you.
I’m your assistant,” she was curious. “That would be breaking some company
rules, isn’t it?”
     “Trust me, there’s no rule at The Trink forbidding social relationships
among employees or across ranks.” He dashed a crooked smile, breaking
whatever was left of Anita’s already weakened resolve. 
         “I don’t know. Maybe,” Anita’s voice melted a whisper. 
        “I like you, Anita. I know I’m not a pastor, and I’m not even so religious.
But I can try. I will try my best to fit into your world if you let me.” Fisayo
pushed harder, still holding her gaze and pulling her closer.
        “No... I mean… I’d love to… it’s just… I don’t know,” she stammered, still
in whispers. Every feeling in her was on fire. What was it so difficult for her
to just agree? “Are you not married, or with someone else?” Anita hated
herself for asking, ruining the chemistry.
       Fisayo looked away for a while, saying nothing. When he finally looked
back at her, he looked sad.
       “It’s a long story, but the answer is a definite ‘no’. There is nobody.” He
responded without giving her any more details.
       “I don’t know.” Anita eventually answered, breaking her own heart with
every word. But she didn’t want to settle. Not even for a date. She shouldn’t
be with this man; she knew that. But she also knew that facts were useless
where emotions were concerned.
        “It’s okay.” Fisayo finally responded, matching her tone, all the while still
holding her eyes. “I guess we can take it a day at a time, and see how it works.
No pressure at all.” 
         Anita nodded. “What if I still refuse?”
        Fisayo shrugged. “I guess we would just go back to where we were before
today,” he smiled back.
         “Thank you for understanding.”
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        Sophia sat up on her hospital bed, putting her weight on her arms, while
looking downwards as she dangled her feet. It was already late at night; the
lights in the wards were off, but she couldn’t sleep. 
        She had intravenous cannulas inserted into both her hands; with the one
on the right she was receiving the second unit of blood transfusion, while the
one on the left was just a short line without any drips attached.
        The pain she felt in the morning had finally subsided – that is the one in
her midsection, but the pain in her heart could only grow bigger. 
       She sighed as she thought about how the day went. She woke up in the
morning with severe abdominal pain, and she was bleeding too. A lot. And
when she felt she was dying, she called for help. 
        Then she lost consciousness but woke up on the way to the hospital – in
one of her neighbour’s car, surrounded by two other neighbours from the
complex where she lived who were frantically trying to resuscitate her. 
       She tasted a mix of salt, sugar, and water in her mouth when she woke
up, and she was also covered with oil dripping from her head on one side and
soaked with water on the other side. One neighbour was praying, while the
other was just pleading with her to wake up. “Sophie please wake up.”
          The driver, who also lived in their complex, sped to the hospital.
        The bleeding continued until she got to the hospital.  She was weak and
disoriented.
        That was when the doctor told her the abortion was ‘incomplete’, that she
was ‘haemodynamically unstable’, a fancy term for ‘dying’, and that she would
need an emergency operation and blood transfusion to save her life.
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     She was resuscitated and was immediately transferred to the operating
theatre to evacuate the products of conception that was bleeding in her
womb. 
      By the time she was fully awake after the operation, she noticed she was
already getting blood transfusion, and the pain had disappeared altogether.
The bleeding had stopped as well. 
        Her parents arrived early, just in time for the surgery. 
        They were supportive, but she felt sad for disappointing them, again. 
        Of course, by now, she knew they must have found that she was trying to
terminate a pregnancy, but they did not push her to reveal to them the details
of what happened to her. They were only glad that she was alive.
        Following the surgery, she was numb and sobbed quietly.
       “Stop crying, Soph,” her mother encouraged her after the surgery. “Your
father and I were so worried about you.”
       “We’re glad that you’re alive,” her father reassured. “If there’s anything I
know about you, you are a fighter. You will beat anything life throws at you.”
       Her father seemed to have greyed a bit more since the last time they met,
which was just a fortnight earlier, and her mother’s brows arched with
concern. But neither said a word to bother her or judge her. They seemed
content that she was alive, that the operation was successful, and that the
bleeding had stopped. 
        “I’m sorry I disappointed you, again,” she apologised for bothering them,
but they weren’t angry at all. Their love brought so much hurt and regrets to
her. She had to force them to return home for the night. 
     Sophia sat alone, and unable to get back to sleep. The frozen weather
perfectly matched the growing numbness in her heart. 
        She thought of the one person she could blame  for  her life struggles and
all her predicaments.
         There was a named villain – Fisayo Fasuan. 
      She knew it sounded crazy, and she always found it impossible to pin-
point how exactly he was responsible for the chaos in her life, but her mushy
brain could somehow always trace all her miseries to him. 
        She wondered what she could do to make him take responsibility.
      “Fash ruined my life, and he escaped so easily, leaving me alone to mop
the mess he created in my life,” she whispered to herself, her eyes blurry with
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tears, as she continued to dangle her feet.
        All she wanted from him was an apology – for him to take responsibility,
to acknowledge he wronged her, to be cordial with her, and to even beg her. 
         Is that too much to ask? 
        Instead, he had dumped her like she was a piece of trash and had blocked
her out of his life. He’d shown no remorse, while he seemed to have it all
together, doing well on his own. 
       “I must fight back! I have to!” She said resolutely as she laid back on her
bed, pulling the blanket. 
       She contemplated on what she could do to make Fisayo feel the pain, to
make him realise how much he had wronged her, and how much she was still
hurting. She must find a way. 
        She struggled to think through her mushy mind, eventually, she gave in
to an exhausted sleep.

 

      Anita drove home with crazy excitement, her emotions flying in every
direction. Fisayo had been so nice and affectionate to her all evening. He had
held her closely, covered in his jacket even before she asked. 
       And those eyes, holding hers, for what seemed like eternity! She could
hardly breathe under their spell! She could still perceive the fragrance of
Fisayo’s cologne on her dress.
         As much as she would deny it, she was just a vulnerable and hungry soul,
searching for love. She had hoped for a man, any man, who would be kind
and strong, and caring and brave with her at the same time. She had been
kind and strong and a burden-bearer for others, but she had never found her
own true love.
        Finally, she found someone who thought she might be good enough. For
the first time in years, she let her guards down with someone, even though it
was just for a few minutes.
       Fisayo had asked her for what might mean something. Well, it was just
for a date, but she couldn’t remember when last a man told her he liked her,
and with that tone. And she had not been asked for a date in years now. She
had turned it down, but she could still change her mind.
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        Anita struggled with herself as she drove home, wondering if she should
pursue a relationship with a man she had crushed on for a while already.
       She could feel two imaginary little creatures standing on her shoulders –
one on the right, and the other on the left, each yelling conflicting messages
at her.
       “It doesn’t hurt to try,” the red one with the horns and pitchfork told her.
“You will be thirty-eight. You’ve been alone for way too long. You agree he’s a
decent person, and you like him. He ticks your boxes, and the chemistry is
real.”
        Anita loved this creature very much.
        However, the other little creature interrupted. 
       With this second little intrusive creature, all the alarms in her head went
off. All she could see were danger signs. 
     “Office romance? It’s never a good idea,” the intrusive creature started.
“Dating your boss? It always ends in disaster. You’re a pastor, for heaven sake!
with many years of service and growth in your faith in God; dating a man
who isn’t a church person and who doesn’t share your faith is a major red
flag. Don’t let me even start with the fact that he’s a Yoruba man, he and his
loud, uncouth friends!”
      Her heart broke as these two feelings tore her apart. Scripture passages
continued to fly past her mind. She wished she could be calm enough to
know God’s heart on the matter, but she was too preoccupied with her
desires.
        She wanted him.
       However, when she got home and stepped in the shower, she let the tears
come. She knew, no matter how much she crushed on her boss, no matter
how much he asked her for a relationship, and no matter what she felt for
him, she would have to say ‘No’. 
      And it wasn’t because of office romance, or of being her boss. It didn’t
even have anything to do with tribe. She would willingly compromise on so
many things where Fisayo was concerned. The big obstacle was that they
didn’t share the same depth of faith in God. And she knew she could never
compromise on that. 
        Never in her life could she have imagined she would make such sacrifice
to stand for God.
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       Fisayo had promised he would try to fit into her world, but even she had
preached it many times in the past: “You are not the Holy Spirit. If a man
promises to become a Believer just to have you, he’s probably not sincere.”
       Her messages mocked her; it was time for her to swallow her own bitter
pill.
      “Oh Lord God, please help me right now, because I don’t know what to
do,” she prayed.
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        “Who is this person?” 
     Anita wondered as she dropped the telephone in her office. She finally
came to terms with the reality that someone was actively targeting her.
         She had been threatened and bullied to her face in the past, however, she
had been spared the horror of being stalked, or of receiving constant threats
and harassment from faceless strangers. So, when she started receiving
mails laden with subtle threats directed at her, she began to worry. 
       She had initially ignored it, thinking it was a random IT mix-up, but it’d
been ongoing for a few days, and now that the lady was brazen enough to call
the office, Anita realised she needed to escalate the matter immediately. 
     She wondered what she ever did to suddenly become the focus of an
anonymous person, and the messages all had the same theme: “Leave my
husband alone!” 
       Anita read through the messages on her computer again, and compared
them with the voice call she just received. She panicked. 
       She marched briskly from her office to another office on the same floor,
to escalate the threatening situation to one of the directors – Caroline, fondly
called Aunty Caro. 
        Fisayo was ill; his sinusitis was back, and he had to stay away from work.
He had been booked off-sick for a few days, and Anita couldn’t wait for that
long.
        “The person sending those messages was certain that I had something to
do with her husband, and she just called me now,” she explained to Caroline.
         “She called the office line?” Caroline asked, puzzled.
         “Yes.”
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      Anita was upset anybody could trigger her like that, which was strange
considering that for the longest time, she had not been in any relationship
with any man.
       Fisayo was the only man who had shown a bit of interest in her for many
years now.
        The painful truth was that she felt she and Fisayo had an attraction going
when he took her out that one evening. 
       However, by the following day at work, they had a conversation about it,
during which Fisayo apologised for his ‘misbehaviour’, claiming that he had
been inappropriate with her the previous night, and he blamed it on him
having an extra drink.
      Anita could still remember how embarrassed she felt, because she truly
craved that attention. She had hoped they could work around their
differences. She wanted him, or anybody for that matter, to like her or ask
her for a date. She was both sad and disappointed that Fisayo changed his
mind. 
        Literally overnight!
        Poor-little-miss-pretty-but-invisible.
       They had however maintained a close friendship particularly because the
year was ending; the December rush was on, which meant they had to work
long hours together, many times alone. He took her out visiting friends once
afterwards, but mostly, she was friend zoned. 
        ‘No relationship ever happens in the friends’ zone,’ Anita was sure.
       Caroline took the matter up immediately.   She called the team from the
IT, and they all converged at Anita’s office, where they asked her further
questions. They all read the messages and listened to the voice call – all calls
to their offices were always recorded for quality purposes.
     “This deranged lady was so rude on the phone. I think she knows me
personally; she spent the whole of yesterday sending emails to the office
which I ignored, and this morning as well. And now, she called.” Anita
explained further.
        “You are not supposed to wait for few days before you report  if someone
is bullying or threatening you. You should know that by now, Anita,” Caroline
said firmly after studying the messages. “It could have been dangerous. You
must report all forms of abuse, threats, and harassment immediately.”
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        “I know. But I didn’t take it seriously at first because I didn’t do anything
that she accused me of, and her messages weren’t sent to my personal email,
but to the office. So, I thought it was an IT mix-up. Until she called me.” 
       Anita noticed the faceless person never mentioned her by name, but she
kept referring to her using slurs.
         The IT guys promised to trace where the messages and call came from. 
         The police arrived and took her statement, saying they would investigate
the matter.
         Eventually, it was her and Caroline left in the office.
         “How do you feel?” Caroline asked.
      “I don’t know. I think whoever she is, she just wants to scare me. But I
don’t know why.”
       “I’m sorry you have to go through this. Have you spoken to Fisayo about
this?”
         “No. He’s off sick. I don’t want to bother him.”
         “That’s true.”
      “I don’t understand why some people are just toxic.” Anita thought out
loud. “She spoke so well, sounded sophisticated on phone, but every bit of it
was vile and toxic.” 
         “Please stay safe. Call me when you get home,” Caroline told her.
         “Thanks, Aunty Caro.”
         Anita returned home.
     However, she returned to work the following day only to discover her
stalker remained relentless. Anita received two parcels – one with a couple of
scary contents was addressed to her, she was the P.A, right? And a similar one
was also addressed to Fisayo Fasuan. 
         It was then Anita realised whatever that woman was after had something
to do with her and Fisayo.
     While she was on it, she received another phone call, from the same
nameless well-spoken and articulate lady as the previous day, but with more
gall and poison on her tongue.
       Anita became agitated. There was more commotion in their offices, and
Caroline called the police again. 
      Caroline was angry; Anita felt her female boss had an idea of what was
going on, and that she was not happy about it at all.
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         Fisayo chose that moment to return from his sick leave. He told Anita he
was fit to return to work, although Anita felt he should still be at home. She
later found out that Aunty Caro called him in. An emergency  meeting was
called in the interim, with Anita in attendance.
        She watched Fisayo as he sat uneasily and listened to the events that had
transpired while he was away. He read the messages and listened to the
recordings of the calls. 
         He looked both upset and worried. 
         “I left this office for just two days, and the roof is already burning down,”
he spoke angrily, frustration etching on his face. He also seemed to know
where the messages were coming from, just like Aunty Caro who sat adjacent
to him.
       Fisayo excused himself immediately and left the meeting to make a call;
Anita watched him through the demarcating glass. He was shouting at the
person on the other side of the phone, but she couldn’t hear what they were
saying. 
        He came back to speak in hushed voices to Aunty Caro, and she followed
him. Aunty Caro too was annoyed, but compassionate as well. They went out
to have a short conversation. Shortly afterwards they both came back to her.
They reassured her that the threat messages and calls would stop.
         Anita was not convinced.
      The police arrived; but Fisayo and Caroline convinced the police at that
point that it was a prank by a known person. And that they would sort it out
inhouse. 
         Anita watched helplessly as events unfolded before her. 
       She reluctantly agreed with the bosses that she would not push the case
any further unless there were further harassment or messages. But she was
not happy about it at all. 
         After all the paperwork were sorted and the police left, Anita was back by
her desk, anxious, upset, and exhausted. 
 

        Fisayo called Anita into his office. Aunty Caro was already there with him
in his office and she was angry as she spoke.
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      “This crazy lady must have some real guts. At this time of the year when
we are supposed to focus on important stuff, we’ve spent the past two days
clearing her muddle, and Anita had spent more time having to deal with that
coward!” Caroline was seething as she paced forth and back. 
        Anita stood still. She didn’t want to get involved.
       Caroline returned to Fisayo where he was leaning on a table. “Mr Fasuan,
this is her final chance. You must let her know that! If she pulls any more
stunts here again, she’s going back to the asylum. I will make sure of that!”
Caroline spoke furiously, and then she walked out without acknowledging
Anita, yelling back at Fisayo. “Sort this out, Fisayo!”
        Fisayo nodded before returning his attention to Anita. 
        “How do you feel?” he asked.
      “Angry.” Anita was honest. “Can anyone please tell me what is going on?
Why were the police told to leave? How is this even a prank? My life was
threatened here. Why are we trying to protect the perpetrator?” she also
spoke furiously.
        “Please sit down, I need to talk to you.” Fisayo started.
       She sat there and watched as Fisayo apologised to her profusely. She had
never seen him so angry like he did earlier when he was on the phone.
    “That was my ex-wife, Sophia. She is a crazy woman,” he explained,
rubbing his temple in frustration. “We’re divorced. We parted ways five
years already, but I still have to deal with her random outbursts. She behaves
like I owe her, or like I wronged her in some ways. And she does everything
within her power to make my life a living hell.” He let out a breath. “I’m
deeply, deeply sorry we had to make you go through this.”
       “Whatever is going on between you two, how does it concern me? How is
it my problem?” Anita couldn’t make sense of how she got roped into their
troubled relationship.
      “I honestly don’t know. It shouldn’t be any of your problem. But I will fix
this, I promise.”
       Anita wondered what kind of marriage Fisayo had, and why, after years
of divorce, according to him, the ex-wife was still sending threat letter that
people should leave her husband.
        What kind of deranged person would do that?
        Fisayo continued to apologise. Anita felt sorry for him.
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       “She’s kind of deranged,” Fisayo explained, “I mean, she’s actually crazy.
She’s bipolar. She does things without thinking, and then she regrets it after
she’d ruined things for herself. Then she looks for someone to blame. That’s
her mode of operation.” 
        “I’m sorry about that. She sounds dangerous.”
       “Narcissist. She’s an attention seeker, she just likes to be in the centre of
events. She creates chaos for herself and for everybody,” Fisayo added.
      ‘If this lady is looking for attention, well, she’s got my attention already,’ Anita
swallowed hard. 
         Aunty Caro re-entered. 
        “I just finished speaking to Sophia; now she knows that she can never pull
more strings in this office again. Ever.” Aunty Caro yelled. “You must let her
know that.” 
         “Of course, Caroline.” 
      Minutes later, Anita listened to the deranged woman over a conference
call, because Fisayo and Caroline insisted on an apology. 
         They were right; she was the same lady. She sounded articulate and was
deliberate with her choices of words.
         Anita did not respond; she still couldn’t understand why the lady was not
handed over to the police. 
         “Are you sure she’s not dangerous?” she later asked Fisayo. 
         “None that I know of,” he said after a moment of hesitation. “She’s full of
drama as you can see, and I must say that we fought a lot, but I have never
seen any dangerous side of her.”
        Anita doubted that very much. She stood and returned to her office, still
shaken, sure she was dealing with a sociopath.
      She soon realised she was the outsider there; if it ever came to it, she
would be the one thrown under the bus, not that obviously crazy woman
whom her bosses were trying desperately to protect. 
        More alarms went off in her head, and the deranged lady went right up to
the top of the reasons she shouldn’t be dating her boss. She tried to imagine
how her life would turn out if she had to spend every bit of it dealing with a
crazy lady who could easily destabilise her within a few days.
        ‘I went out socially with him twice, and I’m already getting threat messages. What
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made her feel I was dating Fisayo?’ Anita thought as she dragged herself back to
her office. 
    She wondered if there were people spying on her and reporting her
movements to the deranged lady. The hollowness in her heart grew bigger;
obviously, Fisayo didn’t care for her, at least not in the way she imagined. 
 
 

         Later that evening, Anita sat alone in her home office. She was the pastor
again; she was busy with her phone calls and video engagements, and with
sending messages to church members who needed her opinion, prayers, and
support. 
         She wondered who would take care of her own interests. 
       She called Chinelo – fondly called Pastor Chi – who was her best friend
from the leadership team, but Chinelo was busy with family dinner and
homework for her kids. She could call her pastor friend Mrs Nathan, but Mrs
Nathan’s health had taken a turn for the worse in recent times and Anita
didn’t want to bother her.
      She thought of reaching out to her Bishop or Lady Vickie for words of
encouragement and direction, but it was late at night, and she didn’t want to
bother them either.
         She felt acutely lonely. 
      Suddenly, she could no longer manage her loneliness well.  Fisayo had
woken up a part of her – the part she had completely forgotten ever existed.
Not like a  relationship with him had any chance; it would be classic example
of being ‘unequally yoked’. Nobody from the Leadership or Eldership would
agree to it; those things were cast in wrought iron!
        She eventually got up and waddled to her room. Switching off her home
office devices, she laid on her bed and listened to a message preached by
Bishop Jeff at a recent Leadership Summit.
        “Leadership is incredibly lonely sometimes,” Anita could hear the Bishop
preach. “But in those moments of weakness and vulnerability, like David, you
must encourage yourself in the Lord. Faith comes by hearing, and hearing,
by the Word of God! Hallelujah!”
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        Anita thought about her New Year resolutions – it was time to abandon
any romantic pursuit. It would be great if it happened, but she would rather
concentrate on the most important things – that is, her job and her service to
God.
        She wondered how much longer she could hold on before she reached her
breaking point.
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        “No apologies and no ‘thank you’. I need an explanation,” Fisayo said the
moment he stepped his feet into Sophia’s apartment, without greeting and
without bothering to sit. 
      Sophia led him into her first floor two-bedroom apartment, within the
complex where she had lived since she returned from rehab three years
earlier. He had been there a few times – that is, each time Sophia attempted
to make his life miserable.
         “I am sorry –” 
         “I said no apologies!” Fisayo stopped her again. 
        The past few weeks had been chaotic for him – he was busy clearing the
disarray Sophia created at his office, he was just recovering from his
sinusitis, and his migraine was back – all in the middle of a busy year-end
rush. He had tried to get away from his busy schedules on consecutive days
so he could see Sophia, but his ex-wife had been evasive despite adequate
notice.
         Eventually, she agreed to see him.
       He was still pained that Anita had to be the victim of his ex-wife’s latest
stunt. Just when he thought he was making progress with Anita, Sophia
ruined everything. At least, now that businesses had closed for the year, he
hoped he could chase Anita a little, and see where it led.
         To be honest, he did not know what to do with Anita. 
      A part of him wished they could date with marriage in view. He wasn’t
getting any younger; at forty-two, he had no wife, and no kids. He was finally
recovering from the traumatic marriage he invested the bulk of his younger
years into, so, he knew the value of peaceful relationships. And Anita had
that peace he yearned for in abundance. 
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        However, another part of him thought there was no future in pursuing a
relationship with Anita as they were from two different worlds. They should
not complicate life for themselves unnecessarily.
     He hoped his friend Tolulope Harry would help him put things into a
clearer perspective. He was meeting them both, and afterwards he would
decide. But first, he must deal with the Sophia situation.
        “You weren’t talking to me, Fash,” Sophia interrupted his thoughts, “and
you weren’t replying my messages. You totally ignored me. What was I
supposed to do?” Sophia asked, without any form of remorse. 
         “And your genius idea was to create a scene at my workplace.” 
         “She deserved it, considering what she did to us, to me –” 
     Fisayo looked confused, ‘What on earth could Anita have done to hurt you
Sophie? Oh! no.’
        Then it made sense to him – Sophia thought she was attacking someone
else! Sophia had sent those messages to his office admin, and the office
phone number was the same as the previous occupant. Anita was just the
unfortunate victim of Sophie’s viciousness and paranoia.
       “Who deserved what? And what did she do to you?” Fisayo wanted to be
sure. 
         “You know what that ugly old lady did to hurt our marriage. You cheated,
Fash, of all people with that lady, with an old lady I called ‘auntie’! And you?
You have no shame. All you care about is me creating a scene at your office?
I’ve not started.” 
       “And you did not do your research to know that Rolake Bakre no longer
works with our company? And the poor lady you threatened was an innocent
person who felt miserable by this whole circus of yours? Did you realise how
much pressure you put on me by your indiscretion? You were this close to
getting arrested.” 
     He watched Sophia calm down, her hands over her face.  He briefly
scanned her living room, there were clutters everywhere, matching the chaos
Sophia continued to create around herself. 
      “Are you serious, right now?” Sophia appeared remorseful “I’m sorry, I
wasn’t thinking.” 
        “That is the problem, Sophie. No, you don’t think at all.”  Fisayo replied;
he was still furious. “You cannot continue to blame me or other people for the 
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problems you cause for yourself. Our marriage was heading for the rocks
anyway, with or without the said affairs. You know that, don’t you? And it’s
been five years, Sophie, five freaking years!” Fisayo yelled in frustration.
         “You don’t think I’m crazy, do you?” 
         “Of course, I think you are crazy, because you are!”  Fisayo sat at the edge
of a seat, watching her. “You should be grateful that you are still free because
you should be cooling off behind bars by now; or locked up in a psychiatric
facility. Next time you pull any stunt, you are on your own.”
       “I said I was sorry.” She slumped on a couch, letting out a sigh. “Fine. I
wasn’t thinking. I just did it. I needed your attention. I needed to talk to
someone, someone who would understand me, and not judge me.” 
         “For the millionth time, Sophie, we are divorced. Which means you need
to find someone else to talk to and to confide in. Another person. Not me. I
got your messages, I read about the baby, but I did not respond because it
was none of my business. I have zero sympathy for your choices. I moved on
already, you should do the same.”
         He found the sadness in Sophia’s face grow worse, hanging like a blanket
over her. She hugged herself. 
        Fisayo felt he should have been kinder and more empathetic, but he was
too upset; while they were married, Sophia couldn’t fall pregnant, and their
infertility added to the marital woes. Besides, he couldn’t handle the fact that
she fell pregnant with a random guy she met at a club. And she still went
ahead to terminate it. 
       “You found someone else?” She sounded shocked by the news. “Is she a
good person?” 
         “I guess so. She’s a pastor.” Fisayo had to make something up, which was
partially true. 
         “You? A pastor?” she jeered. “Is she better than me?” 
         “I don’t have an answer to that.” 
       “Of course, you don’t! You never do!”  Sophia snapped back at him, now
irritated, a sudden transition from the recent sad, teary face. 
       “I don’t have time for this right now.” Fisayo stood up to leave. He knew
when Sophia was ready to fight. And he wasn’t interested.
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        “You must have time!” Sophia rose and reached out for him, pulling him
back. “Does this pastor know who you really are? That you are one horrible,
horrible person? Did you tell her how you ended our marriage?”
         “Enough! Sophie.”
         “No!” Sophia stood defiantly in front of him, her eyes matching his gaze.
“You served divorce documents to a woman who was still mourning her
daughter, her only child. I never met her.” Her voice broke.
        “Let’s not go there tonight.” Fisayo pleaded. Sophia was pushing hard to
pull out the toughest period of their marriage, of his life. “Please, Sophie.”
       “That’s exactly where we are going, Fash!” she replied angrily. “And, my
God, I did not even fight it. I gave you what you wanted. Did you tell her
that? Did you tell her that you repeatedly cheated on me? And you showed no
remorse?” 
      “Sophie, what do you intend to benefit by digging out all these issues?
They are in the past, we are not together anymore. It’s time for us both to
face that reality, don’t you think?” 
     “And you are here asking why I am creating dramas for you?” Sophia
continued, ignoring him. “When you refused to deal with issues, but you are
an expert when it comes to running away? Did you tell your pastor girlfriend
that you had a son you refused to acknowledge? You would not even see the
poor kid, and you refused paternity testing. Meanwhile, he’s a splitting
image of you?” 
         “I told you he’s not mine –” Fisayo was visibly frustrated now.
         “How are you sure? When you won’t even agree to a paternity testing?” 
        “Look, I’m not that guy anymore – that horrible picture you are painting
about me –” 
         “When did you change?” 
        “Listen Sophie.  You cannot blame me for whichever despicable situation
you put yourself into. And digging out issues that happened while we were
married will not benefit anyone. You’re not a saint yourself. You can’t blame
a man for cheating on you when you are always picking up fight at every
opportunity.” 
         “It was a medical condition.”
         “Is that your excuse?” 
         “Yes. Better than your excuse.”
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         Fisayo was done with the argument. 
        They did that all the time during their turbulent marriage, and it sapped
all the energy from him. And now, years after their divorce, he shouldn’t
waste his energy trying to prove a point to her. 
         Sophia was teary again, wearing that sad face. Her lips trembled. 
        “I’m sorry Fash,” she said, and went back on her couch. Fisayo knew that
the apology was from a place of frustration, but he also knew the tone as well,
and that it would soon be followed by emotional manipulation. 
       Fisayo too was sorry. In retrospect, he thought Sophia had been bipolar
for long, and that probably added to her extreme behaviours during their
marriage. He moved an ottoman to sit right in front of her.
        “I’m also sorry, and I’m sorry for what you went through, at least I should
have responded,” he said. “All I’m asking is please don’t put yourself in
trouble. I can’t defend you anymore if you act stupid, you will be arrested.
And you know that will be the end for you. You will lose your job, and you will
be locked up in a facility. They will label you unfit and take away all your
rights. You know that already, don’t you?” 
         Sophia nodded. 
         “We can’t risk that, you know?” 
         Sophia was all tears now. She nodded again in agreement. 
         “Please Sophie. Don’t cry.” 
        “I don’t know what to do, Fash. I am so afraid. I am so, so afraid. I’m so
reckless sometimes, it scares me. I don’t want to go crazy, not again. I want
to have my job, my home, my car, my sanity. I want to be independent. I
don’t want them to take my rights away from me.”
         “Do you take your meds?” 
      “Sometimes I forget. Sometimes I’m afraid. Sometimes they make me
sick.” 
         “You need to take your meds!” Fisayo pleaded. 
        “Please, Fash, Babe, come to me. Come back to me.” She lunged towards
him, searching his face as she gently stroked his well-trimmed bearded chin
up his ears to the nape of his neck and down his shoulders with both her
hands. “Please. I love you still. I can forgive you for everything you’ve done to
me. We can be ‘us’ again. Everything can go back to what it was before –”
         “Before we started tearing each other down?”  Fisayo smiled sadly, totally 
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taken aback by the request.
        “Yeah, before we started tearing each other down.” Sophia smiled back. 
      Holding her gaze, Fisayo could see a woman he once loved. He couldn’t
believe they were once in love, the power couple with limitless possibilities. 
       “When it was good, it was very good, you remember?” Sophia continued.
Her hands had already worked their ways down his sides and back.
        “And when it was bad –”
        “I know.” 
      Fisayo let out a breath. He thought of how differently things could have
turned, but they both ruined it. Not that he would ever consider being with
Sophia again; but it surprised him still. 
        He gently pulled her hands away. “No.”
        Sophia took it with grace.  
        “No pressures,” she responded, sniffing, and wiping her tears. 
       Fisayo rose to leave. Sophia too stood up, and led him through the front
door, thanking him for stopping by. Immediately she closed the door, he
heard her scream; she also crashed something.
 

         Fisayo drove back home. 
       His headache had returned, and his heart heavy with pain following the
discussion – or rather the confrontation – he’d just had with his ex-wife. 
        Sadly, she was right.
        “You’re right, Sophie,” he spoke, swallowing his pain pills. 
        He looked blankly into the night. He held his head with both hands, cloud
of sadness resting on him. He was fighting hard to reach for the future, but
his past continued to torture him.
        “I’m sorry, Sophie,” he whispered out loud, shaking his head in regret. “I
really am.” 
        Sophia had forced him to look at his past, their past – their pain, their
losses, the failures. He and Sophia had the future planned, but everything
came crashing, and he hadn’t fully recovered. The future looked hopeless
now unless he redesigned it by himself. He had lost his businesses, his
marriage, his daughter. He had settled for a more ordinary life. 
          And Sophia too lived in a flat.
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         How hard they had both fallen!
       “It’s time to move on, there’s hardly any other way,” he said through the
pain in his chest. If he were humble enough, he could ask for help, but people
always believed he had it altogether.
          A call came through; it was Anita.
       He had forgotten they were supposed to meet that evening. But he was
not in any mood to see her. Sophia sure knew how to mess with his life, and
she had successfully ruined the evening for him again. 
      Thinking about his failures with his ex-wife created an acute sense of
loneliness. He needed to be with someone else and Anita was his best option
now. Despite their differences, Anita had shown great interest in him as
well. 
         Perhaps it was time to recover some of the things he lost.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

44



        Anita waited nervously on the table reserved for six. She arrived early as
she came with a chauffeured cab per Fisayo’s request. Fisayo thought they
could spend the evening together and have dinner with friends. 
       The work year was eventually over, and she had more time in her hands
than she knew what to do with it. The church was the only agenda on her list
– as her usual holiday routine for the past couple of years.  She could also
hangout with her friends. So, she felt it was nice for her to do something else,
especially if it was with Fisayo. 
         She missed him. She liked the growing attraction between them; it was a
grey, undefined area and neither of them pushed for more. That’s how friends
zone work, isn’t it? But even the friend-zone had stopped as abruptly as it
started when the business year ended. 
         Deep sigh!
       She had hoped the evening was an opportunity to continue from where
they stopped; however, Fisayo informed her only at the last minute, while she
was already on the way, that he might not pitch for their ‘appointment’. Then
he changed his mind, saying he would be arriving late, but promised
profusely to make it up to her afterwards.
       “I didn’t think this was supposed to be an appointment,” Anita spoke to
herself, surveying the empty seats around her, a stark difference from the
crowded restaurant.
         If anything, she had hoped for a date. And she was all dolled up for one.
       Her feeling of awkwardness worsened.  She could never have imagined
that one day, just two days to Christmas, when everywhere else was crowded
with families and loved ones, she would be abandoned on a date.
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        Eventually, she began to see familiar faces. Fisayo’s friends – Alex and TJ
– joined her. She smiled.
        “Beautiful Anita, gorgeous as ever.” Alex started, hugging her and kissing
her on both cheeks. “I can’t believe we left a pretty lady sitting here all alone.
That’s terrible.”
     “Where are our manners?” TJ added, taking his turn to share hug and
kisses. “Merry Christmas, sister. I am so sorry that we kept you waiting.”
         “Merry Christmas to you too.” Anita dismissed their concerns.
         She relaxed a bit as they all sat and exchanged greetings. 
        Their drinks were served; Anita noticed the men were regulars there too.
She decided to wait until later before ordering her food.
        Alex was always a darling; he knew how to make everybody comfortable,
and he and TJ did not have a single argument. Babs was right; they were best
friends.
      “Your friend told me to be here by six. But I’m guessing he got busy or
something.” She hadn’t plan to sound so disappointed.
        “That’s not acceptable,” Alex explained. “I’m going to give Fash a piece of
my mind when I see him. You can’t treat a lady like this.”
       “Fash is becoming very unpredictable these days,” TJ added, apologising
for Fisayo’s failure to pitch early. 
      A third person she had never met before soon joined them, and Anita
couldn’t help noticing a little change in Alex’s behaviour. He seemed a little
nervous as he introduced her to the new guy on their table.
      “Hi, Mr Harry,” Alex cleared his throat as he introduced them. “This is
Anita Ossai. And Anita, may I please introduce you to Mr TT Harry.”
         Anita smiled. She wondered what all the formality was about. 
      It dawned on her that the new guy might be the ever-evasive Tolulope
Harry, and she almost choked on her saliva when she realised how Alex
jittered around him.
         So, all those talks about them being besties were mere talks!’ she thought.
         The man shook his head, amused; TJ also tried to stifle a smile.
         The  man gave Anita a firm handshake while they greeted briefly. 
        Finally, a handshake! Anita smiled; she always thought all Fisayo’s friends
were unrepentant huggers.
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        “I’m Tolulope Harry,” he started, “and I’m pleased to meet you.”
     “Oh. You’re the popular TH! I’m Anita Ossai. Pleased to meet you too.
Merry Christmas.” Anita smiled back. 
      “Merry Christmas to you too. I’ve heard a lot about you. And trust me,
they’re all the nicest stuff. Now that I’m finally meeting you, I must say you
look stunning.” 
        “Thank you.” She smiled.
        Anita felt the new man looked strangely at her, like he was studying her,
before taking his seat right across from her. “You look great too, I’ve also
heard all the nicest things about you.”
        “That’s news to me,” the man replied with a laugh. “I’m sure they’re lying
to you; these guys will never tell you anything nice about me. Anyway, I hope
my friend is not abusing you at work,” he continued, changing the tune of the
conversation. “Fash is a workaholic; you need to tell him to slow down,
otherwise, he’ll overwork you straight into a burnout. He does that to himself
all the time.”
        “I’ll remember that.” Anita responded, with a grin. 
      She liked this stranger immediately. He was business-like, just like his
other friends. And he seemed to be in a hurry.
       “Where is Fash?” Tolu looked from Alex to TJ and back to Alex. “He told
me to meet him here by six. I had to drop everything to come. But he himself
is not here.”
        Anita suspected Fisayo must have made Tolu leave something important
that he was doing so that they could meet. Fisayo was right; it was an
appointment, after all. 
       “He called a while ago, to inform us that he would not be able to come –”
Alex started.
        “Early.” TJ quickly added, kicking Alex – their  first argument for the day
– like Alex was not supposed to say that.
        “Okay. I’ll call him to find out what’s going on.” TH dismissed them.
       “Permission to leave, Mr Harry. TJ and I would like to get back to work.”
It was Alex again.
    “Alex, you don’t need my permission before you leave,” Tolu replied,
frustrated by Alex’s antics. “Are you guys not taking a break for the year?”
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      “We are actually busy at the moment.” TJ stated the obvious. “Alex and I
are not getting a vacation this year; we are working through till Jan. We have
a couple of requests still coming through.”
        “That’s good for business.” 
        “I guess so too.” Alex stammered. “We will probably be having a break by
Feb. Hopefully.” He crossed his fingers.
        Anita watched as the men talked briefly about work. She noticed Alex and
TJ’s construction business was still young but promising, and TH seemed
interested in their progress. She wondered if there was anything truly special
about that man like people talked about him.
        And she couldn’t understand why he kept giving her a curious look.
       “If you run into any trouble, let me know on time,” she heard Tolu tell the
other two men who were leaving. “But I’m glad to hear you both are doing
great. So, well done.” 
       Anita soon realised she and Fisayo had chosen the wrong day to meet up
with friends – it was not convenient for anybody, least of all herself.
      It was an extremely busy time at church, she needed to be on ground to
make sure all the year-end events ran smoothly, to support people who might
be going through difficult December, and to coordinate her Welcome and
Counselling Team on how to best serve the people. But she had cancelled
everything that evening just to spend time with Fisayo. 
        And he had abandoned her on their date night.
        “It looks  like Fash is bent on making you miss Tobi’s show tonight.”  
        There was concern in Alex’s voice. Even Alex got serious sometimes.
        “I’ll make a plan.”
        Minutes later, Alex and TJ left, Anita was left alone with the stranger, and
Fisayo was still nowhere to be found. He was not picking her calls, and he
was not responding to her messages.

 
       “It looks like it’s just you and I now,” Tolulope finally spoke to her, facing
her, and smiling uneasily.
        Anita wondered how they could forge a conversation. 
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       She always knew what to say, after all, she was the head of her church’s
Welcome and Counselling Team, and she also ran weekly mentorship classes.
But with this man, she didn’t know what to say. She just stared.
        He held her gaze gently and throwing her heart into flutters. 
      She was surprised but welcomed the feeling. It had been long since she
allowed herself to have any feeling for any man, but the rock on her chest had
begun to crack in recent times. Another handsome dude, and she could make
an instant connection. She was getting better at that game.
      And it scared her. He wasn’t creepy or anything; he spoke nicely to her,
allaying her anxieties. 
       Where does Fisayo get all these men from? It’s like he has some factory churning
them out. One day she would choke, for real. Anita was sure of that.
      “I heard you were a pastor. How true is that?” Tolu asked after a while,
smiling, the curious look still plastered in his face. 
       Anita finally understood the look. He was brazenly flirting with her, and 
 toying with her heart like it was a game to him.
      “I thought you were going to ask me if I was a real pastor,” she replied,
returning the flirty gesture. Two could play that game!
        “I was just asking.” 
     She could see Tolu got that memo, but he was back to his serious self
almost immediately, ruining their flirtatious moment. 
     “That’s by the side,” he said. “I don’t know why Fash is not yet here. I
apologise on his behalf. He asked me to be here by six for something urgent.
I thought if he was going to pull me out of my son’s production, it must be
urgent.” He sounded frustrated now. “I didn’t know he just wanted me to
meet you.” He nervously corrected himself. “I don’t mean you’re not just as
important.” 
         Anita’s face fell. So much for chemistry!
      “I’m also not sure. He said he got hooked up, by work, I think.” She too
was  frustrated. 
        She declined placing an order for food. Tolu too was n0t keen on eating;
he was very distracted. 
     He set his iPad on the table, smiled briefly at Anita, and suddenly he
couldn’t to take his eyes from the screen. He called Fisayo again, but Fisayo
still wasn’t picking up.
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      “I’m so sorry Anita if I’m a bit distracted,” Tolu apologised for his divided
attention, drumming his finger on the table. “My son’s show is happening as
we speak. I must be there, but I can’t possibly leave you alone here.”
       “I’m also sorry for the inconvenience,” Anita responded slowly.
      She regretted coming out to be with Fash that evening. She knew it was
out of desperation; she was tired of being alone. For a moment earlier, she
thought the new guy found her attractive, but he was more interested in
other things; he spent the entire time looking at the screens, and not her.
       Poor-little-miss-pretty-but-invisible!
    She watched as Tolulope continued to call Fash. He shuffled his focus
between his phone and his iPad, without bothering to look at her direction.
      Anita swallowed hard; she knew Tolu would soon find an excuse to leave
her alone. Her heart broke. She was Miss Invisible again. 
      Perhaps it was time for her to accept defeat and face the reality she had
been trying to ignore: nobody wanted to be with her, and it didn’t matter how
hard she tried to look pretty, or how much time she spent on her looks every
day. She wasn’t getting any younger either, by now, she was probably too old
to be considered a suitable mate.
        She hugged herself.
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        Tolu was eventually able to get hold of Fisayo. And when he did, he made
sure that Anita could listen to their conversation. She could see Tolu was
upset, judging by how he challenged Fisayo over the phone, but the man on
the other end of the call couldn’t have been less perturbed.
       “Why would you make this random decision to keep a lady waiting,  and
to waste everybody’s precious time? What’s the problem with you, man?” Tolu
asked.
       Fisayo simply apologised to them that he was busy, and that he wouldn’t
be able to pitch.
       “What? Are you serious, right now?”  Tolu asked,  looking briefly at Anita
as Fash ranted, disgust on his face.
       “But, please don’t wait on my account,” Fisayo told Tolu casually. “Please
take care of her. And have a pleasant evening.” 
        “Seriously now, Fash?” Tolu asked in muffled scream, frankly surprised. 
        Anita too was surprised.
        “You heard me right. Just take care of her. Is that too much to ask?”
      “Well, I guess not,” Tolu replied, resignation in his tone as he looked at
Anita like she’d grown extra digits.
      “She’s not with her car, my fault. I told her to come with a chauffeured
cab. Please be kind enough to take her home. Please.” He was nonchalant
throughout the phone call. And irritable.
      When the conversation was over, Anita had the eerie feeling that it was
either the evening was planned, or Fisayo was not into her like she thought. 
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     Either way, she has been played – she had been the pawn in the male
species’ nasty game of chess. She had been dumped on a date and abandoned
with a stranger. And now she must call her taxi to take her back home. 
        She was irritated and sad.
       “I’m sorry, Anita, for this embarrassment.” Tolu didn’t sound impressed.
He picked up his iPad in frustration. “I can’t believe this. I just can’t believe
this. I can’t believe I’ve been played again. Today of all days.” He rubbed his
forehead. 
       “Played? You mean like a blind date or something?” Anita trembled a bit.
Certainly, she was the pawn. And yes, the chess game was on.
        “They do this to me all the time. You are not aware?” 
        “No.” 
        She remembered they once mentioned hooking her up with this man. 
      She would have been impressed if she was not the pawn.  And she could
not believe the role Alex and TJ played in all these. If they planned a double-
blind date, then they were good!
        “I’m sorry.” Tolu apologised again.
       “Please don’t be, it’s not your fault,” she let out a nervous smile. She was
clearly embarrassed. “I just wish he told me what was going on. At least I
would have come prepared. So, please don’t take it personally, it is not your
fault.”
        Tolu shrugged.
      “But, if I may ask, why do they do that to you? Setting up with random
people?” Anita wondered aloud.
        “They’re not always random people; you are not a random person.”
        “I see.” 
         Tolu thought for a moment. “I have to take you back home now.”
        “You’re kidding, right? And miss your son’s show?” Anita shook her head.
“Not a chance in this world. I will call my cab now and be on my way. And you
need to go back to support your son.”
        Tolu sighed. “If you insist.”
        “I insist.”
        “And what do I tell Fash?” Tolu was genuinely concerned.
        “Leave that to me. I will sort him out,” she replied.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

52



      Anita knew she knew there was nothing to sort out. She would just go
home and cry for the rest of the evening as she ate her humble pies. And she
would forget ever trying to date again in her life. 
         The humiliation she felt right there was bad enough to last a lifetime.
       “It was nice meeting you, though. And I thought you looked gorgeous. I
was serious when I said I’ve heard really nice things about you.” Tolu said as
they set to leave.
       Anita smiled nervously. She knew Tolu was just trying to make her feel
good. “Thank you.”
         “I honestly thought you and Fash were dating. I don’t know, I guess I just
assumed you were together in that sense.” 
        “Honestly, at this point, we’re just friends.” Anita laid it bare, letting out
a breath. “We’ve had some conversations about it, but we are not going along
that direction. He’s my boss, and we get along, and I think we’ll just leave it
that way.” Anita responded, hoping she didn’t sound hollow as she felt. 
         Frankly, she did not know where she stood with Fisayo; she did not know
for sure if she was supposed to be with him either. She had thought things
would work between them, but obviously that was not going to happen. It
was clear he didn’t care for her as much as she wished. 
        She continued, biting her lips. “And yes, we’re also different, in terms of
our interests and stuff, but I think I think he’s a good person.” 
       “He is a good guy. He’s my friend, we spend a lot of time together, and
he’s also my son Tobi’s godfather,” Tolu replied. “Self-acclaimed godfather,”
he added, chuckling.
       “Oh, really?” Anita smiled back, pretending to be interested. The earlier
Tolu left, the better.
       She caught him giving her the alluring look again; perhaps she was the
one reading too much meaning to the way he looked at her. But it sliced
through her soul, melting every resistance along its path. 
       She swallowed hard; she could hardly breath. The way she fawned over well-
sculpted men these days, well, it’s not a sin to admire God’s creation, she defended.
      She wondered what she would be doing all alone again later.  She had
cleared out the evening for herself in company of a potential suitor. Fisayo.
But the supposed date had been everything but! The emptiness in her got
bigger.
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       “You need to go now,” she finally spoke, picking up her handbag, feeling
totally defeated. “Your son’s event won’t wait forever,” she managed a smile. 
     “Or you can come with me. That is, if you don’t have other plans.” The
confident Tolu Harry stammered for the first time, letting out a breath. “I’ll
take you back home afterwards, or anytime you are ready to leave, I
promise.” 
        Anita held her breath. Of course, she didn’t have other plans. 

     Tolulope Harry could not believe the vision happening right in front of
him. Anita Ossai agreed to spend the evening, or at least some part of it, with
him. 
    In his wildest reasoning, he couldn’t have imagined that he would be
spending the evening in the company of a gorgeous lady, and nothing could
have prepared him for the effects she had on him. 
       His heart raced with excitement as he led her out of the restaurant to the
parking lot. 
      It seemed the door that he locked many years ago had flung open before
he had the chance to stop it, a door he slammed shut after his pregnant wife
Evelina was killed in a car crash by a drunken driver. 
        That was many years ago, and he had since closed the chapter. 
       It wasn’t intentional at first, but with time, the pressure of being a single
Dad and an entrepreneur with multiple lines of businesses, his secret life,
alongside the long hours he invested in mission work left him with little time
for romance. 
       As months rolled into years, somehow, the interest in having a woman in
his life began to fade into the background. Not altogether, he met new people
every now and again, and he hoped to meet that special someone someday,
only that he wasn’t actively searching.
       In recent years, his friends had tried several times, and failed, to get him
to take interest in another woman. He had been set up with countless blind
dates; he had formed healthy relationships with his dates, and there were
even some that he had gone on a second date or third date with, but he hadn’t
been able to really open his heart to anyone. 
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        Until that evening when his heart opened by itself!
      Everything changed now, because a pretty, soft-spoken lady effortlessly
sneaked into his heart before he could realise it.
     Anita Ossai, the lady that he was meeting for the first time had already
filled his heart and brain, and he was helpless to do anything about it. He
loved it; he had never felt that way in the past many years. And now it was too
late to resist. 
        Could this be what love at first sight looked like? 
        The short drive back to church was full of laughter.
     Anita sounded happy and trusting, and they connected in ways he felt
comfortable with. They tried to get to know a little about each other; he could
see Anita was gathering facts as well. Tolu noticed they had lots of shared
interests and values.
        Especially their faith. They shared a bit of cultural heritages as well.
        It sounded too good to be true. 
        The reality was that he had fallen hard for this lady; so far, she had ticked
all the available boxes on his list of preference. He hoped she felt the same
about him. 
        Well, if their drive to church was any indication, she did.
       They arrived at the church, and with his one gentle hand on her back, he
ushered her through the short distance into the building. It seemed she liked
it because she welcomed his touch. 
        With grace.
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         Anita enjoyed visiting churches every now and then, most importantly to
see how they organised their services, what she could learn, and how she
could apply the knowledge she had gained to improve the quality of their
services at Believers Assembly.
       That night was different; the only knowledge she wanted to gain was to
memorise every feature on her new interest – Tolulope Harry. She wouldn’t
pretend like she didn’t like him because she did. 
         And it wasn’t her desperation speaking.
       The drive to church was pleasant, they chatted easily. She found herself
laughing so heartily, even if nothing was funny. 
         And he couldn’t stop looking at her. Literally every three seconds.
      She actively tried to know a little about him during their short drive to
church, and the feeling was mutual; he also wanted to talk.
         “So what do I call you now? TH? TT Harry? I see your friends call you a lot
of names, or ‘Mr Harry’ like Alex does?” She teased, a little excitement in her
voice.
       “Just ‘Tolu’ is fine,” he replied with the same excitement. “The TT in my
name is Tolu Tega –”
         “Tega?” She interrupted. 
        “Yeah. Oghenetega. My Mum’s Urhobo – from Delta state, and my Dad’s
Yoruba – from Lagos here. So, I’m a proper Lagosian, born and bred, son of
the soil,” he joked as he explained his mixed heritage. “Dad’s middle name
was Harrison. He died when we were kids. I should be around twelve. So,
Mum made my Big Sis – Teju and I change our surname. To Harry. End of
story.”
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         “Interesting. Sorry about your Dad,” she said.
         He only winked.
         “Is your Mum in Delta?”
        “No, she lives here in Lekki, with my elder sister. They’re not really living
together, but they live on same property – Big Sis lives with her family on one
side of the property, and Mum lives alone on the other side.”
         “That’s sweet. At least she wouldn’t feel too lonely.”
      Tolu laughed. “You do not know my Mum. Believe me when I say that
house is not big enough for her. She’s the Queen of ‘no-dull-moment’. Tobi
took after her. Put her and Faith in the same room and you are in trouble.”
         Anita assumed he must be referring to Babs’ wife, Faith.
     He further offered to inform her that he was single, more like he was
advertising himself. “Single dad here. No wife, just a son, who is hell bent on
giving me grey hair,” he teased.
       She mentioned to him in response that she too had a sprinkle of Urhobo
roots, okay, more than a sprinkle, having hailed from Delta herself, and that she
attended Federal Government Girls’ College at Ughelli, but she had lived all
her adult life in Lagos after her university education. 
        Tolu looked shocked. “If you ever meet my sister, or my Mum, I beg you,
they must never know where you’re from.”
         “Why not?”
        “They’d start wedding plans right there.” They both laughed. Well, Anita
didn’t mind.
        They spoke about their faith, and she was surprised how her spirit could
easily connect with his. She could tell him about her faith walk and he
perfectly understood what she was saying.
      “I was ordained as a children pastor at Believers Assembly  when I was
twenty-four. I had graduated from UNILAG and just completed National
Service. I started as the pastor for the ‘10 to 14 years’ church, that was many
years ago. But as the kids grew, I also grew, and I was moved to become the
pastor for the young adults. I was a Youth Pastor for six years.”
         “No ways! You’re a real pastor.” He smiled.
         “Of course, yes. I’m not making it up!”
         “I am impressed.”
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       “I’m glad, thank you. Well, after a while, I felt the Holy Spirit wanted me
to start a coordinated Welcome Team as a tool for church growth. I discussed
with my Bishop – Jeffery Okorie, that’s my pastor, and his wife Lady Vickie,
and they gave their blessings. The rest is history.”
        “Are you serious now? You’re a pastor at Believers’ Assembly?”
        “Yep.”
        “No ways! Now I’m beyond impressed.” 
        She felt so much joy discussing the leading of the Holy Spirit and without
having to explain her decisions. Tolu understood, and he was impressed.
     “I’m also a missionary,” Tolu offered. By then they were already at the
Church’s massive parking lot. “Initially, I worked with a small team focused
on teenagers, especially teen boys. High school boys. The society talks a lot
about raising the girls, but who is teaching the boys? Boys are left to do their
own things, like we assume the testosterone will automatically convert into
wisdom. Boys need leadership, they need direction, father figures.”
        “I totally agree with you.”
     “But I don’t do much of that anymore although I still have my monthly
outreaches when I go out physically, sometimes online. Now, I’m involved in
a lot of other things;  I work more in collaboration with many ministries and
churches to support missionaries, we also have a trust fund for missionaries
on the field.”
      “Wow. Well done. And thank you for that.” Anita found herself reaching
out to hold his hand, and giving it a squeeze.
        Tolu reached for a pack of cards from his dashboard and offered her one.
“If you’d like to see some of the mission work I’m involved in, you may please
check out our website.”
        Anita made mental note to do just that. 

 

        “Thank you,” Tolu said, “for coming.” 
        “Thank you, for the invite,” she eventually responded. 
        He guided her into the church building, holding like she had a ‘fragile, do
not touch’ label hanging on her. She melted inside when he couldn’t take his
hand off her back.
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        The church experience was great. Perhaps it was the worship, the drama
– which was the best nativity show she had ever seen by far, or the joy, the
view, the ambience. 
        Or perhaps it was the chocolatey gentleman by her right. 
      Everything was perfect. If that was a date, it was a perfect one, and she
didn’t want it to end, ever.
       She was acutely aware of his presence, of the gentleness of his hands on
her from time to time, and his affection. Initially, she fought it, then she
ignored it, then she began to anticipate it. Soon she realised she wanted him
more than she was willing to admit, and she decided to go with the flow. 
        She suddenly went from the guarded lady who wouldn’t allow anybody to
touch or poke her, to a soft and tender lady who welcomed every touch from
Tolu with warmth and anticipation, as they worked their ways through to her
heart. 
        ‘Dear Lord, is he the one?’
       She felt much peace flooding her heart as he held her hands through the
worship and the prayers; she was pleased that they could both worship
without feeling awkward, because she loved to worship. 
         They watched the much-anticipated production by Tolu’s son. 
      She laughed as Tolu engaged her in hushed voices as the show started, and
she caught herself rolling her eyes in response to his silly jokes.
     He eventually got serious; hugging her close, with his arm across her
shoulders as they both watched the drama. He gently stroked her arm and
shoulder every now and again, making her choke and swallow hard. It didn’t
matter that they were in church; she welcomed it, leaning gently on him.
    It was a musical, performed by high schoolers. She loved it. Those
teenagers brought in quality skills. 
        Anita wondered which of them was Tobi. Certainly, Tolu couldn’t have a
child that old, or perhaps it was all a prank. She hoped for the ‘proud dad’
moment when Tolu would scream, ‘that’s my boy!’. But Tolu chose the high
road, taking the calm, matured dad pose. 
        When the show was over; they all rose to join the casts and crew to sing. 
        Tolu caught her eyes, piercing straight into her soul, and locking her gaze
as they sang ‘O Holy Night’, like they were having their own private recital. 
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A thrill of hope the weary world rejoices
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn

Fall on your knees; O hear the Angel voices!
O night divine, O night when Christ was born
O night divine, O night, O night divine!

Christ is the Lord; O praise His name forever!
His power and glory evermore proclaim
His power and glory evermore proclaim

       She eventually broke the spell when she closed her eyes, with hands raised
in adoration of the newborn King.
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        The carol service and nativity show were soon over. 
     Anita and Tolulope migrated to the fellowship hall together with other
members who wanted to wait back and socialise.
        Tolu excitedly introduced her to almost as many people as he greeted that
night, and a few of them got to know she was a pastor friend visiting for the
production. She even met the senior pastor of the church. 
        It appeared Tolu was a visible person there. 
       She was not a stranger to ‘after-service church chats’ herself. At Believers’
Assembly, someone always had something to say to her after their church
services. She was glad that everybody had a respectable conversation with
her that evening. Thankfully, there were no silly giggles or other gossipy
conjectures about Tolu’s relationship with her.
        Anita finally met the popular Tobibola Harry, who was the ‘host’, as it was
his production. He was holding two different bags, and a backpack strapped
on his back. He came with an entire team of followers as he approached his
father.
       Tobi seemed like the popular cool kid, he spoke fast and confidently like
his father.
      She gasped, many questions coursing through her mind. She wondered
how old Tolulope himself was, although Fisayo once suggested he and Tolu
were same age. His son was already about same height as he, and Tolu was
above average heights himself. He watched the father and son duo as they
interacted.
      “Well done, Buddy. Good job.” Tolu spoke to him calmly, with an elbow
bump. “Really proud.”
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      Anita gasped again. ‘Is the poor boy only going to get a ‘well done’ and
‘good job’? This matured dad pose is not working for me,’ she thought to
herself.
       “Thanks, Dad,” Tobi responded excitedly, and his friends got a high-five
each before dispersing.
     Tolu and his son both turned towards Anita. He introduced her as his
friend.
        “Pleased to meet you, Ms Anita,” Tobi responded, as calmly as his father. 
       Anita had too many questions running through her mind, but she didn’t
want to appear rude. She always thought Tobi was a little boy, not a young
man almost matching his father’s height, and he looked different, biracial. 
        “Yeah, I get that look all the time. My Mum’s Italian.” Tobiloba offered.
        “Oh, that explains so many things –” 
      “Ciao, mi chiamo Luca Harry.” The boy immediately changed his accent to
fluent Italian, with a twinkle.
        “What?”
        “He’s just telling you that his name is Luca. That’s his middle name.” Tolu
explained. 
     “Such lovely name. Well, I think I’ve found my Italian teacher,” Anita
responded, and she asked if Tolu could speak the language. 
        Tobi laughed, shaking his head, gesturing to her to ‘abort’ that question.
        “Si,” Tolu responded, “but just a little.”
       Anita loved Tobi at once. He had such delightful personality, just like his
father. Meeting the two of them answered lots of her questions, and it made
sense they were both revered among their circles. 
        Who would not love them?
      Anita decided to give the boy more than “well done, buddy” he got from
his father and she complimented his work generously. 
      They talked and changed topics rapidly. Anita spoke about how she really
enjoyed the evening and was impressed. 
        They were interrupted repeatedly by a lot of young people who wanted to
stop by and chat. 
       They settled on a comfortable table for three in the fellowship hall, while
Tolu excused himself to go get their food. 
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        She and Tobi were able to bond some more.
       “I got the idea for the musical a long time ago, I told my friends about it,
and they liked it; they thought it was cool,” Tobi explained. “When I told my
Dad, and he was totally blown. He wanted me to show interest in God, so he
was happy when I told him I wanted to do something for God.” Tobi paused
to laugh. “Dad thought I was some rebel.”
        Anita understood him. She was pastor to teenagers and young adults for
many years, and she understood how many parents thought their Godfearing
children were sinners and rebels just because they served God differently.
        “So, Dad supported me. He even took me to Israel so I could gain a better
perspective. Who does that?” he shrugged. “He said it would help my
spiritual journey.”
      “Wow! That’s so great to know! Thank you for sharing with me. Are you
going to record it and sell it? I will love to buy some for my church’s library.” 
       “Well, I suspect the church is planning to distribute it commercially. We
have done all the hard work, in terms of the recording at the studio. What we
did tonight was just the stage play. I’m glad Dad loved it. He said he was
proud, although he likes hiding it.” Tobi sounded excited.
     Anita finally understood Tolulope, and why there were no ‘proud dad’
moment. She didn’t think Tolu would scream ‘that’s my boy!’ anyway. 
         Anita couldn’t hide her admiration, for son and father, especially for how
the kid could be so well-grounded. In her years as a youth pastor, she knew
how hard many young people tried to win their parents’ approval. 
         And she was just excited to talk to him. 
     “Can we take a selfie?” Tobi requested. “Because I’m leaving now.” He
explained he would be spending the evening at a friend’s place.
       “Not a problem at all. I love taking pictures,” Anita immediately obliged,
with an excited wink. 
      Tobi’s father arrived at that point, and decided to photobomb. Tobi and
Anita had no choice but to welcome him to join in the pictures.
     Tobi left almost immediately after the pictures, picking only a piece of
meat from the food his father brought. And telling his father that he would
be spending the night at a friend’s place.
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        “Call me to let me know how you’re doing,” Tolu called after him.
        “So adorable.” Anita caught herself saying after Tobi left.
        “I believe ‘handful’ is the word you are looking for.” Tolu corrected.
        “Don’t be such a mean Dad.”  She reached out to hold his shoulder briefly.
“Give yourself some credit, you did something great, he’s so well behaved!” 
        Tolu was giving her that look again, throwing her inner parts into knots.
      “I didn’t know he’s already a young man, I thought he was  a little kid.”
Anita kept talking, hoping it would distract her from the feelings that were
threatening to submerge her. 
        “He’s only sixteen. If I remember correctly, that’s practically a kid.”
       Tolu took the seat across from her. They ate and chatted lightly, nothing
hectic.
       Anita was glad she could eventually eat, since she was saving her tummy
for her failed date-turned-appointment. 
       She soon realised Tolu wasn’t keen on talking about his son, or anything
else for that matter. He had other interests – her! Most of the time, he was
speechless, holding her gaze; and she could drown in those eyes. She couldn’t
pretend she didn’t understand. He stirred her, even in places she never
thought existed in her.
        Tolu reached his hand to hold her free hand, running his thumb playfully
on her knuckles, his breath unsteady. He was going to say something when
thankfully, Tobi’s messages came through to his phone – a welcomed
distraction from the ticklish moment. They were pictures they just took
together, and Tolu in turn transferred them to her.
       “These are really lovely pictures.” Anita said, as she flipped through their
pictures. 
     “I think so too. But I’m wondering, whether they were lovely until Mr
Harry photobombed,” Tolu smiled. “Or were they dull until he added the TH-
Twinkle?”
     Anita shook her head. “You are the drama queen, and not Luca,” Anita
mimicked Tobi’s Italian accent.
      It felt so nice admiring the pictures together; and so natural. Strangely,
she had the calming feeling that she might belong there. With them.
        One  thing  was  sure – she  would  treasure  those  pictures  for the rest of 
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her life. That at some point in her life, a father and son she met for the first
time loved her and accepted her unconditionally. 
       And that with it came a rousing feeling in her, one she felt powerless to
control.
         “God, is he the one?”
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       Anita and Tolulope left the church after their small dinner at the church’s
fellowship hall.
     The church hall was still packed, as friends and families converged on
every available table to share the joy of Christmas.
        And the food was good and satisfying.
        Anita couldn’t eat much; she was just happy with her companion. 
       Tolu held her close as they finally walked to his vehicle at the parking lot.
It was a happy place for her. She was glad they could spend some time alone,
together, even though it was noticeably short, and it came in form of having
dinner together, and walking towards the parking lot.
       Anita noticed a change in Tolu’s demeanour, like he wasn’t fighting with
whatever feeling he had for her anymore. And he stopped calling her Anita.
        “Hey, Beautiful, thank you for staying throughout.” Tolu said, almost in a
whisper. 
      “I loved it. The entire time.” Anita replied. “I didn’t have other plans for
the evening anyway.”
        “I was worried you would want to leave earlier.”
        “I loved it. The entire time.” Anita repeated, obviously caught unawares. 
       She had not expected the sudden torrents of attraction flowing between
herself and her male companion. Tolu had been watching her too closely, and
he was generous with compliments, calling her Beautiful like that was her
new name.
        The drive to her home was mostly quiet. 
     Anita couldn’t explain the storms of emotions stirring in her, and she
couldn’t stop them. She took advantage of the dark to study his features from
the side as they drove home.
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       They arrived at her home. Anita opened the remote-control gate leading
to her house.
        Following her recent promotion and salary raise, she could afford to rent
a lovely, detached townhouse, and she also upgraded her vehicle to a low-
mileage SUV. She needed both for ministry purposes.
        “It’s a lovely place you’ve got here,” Tolu said to her. 
      She came out of his vehicle, under the dark starless night, thankful that
the dry and freezing harmattan air took a break, and it was nice and warm. 
        Tolu too came out of the vehicle to join her, while the remote-control gate
closed behind them. Tolu wasn’t ready to leave or let her go; and frankly, she
too thought they could spend some time together, and alone. She welcomed
Tolu’s decision to wait a bit longer. 
     “Thank you, Mr Harry,” she finally found her voice. “And thank you for
bringing me back. And for everything.” 
        “Thank you too, Beautiful. At least, I’ve cleared my conscience now; I can
say that I brought you home safely, without a scratch.” 
        They lingered a bit longer, enjoying each other’s company. 
       Tolu hugged her close, and she leaned gently on him as they both quietly
watched the starless night. Her heart raced as she felt Tolu’s hand running
down her arm. In response, she found herself placing her free hand on his
chest, swallowing hard. Tolu covered it with his.
       “You see, I don’t know how you did it. I… really… I ... I don’t,” Tolu spoke
after a while, stammering again. He turned to face her and let out a breath
while he scanned her face.
        “Did what?” 
       “I don’t know. Where have you been all this while?  I am meeting you for
the first time, and you’ve already wrapped my heart around the tip of your
little finger.”  
     “That is an outrageous accusation,” Anita replied, smiling sweetly.  She
was right after all; she was not imagining things. 
        “I’m serious.” Tolu held her gaze.
     “I did no such thing. If anything, you’re the one playing with my heart
right now.” Every part of her burned where he stroked her arms.
        She wasn’t the flirty type, but  she had spent the entire evening doing just 
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that and had encouraged him that she might be interested. 
     That was however nothing compared to what Tolu had done to her all
evening. He didn’t even attempt to hide his feelings. He had held her and
hugged her close for way longer than any man had ever done to her in her
entire life. 
      She never thought she would love to be held like that. Until now. And she
could not deny the tenderness that came with him holding her. She felt it
meant something. To her. And perhaps to him too.
      “I like you a lot, Anita. And I would like to get to know you. I will love to
see you again, that is, if you’re keen.” He held her hands and began running
his hands up her arm unto her shoulder and slowly down her back, drawing
ragged breaths. 
        The desire on his face was unmistakable.
      “I’m sure that feeling is mutual. I like you too. And I will also love to see
you again if you’re keen.” Anita finally found her voice amidst the flood of
emotions surging through her. For once, she was honest with her feelings.
       It was so unreal, that she met someone who liked her, and whom she also
liked. And the first day they met, they were already talking about it. She
loved the sincerity and the tenderness that came with how Tolu related with
her. Her heart race like she had never been in love before.
        No, she had never been in love before. 
        At least, she had never felt that way with anyone before. 
       She let out a soft moan as he held her even closer. She couldn’t think if it
was right or wrong, and she didn’t care that it was outside her home. She
melted under the strength of his muscles as he held her into an embrace, his
hands gently working on her back, down to her waist. She felt much peace
and solace there, and she wondered what he was going to do to her. 
         She didn’t need to guess for long. 
      His lips met hers as he kissed her slowly and gently, and then it grew a
little more intense. Whatever resistance she had left melted, and she kissed
him back, her passion matching his. It went on until they both ran out of
breath.
        Anita let out a soft moan as she scanned his face, trembling, her breath
uneven.
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     This handsome stranger had waddled into her heart and had stolen it,
literally. 
        And he had kissed her. 
      This man had better be good, because she knew that at that point, there
was no going back for her.

      “That happened.” Tolu said to himself as drove out of the gate of Anita’s
residence. But he had no regrets whatsoever. 
       He couldn’t believe how blessed he was. He had found a woman he could
love so easily after such a long period of drought in his love life. And she had
generously reciprocated his gesture. 
        Without holding back. 
     Kissing her was a spur of the moment thing; he was so in love and he just
wanted to kiss her. And he went for it. He was glad he did and was more
ecstatic that she seemed quite happy and comfortable with it. 
        He would love to see her again. 
      He had promised her that he would love to treat her to a private dinner,
just two of them, and they could take it from there. He wanted a proper date
with her and wanted it to be perfect. 
    They both thought Christmas would be perfect. They both had prior
engagements for the entire day, but they could spend the evening together. It
sounded like a plan, and Tolu informed her he would confirm the time and
place once he made a reservation.
      He owed Fisayo big time on this one, and he hoped his friend would tell
him more about her, so he could treat her well on their date. Everything had
to be right. Because right now, he loved her, way too much.
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        Fisayo’s headache had resolved, but he hadn’t recovered from that little
disastrous meeting with his ex-wife, Sophia. And his evening was ruined. 
          He had his evening lined up: he would stop at Sophia’s place and check if
she was at home or she had escaped again, then go ahead for his date with
the new person in his life. They would both attend Tobi’s show, and then
spend the rest of the evening together. 
          He had hoped he could get a direction from his friend Tolu Harry; he did
not think Tolu would object to their relationship, but he needed that
confirmation. 
     More importantly, since Tolu was familiar with the religious side of
things, he had hoped Tolu would accelerate things for him by putting in
words for him and assure Anita on his behalf that he could be trusted. 
        If everything went as planned, and with Tolu being their accountability
partner, Fisayo reasoned Anita would be more willing to trust him, they both
could compromise on the differences in their spirituality, and they could try
and work out a healthy relationship, which might hopefully lead to a
marriage. 
         However, none of his plans worked because his past caught up with him
again, and a certain lady knew just which buttons to press to make him
miserable. 
     His friends had called him on several occasions, most of all, Tolu and
Anita, but he had refused to pick up, and when he eventually responded, he
had been rude to them. He would make it up to them later, hopefully, they
would understand. But right now, he needed time alone, to grieve his little
girl, who died because of his carelessness.
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     He trembled as he flipped through the pages of the little book he was
holding; his heart broke with every page. 
       It was the photo album of his daughter, who was fighting for her life for
the few days she spent with them, in an incubator in the neonatal ICU, while
her mother was equally fighting for her own life following the lifesaving
emergency caesarean section she had.
         The doctors said she had an abruptio placenta from the accident she had.
         It had been five years, but he still remembered it like yesterday.
     Those were the pictures he took meticulously during his few visits to
neonatal ICU, which he made into an album he flipped through every year on
her anniversary. 
      He had insisted on seeing his little girl, cheering her, and assuring her
that she would be alright. She was a tiny baby, with more gadget on her little
frame than her own size. She had a blindfold on as she laid under bright
light. 
         She was so beautiful, like her mother, and so fragile. And so strong. 
      He named her Funsho, a name that had constantly reminded him what
failure he was as a father, even though he was a father for just two days,
fifteen hours, and thirty-four minutes. 
       After years of trying to have a baby, and after spending so much money
on fertility treatments, he and Sophia had ended up with a preterm baby who
had a good chance of survival according to the doctors, but then, something
went wrong. 
         Prematurity is a killer. 
        “What a shame!” he sniffed. What a shame on him. 
        He knew the part he played in pushing his wife into an abruptio. 
        His marriage had fallen apart;  he and Sophia were sabotaging each other
already, and he was already in the process of divorcing her. But he was not a
saint either; he had stepped out of his marriage countless times to be with
other women. 
        He remembered vividly how a suspicious seven-months pregnant Sophia
traced him to the hotel room he was and gained access under false pretext. 
         Typical Sophia! 
      She created a big scene when her suspicion was confirmed that he was
indeed  with  someone  else – his  former  PA.  Sophia  left  angrily  after a few
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punches had been exchanged and she was escorted out by the security. 
        No, she was literally lifted and carried out of the premises by the security.
        While he? Well, he stayed back with the other woman.
     He did not realise at that time that Sophia had an accident on the way
back, and that she ended up in the hospital. The doctors said the placenta
pulled away from the womb due to the impact of the crash causing an
abruption. And she bled a lot internally. 
       An emergency operation was done to save her, and to save the baby. The
next time he saw his wife, she had already had a lifesaving caesarean section.
And their tiny baby had ended up in the neonatal ICU. 
      Fisayo stayed alone on the same spot he had been as  darkness engulfed
the house. He stayed and grieved. Memories of the past broke his heart into
several pieces. 
     Sophia was right. He was a terrible person. His heart broke, really. In
hindsight, he regretted his fling with Rolake Bakre, if only he could take it
back.
        Now he had nothing – no wife, no girlfriend, no kids, and no businesses.
Sophia made sure she ruined the businesses they built together, running it to
the ground before she exited.
      Sophia’s voice echoed in his head. “How are you sure? When you won’t
even agree to a paternity testing?” 
       He wondered why Sophia kept insisting Blessing’s boy was his. He didn’t
know what drove him to Blessing in the first place; she was not his kind of
woman. It was true he refused to see the kid or undergo a paternity testing;
he reasoned that if indeed the child was his, Blessing had kept the pregnancy
as a meal ticket. So, he refused to be blackmailed. 
     He hadn’t been part of the boy’s life for over six years, even though he
potentially could be his son. Perhaps it was time to face the reality of his life
and talk to Blessing.  Better late than never.
 

        Blessing picked his call after the fourth attempt.
        “What do you want from me?” Blessing said without any greeting.
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      He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t even know the boy’s name. “I just
want to ask about your son, our son –”
        Blessing cut him off immediately.
       He tried calling back, but it took forever before she picked up again, and
she confirmed his fear – she didn’t want him in her life or in her son’s life. 
      “We don’t need you in our lives. Dey your dey, make we dey our dey. Don’t
come and ruin things for us here. Daniel has a father now.”
        Fisayo swallowed hard. So, his name is Daniel?
        “You denied him even before he was born, you have been absent from his
life for all these six years, so what do you want now?” Blessing continued to
rant.
       “Please.” Fisayo apologised. “I thought it would be nice to be sure, so we
could put this behind us,” he stammered.
       Blessing laughed and scorned. “We’ve put you behind us already. Please
stay away from us. I don’t want you to mess with my marriage, and I don’t
want you to mess with my son’s life. Runaway daddy.” She jeered, obviously
irritated. “Deadbeat!” she hissed. “You stopped seeing me because you didn’t
want me to ruin your marriage, where is your marriage now? Nonsense!”
        After lots of persuasion, she agreed to discuss with her husband and get
back to him if they would be interested in paternity testing. 
       “You didn’t believe me then, what changed now?” She asked. “Anyway, it
doesn’t make any difference, ” she added. 
       Fisayo didn’t have an answer to that.  Many things had changed, another
man had become the father of a boy who could possibly be his son. 
        The call ended with a surprise. Blessing calmed down and began to sound
sympathetic in some way. She even sent her apology. 
         “I’m sorry for the part I played in ruining your marriage,” she added. 
         “I think the apology should go to Sophie. She is the victim here. Not me.” 
       “I agree. Now that I am married,  I can understand  what she had to put
up with. I feel terrible about it. If any woman does that to me, I don’t know
what I will do.”
         “I will let her know the next time I see her.”
       “Please do. I’ll appreciate it. And if I agree to this paternity testing, you
know  you  cannot  be  active in  Daniel’s  life, you  must  remember  that,” she 
repeated.
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        The call ended.
        Fisayo found himself praying, which surprised him. His life had spiralled
out of control. How did he manage to land in such mess? How did he manage
to accumulate so much baggage within such short period?
        He needed God to help him, and to give him a second chance to make his
life right again. And there was one solution staring at him. For starters, he
needed Anita in his life.
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        Tolu knew he was going to do something that would hurt him so deeply.
But there was no other way. He had misjudged a situation. And his wrong
judgement had come back to bite him. What could have been a perfect
Christmas was going to become the beginning of his nightmare.
         He fell in love with someone that was already taken.
       It was Christmas day; Tobi had gone to his grandmother’s place for  the
festive season, while he, early as seven, was with his friends, Babs and Faith,
at their luxurious home. 
         He explained his little embarrassing situation to the older couple.
        “My friend is in love,” Babs’ wife – Faith teased him. “I need to meet the
girl that did this to you.”
         “Not now, Faith.” Tolu responded, hesitating as he picked his phone.
         “Don’t do it.” Babs told him sternly. “You’ll be making a mistake. And you
will regret it.”
        “Tolu, you can’t tell me you’re in love and you’re breaking up, both in one
breath.” Faith added. “You’d be a fool to let her go.”
         “But what do I do? Fight Fash over his girlfriend?” He asked his friends. 
       “It doesn’t hurt. You love her. And you did it innocently. Let Fash know
that.” That was Faith.
         Tolu sighed; he could put up a fight, but he would never fight with one of
his best friends over a woman.
         “I agree with my wife. I have never seen you like this before. It hurts you,
give it time, and when you see her tonight, explain the situation to her.”
       “I’m not seeing her tonight. I already told Fash I was cancelling the date.”
He let out an unhappy smile as he attempted making that phone call.
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        “Don’t you dare.” Faith got serious as she snatched the phone from him
and seized it.
        “Faith, please. I’m not that kind of person.” Tolu sounded defeated. “I’ve
never fought any man over a woman, I’m not starting with a friend.” 
         “This is bad.” Babs whistled.
        “I wouldn’t have made any  advances on Anita or try to win her attention
in any way if not that she told me in clear language that nothing was going on
between her and Fash. And judging by the way things worked out that
evening, Fash couldn’t have been less subtle in telling me that he was trying
to hook us up.”
         “Exactly. It was an honest mistake. She told you nothing was up between
them, believe her. Life goes on.” Faith reassured.
       Tolu nodded, but he couldn’t make a decision he knew would hurt Fash,
not after witnessing how broken his friend was when they met the previous
day.
      After leaving Anita’s home the night of the carol service, and they both
spent the rest of the night having on-and-off chat. Only for him to be woken
up too early the next day by Fash. He was excited to thank his friend for the
previous night hook-up, but Fash was not in a good mood. So, he held back.
         “You’re okay, man?” He asked Fash.
         “No. It’s Sophie again.”
         He knew Sophia made a scene recently in Fash’s office, but it seemed she
had done something again. He had never met Sophia, but he knew she had
some mental illness, and anytime she showed her face in Fisayo’s life, his
friend would be miserable for days, sometimes weeks. Everybody in their
friends’ circle knew Sophia to be such a circus queen, and they always tried to
be there for Fisayo whenever she started with her shenanigans.
         “What did she do this time?”
        “Sophie started with her troubles again, so I had to address it so that she
could stop it. I was with her yesterday; it was meant to be an in and out thing,
with the hope that I could introduce my new girl to you. But I guess I
underestimated Sophia. She knew my breaking point; she went all out.”
        Tolu was shocked that Fash would refer to Anita as his new girl, but he
ignored the sign and talked about how the night went between him and
Anita.
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         And Fash was not happy about it at all.
       “You need to call it off. Whatever is up between both of you need to stop
right away. If she had the tiniest hope that she could be with you, then I don’t
stand a chance. I cannot lose her. I have worked so hard to be with her. Don’t
ruin this for me.” 
         Fash was not joking; he even volunteered to help Tolu break up with her.
       Tolu  shook his head. He had promised Fash a clean break. He just met
Anita, so it shouldn’t be so hard to let her go. 
         Life was good again. 
        He let out a sarcastic smile. After many years of living like he didn’t need
a woman, he finally found someone he truly cared about, and he had to break
up with her even before they got a chance to get started. 
        He loved Anita; he couldn’t pretend. He had allowed himself to fall head-
first in love her with her, but he had avoided her since Fash dropped the
bombshell. Anita tried calling, but on each occasion, he faked being busy,
and put her off carelessly, saying he would call back. But he never did. 
       “Why would you do this to her? And to yourself?” Babs asked him again,
slicing through his protracted thoughts. “I’ve met this girl. If I were you, I
wouldn’t gamble with her.”
         “The decision is made.” Tolu shrugged. “Can we just let this go?”
        “See who you’re letting go.” Faith eventually returned his phone, flashing
the picture they took at the carol at him. “You’re going to regret it, I promise
you.”
         “I hope not.”
 

         Anita picked up the phone at the second ring.
      “Hey handsome,” she started, with a ring of excitement in her voice. “I
thought you’d forgotten about me. Merry Christmas.”
         “Merry Christmas.” Tolu replied, his two friends giving him the sad look. 
         “Are you just waking up?” Anita asked.
         “No, I’ve been up since. I’m out visiting. You?”
     “Wow, that’s early. I’m getting ready for Christmas service. Tolu, you
promised to get back to me yesterday. But you never did, and you did not
return my call.” There was an obvious disappointment in her tone. 
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     “Oh, shoot! I had an emergency. I thought I told you.” His heart sank.
What emergency was worse than him licking his wound?
        “I’m sorry to hear that. Is everything sorted now?”
        “Pretty much, I guess.”
       “So, we are meeting tonight? Did you manage to make the reservation?”
She sounded excited.
        “About that. Can we reschedule?”
        “What? I was looking forward to it. Is there a problem?”
       “Nope. Some of my friends insist on joining us.” Tolu looked away. Faith
dashed him an angry look. Thankfully, Babs stopped her from jumping in
and interrupting.
      “Why? But that wasn’t the arrangement. This was meant to be a private
getaway. Just you and I.” She sounded hurt, and Faith was not having it.
      “I’m sorry. They’re just two. Fash invited himself, and Faith also. You’ve
met her husband, right? Babs … yeah, the FABs. I didn’t have a choice, I had
to let them in, you know, like a double date.” Tolu continued, even he knew
he wasn’t making sense. His chest burned. “The more, the merrier.”
     “I thought Faith was organising a Christmas party for twenty-seventh.
Babs invited me, and I was supposed to come with Fisayo. It doesn’t make
sense that they would want to crash our date.” She sounded upset now. And
Faith too rolled her eyes. “Why would you tell them in the first place?”
      “I’m sorry. I made a reservation for seven o’clock this evening. Fash will
bring you. Please, don’t be angry with me. It’s Christmas. People just want to
be together; you know?”
       “I guess you’re right. So, I’ll see you tonight.” She didn’t sound excited at
all; he could hear her sniff a bit.
        “Seven p.m. I miss you.”
       “Miss you too. I know you’re lying, and you’re not a good liar. Can I trust
you? Someone told me not to be so hopeful when it comes to you. That I
couldn’t trust you.”
        “I’m not perfect, Anita.”
        “You could have just told me it was over instead of making things up.”
        “Why would I?”
        “So, I’ll see you at seven?”
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        Tolu knew he wouldn’t be there. “I love you, Anita.” He said instead.
        “I love you too, TH, I really do.”
     Tolu ended the call. It was the most painful call he had made in recent
times. He immediately put a second call through to Fash before his friends
could protest.
     “Done. She’s all yours. She will be expecting you at seven.” He told his
friend. Fash wanted to know where, but Tolu couldn’t care less. “Take her
anywhere. I told her you’d be picking her up at seven.”
        Faith got up and reached for him, upset and combative.
      “You’re a coward, you know that. And why would you drag me into your
dastardly plans?”
        “I’m sorry Faith. I had to mention your name. I didn’t know what to say.”
        “I take it you and I are not going to be at the date.”
        “I’m not going to sit at the same table with Anita and Fash.”
        “I can’t believe Fash said that about you.” Babs spoke.
        “He told me he was going to literally throw me under the moving bus,” he
shrugged. “He’d make her doubt me a little.”
       “Whatever that guy told your girl is called ‘character assassination’” Faith
protested.
        “Well, I’m okay with it if it works.”
        Babs shook his head. “If that’s your choice. Does that mean you are going
to spend the rest of your life pretending you never knew her?” 
        “Sounds like a plan!”
      Faith was still pained. “You broke her heart,” she said. “You could hear
how pained she was. I feel sorry for her. She loves you. She doesn’t love Fash.
You can still fight for her,” Faith encouraged.
        Tolu shrugged. “They’ll be fine.”
        Tolu wondered if Faith and Babs were right. He was heartbroken too, but
at least he knew he did the right thing. The pain in his chest was unbearable.
He knew he would be stuck there for a long time. Perhaps after a while, he
would be able to move on and perhaps find happiness again. 
     For now, he would try to enjoy Christmas, spend the evening with his
mother, his sister Teju and her family, and with his dear son Tobi. 
       And he would do all he could to forget about the woman he met two days
earlier whom he had already fallen hopelessly in love with. Anita.
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         Anita let the tears flow. 
      She had great hopes with Tolu Harry; he seemed like the perfect match she
had always wanted. She had noticed the coldness since the previous day, a
sharp contrast from the man she met the day before. She had thrown herself
at him, but he had thrown every cue into the thrash. 
      God, I thought he was the man for me. I was so happy. What happened? There
had to be an explanation. 
      She remembered the phone conversation she had with Fisayo. He didn’t
mince words about how he felt about his friend.
        “I heard you’re spending time with my friend Tolu Harry,” Fisayo told her
over the phone. “You’re setting yourself up. He’s a heartbreaker. And I don’t
want you to be hurt. He raises your hope, and then he dashes it. He often
goes on the first date, but he’ll always find an excuse to not go on a second.”
       Fisayo was right. Anita wondered how someone can love so recklessly and
still be fake. Had she imagined things with Tolu Harry? Were there still
people like that – who would raise your hope so high only to dash it the next
moment? She couldn’t believe Fisayo was right about him. 
       Tolulope was supposed to be the Christian with high moral standing, the
spiritual leader of the pack, the one Fisayo and the rest look up to and respect
and spoke so highly of. Fisayo told her more dirty secrets.
     “That’s what he does to women – he flirts dirty with them, raises their
expectations, makes them feel special, and then leaves them stranded,
literally overnight.”
        The TH-twinkle, Fisayo called it. She remembered Tolu too mentioned the
TH-twinkle earlier. Fisayo was probably right. Or perhaps there was
someone else.  Of course, there were lots of ladies, Anita rolled her eyes.
       Her heart ached. She had tried to step out of her comfort zone with that
man. She had told him she was available, wanted him, loved him. He had
filled her every waking though and she still felt giddy from the way he kissed
her. That was one magical first kiss and she hadn’t gotten over it, but he had
played with his heart like she didn’t matter.
         Fisayo’s message came  through shortly after, which notified her that the
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double date with Tolu Harry and one Faith Gbadebo would no longer be
happening, but he would be picking her up by seven. 
      Anita hissed; she knew they had been talking behind her back. Well, at
least she knew Fisayo. He might not be her first or best option, but Fisayo
had been caring and consistent. She would rather take her chances with him.
        Anita realised she should stop looking for what did not exist, and face the
reality of her life. If Fisayo cared enough to be with her, then she must also
try to meet him halfway. 
        ‘You’ve got to trust the process.’ 
         The Voice she had come to trust spoke to her again. 
       She felt God’s presence and she wished God could just tell her which way
to go. But her mind was too crowded, just like the soil with thorns, and the
Word became unproductive in her.
        She replied Fisayo’s message with all the excitement she could muster.     
        “Seven is perfect.” 
      But that didn’t calm the growing pain and discontentment raging in her
chest.
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        It was Christmas, and Sophia decided to drive around. 
    The past few weeks were not particularly good to her. She made the
shocking discovery that she was pregnant, and she chose to terminate the
young life she wanted so badly. She lost consciousness from excessive
bleeding and had to undergo a lifesaving operation. She made the mistake of
harassing the wrong woman, and her freedom was threatened in return.
    Angry voices continued to scream in her head. She remembered the
conversation she had with her ex-husband just two days earlier, and she was
afraid she would end up in a facility again. Fash was nice to her, but he
refused to come back to her, even though she begged him.
   Christmas wasn’t her big moment, worse because it brought some
unpleasant memories to her. Five years ago, she was living in tragedy – she
lost her pregnancy prematurely, coupled with the death of her baby she never
got to meet. Then her health broke down, she had postpartum depression,
and eventually, she was diagnosed with a bipolar disorder, not to mention
the loss of her marriage. 
      She wondered if things would have turned differently if she hadn’t gone
ahead to catch her husband red-handed at the hotel room. At least she
wouldn’t have had the accident that led to the pregnancy complication. But it
was too late now. Regrets washed over her.
    It was time to make a decision about her life. She had been having thoughts
of ending her life lately; and the more she thought about it, the more
attractive it sounded to her. 
        And what better way than on Christmas day?
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       Tears poured from her eyes. Christmas was magical as a kid, but as she
grew, it brought unimaginable pains to her. 
        She kept on driving, like she wanted to enjoy the scenery for a final time.
She thought it would be nice to hint the people that would miss her the most.
Her parents had invited her for Christmas, but she would rather be alone in
her last few hours and make her tears her companion, while she explored the
few options that came to her mind. She eventually decided that overdosing
on her drugs might be the best form of exit.
          She needed to make peace with her Maker. 
        The truth was that she didn’t want to kill herself, but she was tired. She
was tired of getting up and going to work. She was tired of fighting for her
sanity and fighting to get her life back. She was tired of taking her
medications every day. She was tired of being afraid that she might soon lose
control again. 
         She couldn’t help all the chaos she kept creating around herself, and she
knew it was a matter of time before she turned into full psychosis and she
wouldn’t be able to save herself ever again.
         She cried until her tear glands dried up. She stopped where a lot of cars
were parked, because her eyes were blurry with tears. She wanted to dry her
tears and clean up the mascara that had gone messy. She picked some tissues
from the box of tissue on the dashboard.
        A knock on her window jolted her back to reality. The man by the carport
waved at her and gave a reassuring smile. Apparently, she was parked in a
wrong place.
         She wound down her window and apologised to the man. 
        “I didn’t realise I was parked wrongly,” she smiled nervously, sniffing and
dabbing her eyes. 
         “No problem, ma’am,” the man replied, directing her to where to park.
        It soon occurred to her that it was a church parking lot, and that must be
a Christmas service. She attended some of those in the past, but she had
given up on the whole idea of a god, a god who could not help her through
her life crises.
      The thought of God brought much pain to her and the tears welled up
again.
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      The man she saw earlier came close to where she was parked. “You are
okay, ma’am?” 
      She caught herself smiling through the tears. “Yes. I guess. Just a little
overwhelmed, but I’ll be fine.”
         “I’m sorry about that. Christmas is hard for a lot of people. But it is also a
season of hope.” The man was compassionate as he handed her the church
leaflet he was holding, pointing to the numbers on it. “If you ever need to talk
to someone, there are some helplines and numbers you can call here, and we
also have support programmes.”
      “Thank you.” Sophia responded as she took the piece of paper from him,
suddenly feeling no need to hide her tears again. Somebody cared enough to
show that he understood.
        The man pointed to the church activities on the leaflet with the date and
time for meetings they had for the year end. He then scribbled his number on
the leaflet. “If you prefer to talk to me, you can call me directly. If I can’t help
you, I can refer you to someone who can. But stop crying, okay?”
     “Thank you. You are too kind.” Sophia responded, managing a smile.
“Thank you so much.”
         “My name is Quinton, but people call me Q.”
         “Thanks, Q. Pleased to meet you. I’m Sophia. Sophia Hamid.”
         “Pleased to meet you too, Sophia. Merry Christmas. Enjoy the service.”
        She waited a few minutes more, wiped her tears, and then reapplied her
make-up. Then she walked into the church with renewed determination. 
        She had not planned to come to church, but how could she resist when Q
was so kind to her? Just like that, the pain threatening to kill her began to
give way. 

 

      Anita had had her countless “go join that chariot” moments. It was the
vision God gave her when she founded the “Welcome Team”. And obedience
always paid off. Always.
     Earlier, she told her team on duty for the Christmas service, “God has
planted you in this Church to meet specific needs. Every time you are on duty

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

84



it is your responsibility to discover that need, and to meet that need. As you
stand by that door, there is someone who will step in with a broken spirit. It
is your job, not the pastor’s, to mend that broken spirit. As you usher people
to their seats, it is your job to infuse hope and joy into their hearts. Do not
miss that moment to make a difference. Wherever you are stationed,
standing, sitting, moving  around, the people around you must know the
difference.”
      Lola was one of the oldest team members, but was notorious for asking
casual questions. “This is a huge responsibility.” Lola protested. “How am I
supposed to know what people are going through? It’s Christmas; everybody
is looking gorgeously packaged.”
     “You’re right, Lola. It’s all packaging.” Anita responded. Even she was
heartbroken. Tolulope Harry had chosen to break up with her on Christmas
morning, and she was a mess herself. “That is why you have the Holy Spirit to
help you discern. Like the Holy Spirit prompted Philip in the Bible to go and
join the chariot carrying a man who was hungry for God but who had nobody
to teach him. We all need to lean on the Spirit for guidance.”
        Anita smiled in spite of herself. She could not ignore her own heartbreak.
And she couldn’t believe the man could be so cold. 
        She tried to focus on the morning. She would think about men later.
    She was distracted when gorgeous redhead and bold makeup walked
through the foyer that led into the church. She felt another ‘go join that
chariot’ prompt.
     She knew at once that God wanted her to reach out to the lady. Anita
wondered what on earth that lady could need; she looked perfect. But she
knew better than to argue. 
        Walking briskly to her, Anita offered to lead her into the church. The lady
obliged. Anita tried to engage her in a short conversation.
        “Are you new here?” she asked.
        The stranger answered in the affirmative. 
        “I’m Anita Ossai.” 
        “Nice name. I’m Sophia. Sophia Hamid.”
       Anita momentarily thought of Fisayo’s crazy ex-wife who bore the same
name and she wondered what crazy scheme she was brewing now. She
immediately  discarded  that  thought. God  wanted  her  to  be  there  for  this 
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beautiful stranger at that point, and she must obey.
      “I will be seeing you at the end of the service. Enjoy the service. Please
make sure you come back here after the closing prayers, we have a little
refreshment and visitor’s package for you.” Anita added as she led the lady to
her seat.
       Anita could not take her eyes off the visitor. There was something oddly
off about her that Anita could not figure out yet, so kept praying for her.
Through the crowd, Anita watched her and followed her closely. It wasn’t too
difficult to locate her in the crowd, considering her height, her bold fashion
statement, her red tinted hair, and her poise. 
        Soon, Sophia began to relax and to feel at home in church. She danced so
happily and raised up her hands in worship. And when an altar call was made
for people who needed prayers for specific needs, Anita watched as the lady
stood up and walked the long distance to the altar.
       However, she was leaving early. Clearly, she wasn’t going to wait for the
refreshment after service.
         Anita quickly followed her to the parking lot. 
         “Hi, Sophia, you’re leaving early,” Anita called from afar.
    Sophia stopped, looking like she had been caught doing something
mischievous.
        “Oh, you caught me,” Sophia  replied, scanning the environment. “Sorry I
forgot your name.”
        “Anita.”
      “I’m so terrible with names.” Sophia smiled, quickly changing the topic.
“There was a gentleman here this morning who was extremely helpful. I wish
I could see him to thank him.”
    “I don’t know who you’re referring to. We usually have a number of
dedicated people who volunteer every week with flow of traffic.” Anita
responded, desperately hoping to have a clue of why she was burdened about
that lady all morning.
        “I see. His name is Quinton. Or Q. Just thank him if you ever see him. He
is a life saver.”
       “I will. Q is ever so ready to help. I’m glad he could assist.” Anita replied,
and  immediately  changed  to  the  main  issue  of  her  coming. “I  have  been 
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following you all morning. I was a bit burdened about you. I’m one of the
pastors here. If there’s anything we can do to support you as a church, or as a
person, please let me know.” Anita handed her church business card to her. 
      “Wow, you’re a pastor. Who could have guessed?” Sophia asked, as she
flashed the broadest smile. “If you told me you were a model, I would believe
you. Wow, you’re so beautiful.” 
        “Thank you. You look great yourself. And your hair, I love it.” Anita  loved
it when women complemented one another. And she couldn’t understand
why people never believed she could be a pastor. 
        “Thank you. I spend tons of money on it, but I guess it’s worth it,” Sophia
replied. “Anyway, thank you for the offer, but currently, I’m fine, and it’s
Christmas. There’s nothing I can think of right now that’s bothering me. But
can I call you sometime?” 
        “Yes,” Anita responded. “Anytime. Merry Christmas. If you live close, we
will be glad to have you worship with us sometimes soon.”
        “Oh no, I don’t stay around here. I live in Port Harcourt. I am visiting for
the festive season, but whenever I’m in town again, I will visit. Merry
Christmas to you too.”
     Anita watched as she drove away. Something about that lady seemed
strangely off, and Anita still couldn’t figure it out. For the first time, she felt
sad that she was inaccurate with her ‘go join this chariot’ prompt. 
       She thought God was leading her to that lady, but it was all false alarm.
This lady really had it all together, and she lived in Port Harcourt. Perhaps
she had lost her sense of direction, perhaps the Holy Spirit no longer led her. 
    She had been preoccupied with carnal matters, matters of dates and
boyfriends and heartbreaks. She was still heartbroken over Tolu Harry and
how he ruined her Christmas spirit. He had waltzed into her life; broken the
defence and he had immediately backed out. And now she couldn’t even
discern spiritual matters anymore. Maybe she was beginning to lose grip of
her spiritual senses, and that scared her so much. 
        “Don’t take Your Holy Spirit from me,” she prayed as she returned to the
church. “He’s all I’ve got; I cannot lose him as well.”
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       Sophia drove home to her parent’s place, feeling different. She was not
the hopeless, suicidal lady that left her home that morning. Somehow, the
Christmas service changed her, and gave her new determination to live.
        It was the man she met at the parking lot, Q. And it was the prayers, and
the worship, and walking to the altar to pray, and the people from the church
that treated her as a person.
        And then, that lovely Pastor Anita saw through her façade, right into the
hidden parts of her heart. How did she do it? Sophia remembered she was so
scared she had to lie through her teeth. She stored Anita and Q’s phone
numbers. They might save her one day.
        One thing was sure, she had found a church, and she had made two new
friends. She would call them and see where it led. Who could have believed
that she was plotting her own death few hours earlier, and now she wanted to
be a part of a community, and of all things, a church community? 
       “Soph,” her mother interrupted her daydream. “Are you alright? Because
I’ve been watching you the whole time and you’re grinning ear to ear.”
       “I didn’t want to alert anybody,” her father added. “I thought it was just
me. I thought if you’re happy, we shouldn’t be upset.” 
       Sophia laughed about her parents’ suspicions. “I’m happy, that’s all. It’s
Christmas, it’s a happy season. Why are you all looking at me like I’m strange
to be happy?”
       Her parents only got a lot more concerned, and their raised eyebrows rose
even higher.
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        Anita knew their little family  get-together would end in disaster as usual;
she braced herself for the worst. Her youngest brother and his wife just had a
baby, and she had to take that trip to Asaba, mainly because her mother
insisted on using the opportunity for a family meeting.
      She hated family meetings, especially when the agendas were unknown.
She loved her mother, and she knew the older woman truly cared for her
family, but she also knew her mother was the pettiest woman she had ever
met, and would always find a way of making her the agenda, being the first
and the only unmarried among six children.
     She had asked Fisayo if he would accompany her, but he had politely
declined.
      “I don’t want to just rock up at a family event; I think it’s too early. And
appearing at a child christening is not the best first impression.” 
         She agreed. He however accompanied her to the airport.
         In recent months, a friendship had blossomed between her and Fisayo. 
         In fairness, it wasn’t so bad although it was too early to decide. She knew
Fisayo wasn’t her ideal choice, and she still struggles with the decision to be
with him, but so far, she had not had any reasons to regret. He was genuinely
good to her.
       Anita braced herself as the flight took off; if there was any conversation
about her at the meeting, she would simply mention she was now with
someone. Previously, she had been bullied at every family function, up until
the wedding of her youngest brother, exactly forty weeks earlier. At that
time, she told them she was still single because she was married to Jesus and
had no intention of marrying earthly person, and that she was happy and
fulfilled with her life.
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        It worked, but her mother always found many ways of bringing it up in
unspoken ways, like calling for a family meeting during child-naming.
         However, on reaching Asaba, she realised that something else was eating
her mother up. Beyond the child naming ceremony, and the emergency
known as “Anita’s singleness”, there was a real family situation.
         Her father.
         She couldn’t believe her mother kept blaming her for his indiscretion. 
       “Are you still on it?” she asked her mother during an intense discussion,
mostly in hushed voices, right before the ceremony.
         “You are not a stranger to the kind of life your father lived.”
         “But you stayed, Mum. Even though you knew too.”
       “Now it’s my fault?” she asked. “I stayed for your sake and your younger
siblings. After six kids, where do you want me to go?”
    “Mum, you chose to stay with a man who disrespected you. I’m not
supporting Dad; I know he did wrong all this while. But you cannot blame me
for your choices, or his.”
     “You are the first child of this family.  Why are you not pulling your
weight?” her mother insisted.
      “Mum, what exactly do you want me to do? What extra weight do you
want me to pull? I don’t support what he did, but the deed is done already.
The lady did the right thing. She kept the baby. For over six good years
without bothering us.”
        “But why did he do it? The child’s mother is younger than all his children.
Thank God I didn’t have a heart attack” 
      “Mum, if you have a heart attack over this, you are on your own.” Anita
told her. 
       Her mother continued to throw it at her face that she was older than the
kid’s mother until Anita grew tired and blurted, “Mum, stop comparing me
to this girl.” 
 

         The christening went smoothly. 
        Early the next morning, as everyone started planning to leave, her Mum
– Eloho called her out in public.
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     “Anita, don’t you think it’s time to call this meeting, you know, as the
firstborn? Or will you all just leave like that, without a family meeting?” 
    Anita was not ready to take up the issue with her, so, she called the
meeting. “This whole meeting is your idea, Mum, so whatever your agenda
is, don’t make it look like it’s mine,” she added. 
        Anita’s mother  wasted no time in presenting the agenda of the very brief
meeting.
        “I’m sure you all are witnesses to your father’s… indiscretion –” 
        “Eloho!” Her husband cleared his throat, interrupting her. 
      She hushed him and continued. “What’s news is that the girl in question
decided she can no longer keep that tiny thing because her new man is not
comfortable with the little girl. Who will?”
        “Mummy!” Her children protested. 
       Anita was done with her mother’s rants, so she had no choice but to stop
her mother right there.
       “First of all, Mum,” Anita started, “you are not allowed to be rude to this
child; she’s done you no wrong.” 
        “Thank you,” her father responded. 
       Eloho hissed. “Unfortunately, I can’t keep her in my home either. So, the
girl is homeless.” 
        Silence followed. 
       Her father broke the silence. “I’m sorry for putting you all in this crisis. I
wish to keep the child. But your mother wouldn’t hear of that. I’m wondering
if any of you will be willing to keep the girl, pending the time I find a solution
to the crisis. I want to promise it will be a very temporary thing.” 
       The children looked at one another and began making several excuses. No
one was ready to take the product of their father’s infidelity into their homes,
and their mother was enjoying the scene. 
       Anita was tired of the meeting already. Rising, she decided to put an end
to everybody’s misery. 
   “Thank you for the opportunity to ease all of you of any possible
embarrassment of having to share this dirty family secret with your spouses.
Mum, I’m really disappointed in you, and Dad, what you did was grossly
irresponsible. Not just this isolated event, but who you’ve been over the
years.”

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

91



        She paused for effect.
        Anita continued. “However, on behalf of my siblings and I, I’ll say you are
both pardoned. The only punishment now, and I will not allow any objection
from anyone: Mum and Dad, you need to go and sort out your issues.
Pending the time both of you find a solution to this problem, you need to get
your luggage and go home. Yes, Mum, don’t think you can stay here to
babysit. Pack your luggage after the meeting and go to fix your problem with
your husband. Meeting is over, you can all go back to your respective homes.” 
       She looked around to scan the faces of everyone seated in the room. They
were all shocked. 
      “And about the girl, don’t worry, I’ll take her with me. That way, you can
all go back to your perfect lives and perfect homes, without interruption or a
constant reminder of – you know  – our father’s indiscretion,” she continued.
      Anita watched as everyone scrambled to their feet, called their spouses,
and left. Her siblings were relieved and pleased with the arrangement.
Everybody was already sick of their mother’s rants. Anita waited until all her
siblings left, none of them commenting about the meeting.
      Anita took the little girl and helped her with her small luggage while she
waited for her mother to pack hers. She couldn’t believe how her life had
gone complicated right in front of her. She knew she was losing it by the day,
but she also knew it was the right thing to do.
        As her parents got ready to leave, her father came to her in appreciation. 
    “You don’t know how much you’ve helped. I’m sorry for putting you
through this,” he said to her.
       “This is not about you, Father,” she replied and then added loud enough
for her mother to hear, “I’m just performing my duty, as the firstborn of the
family.” 
     Her mother was too stunned to respond. “I’m sorry to put you through
this,” she eventually replied, pleadingly.
       “What were you thinking? Throw the poor girl onto the street?” her voice
broke. 
      Anita waited for everyone to leave, after which she went with the girl to
her little brother’s car. 
        Her brother who was also the new dad thanked her profusely.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

92



        “I’m sorry for driving Mum away from staying back to help you. How is
your wife doing?”
        “She’s fine. Her Mum will arrive tomorrow, and the helper is here to help
with chores and with the baby.”
        “That’s good to know.”
     “Thank you for coming to the rescue. And for putting an end to these
troubles.” He added. 
     Anita reflected on the enormity of the new role she had inherited. She
thought of the cover story to tell people when she returned home. She knew
she wouldn’t spread her family dirty linen.
     Her discomfort  escalated. She could call her “adopted daughter”, or her
“goddaughter”, her “distant relative”, or her “niece”… she struggled to put her
thoughts together.
        And she had no prior training in raising seven-year-olds.
        “What’s your name?” she asked the little girl.
        “They call me ‘Hope’” she replied.
        Anita smiled sadly; the girl looked scared. She wondered what kind of life
the poor girl had been subjected to in her short life. She was glad she did the
right thing even though not a comfortable one; and she realised that at this
point of her life, she would rather sacrifice comfort for the sake of doing the
right thing.
        She hoped she could give Hope a fresh start.
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       For the first time in in a long time, Anita realised she didn’t have to cry
alone, a shoulder was waiting for her to lean on. 
         Fisayo waited to pick them up. 
       They already had the conversation about how her life suddenly changed
when she agreed to foster a child thrusted onto her by her parents. Fisayo
perfectly understood her, and he agreed with her decision, like it was a
normal thing to do. 
         However, as soon as they were in Fisayo’s vehicle, Anita broke into tears.
       “This is too much. I can’t do this anymore,” she sobbed, looking back to
the poor kid, who was strapped safely in the back seat of Fisayo’s Mercedes
that he used the most. 
         And Fisayo was just there to hold and support her. 
        They got to her home, the girl had her meal, and she was led to her room.
The girl slept off immediately. The two adults were finally alone. 
      “I can’t believe I agreed to keep her.” Her eyes were already puffy from
tears. But she was glad there was someone there for her. Her new man.
        “How is she related to you?” Fisayo asked. 
        Anita sighed, as she spilled the bean about the dark secret of her family.
She had inherited his father’s love child, a situation that had brought too
much chaos to the family since the secret leaked.
         Fisayo listened without judging and only nodded in support.
       “Don’t beat yourself up, we all have baggage, that’s perfectly human,” he
finally responded. “The least we can do is to be compassionate to each other.
You supported me through some of my own rough patches, and through dark
moments I brought on myself. This one is not your fault; the least I can do is
to support you.”
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     “You are not upset?” Anita asked, blinking. She had been worried that
bringing an extra person in would ruin their budding relationship.
       “But why should I?” he sounded surprised. “If there is anything I can do to
support you, just ask me. I’m here.”
       Anita looked at him; he’d been surprising her with all the right moves.
Anita felt she misjudged Fisayo; she probably made a great choice to be with
him. 
         “Thank you,” she whispered.
      “Hey, nothing to thank me for. We can be a family, I mean, if we can
adopt her, it will be a great way to start our family.” Fisayo sounded serious.
       Anita blinked. She knew Fisayo goofed about the future now and again,
but he seemed serious now. 
         “What are you saying, Babe?”
        “I know you don’t take me seriously, but I really do care about you. I love
you and I want to marry you.” Fisayo spoke as a matter of fact.
         “Are you serious?”
       “Yeah. You were away for three days, and I couldn’t stop thinking about
how much I loved you and missed you. I felt like I should have come with
you, at least we’d be together, but I just didn’t want to gate-crash, you know
–” he continued.
      Anita looked at him in awe. She wiped what was left of her tears. “You
know, you surprise me all the time.”
         “Good to know,” he smiled. “You’re a good person and I’ve always wanted
to be with you. We’d make a great couple, don’t you think? And now that we
have extra people in our relationship, we just need to make room for them,
don’t you think?”
       “I don’t know.  I can’t believe you’re talking about love and marriage, it’s
just too… I don’t know… I guess I love you too.” Her smile grew bigger. “I
didn’t think you were this serious,” she stammered. 
         “I’m serious. Anita, I want you to be my wife.”
         “Wife?” After all these years, someone was talking to her about marriage.
It was an unbelievable feeling.
         “Yeah. So, is it a ‘yes’, will you marry me?”
         Anita was too stunned to respond. She watched as he leaned over.
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       “Would it be appropriate to kiss you?” he asked before he went ahead. It
was their first real kiss, and it happened even though she least expected it.

 

        Fisayo went home feeling like a complete fraud. 
       He had asked Anita to marry her, and she had agreed right away. He had
thought she would play hard-to-get or give him some long list of dos and
don’ts, but instead, she had accepted his proposal. She even allowed him to
kiss her without hesitation.
   He hadn’t lie about what he felt for Anita; he loved their blooming
relationship, and he truly wanted to marry her. He was genuinely concerned
by the fact that she was distressed about her new role as a foster parent, and
the responsibility of raising a kid nobody wanted.
      However, he had lied about the real weight of the baggage that he was
bringing into the relationship. 
      Anita could be aware of his ex-wife and her crazy antics, but she didn’t
know of his other baggage – like the little boy in the picture, or his mother. 
         And he knew he could never trust Anita with his life or his past. 
        He could never trust her with the true story of how he failed in business,
what led to his failed marriage, his long history of infidelity, the physical
abuse and everything else in his past. And he would never be able to make
himself talk to her about his late daughter. 
        It wasn’t a great bargain from his side, but it was fair enough.
        “Just cut your losses and move on.” He scolded himself as he drove home.
He was trying to start afresh; he hoped his past just would let him do so in
peace.
     After lots of persuasion and financial compensation, Blessing and her
husband eventually agreed to a paternity testing, concerning the seven-year-
old Daniel.
       And the only reason he did not travel to Asaba with his girlfriend for her
family function was because he was waiting for the result of the test.
      It was confirmed that he was indeed Daniel’s biological father, but that
was all. Daniel’s parents didn’t allow him to get close to Daniel or give his son
as  much  as a hug. He  knew  Sophia  would  laugh  like  a  crazy woman if she 
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ever found out that truth. Well, he deserved it.
       He had confided in Babs, which meant Faith and Tolu too would have
heard about it. In a matter of time, others too would find out.
         He just became a father, and Anita just became a ‘Mum’.
         “What a perfect combination,”  he laughed at himself, sadly. 
       He should have broken the news to Anita as well, instead, he put on the
façade of the perfect boyfriend who was there for his girl, and he even
proposed marriage!
        He wondered how Anita would feel if she found out he fathered a child
outside matrimony while he was still married to his ex-wife. He could only
hope that she would not leave him whenever she found out, because he truly
wanted to settle down with her.
 

       Anita slept with a heavy burden. She spent the entire hour praying, but
she could not find peace. 
       “What have I done wrong?” she kept asking, but she couldn’t figure out
what was going on. She felt it had something to do with Fisayo; she had never
had a convincing peace with him, but she didn’t want her church mind to
confuse her or to deprive her from a future with a good man.
       “God, is something wrong about this man that I need to  know? Please
reveal it. I will break up with him if I must. But I do not want to fall out of
your Will,” she prayed.
      It was confusing to her that she was still burdened, even though her
relationship with Fisayo was making progress – he was a decent man, they
had not had any hiccups, no serious disagreements, he even asked for
marriage, and she never had reasons to doubt him. 
       She understood the uphill battle she would have to fight before people
from her church community would accept him for simply being an awesome
guy. She had been an ordained pastor for about fifteen years, while he was
not so religious – a classic church definition of being “unequally yoked”. But
she was willing to make that compromise, and she knew she would only
break up with him for a genuine reason. 
          She sighed.
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      She laid on her bed after the prayers and thought about a future with
Fisayo. She wondered if he would ever understand the value of ministry, or
the reason she had devoted her life to it. She wondered if it would ever make
sense to Fisayo what it meant to pray or intercede the way she had done in
the previous hour. She wished he could at least share her enthusiasm for
God.
        She began to realise she might need to compromise a lot of thing for her
to be with her future husband. But at least, now she had hope of getting
married. The thought of a future husband brought smile to her face.
     Her thought wandered to a certain gentleman who made a very brief
appearance in her life and then disappeared as quickly as he came. Tolu
Harry. She missed him; with him, she wouldn’t have to wonder why.
       Tolu did not disappear into thin air, and the past few months had been
painful. He was still Fisayo’s close buddy, and she still met him at events,
parties, or other accidental places. Even if he wasn’t there, there was always a
conversation that led to him.
         However, he totally ignored her – like they never met before.
      Initially, she would call his attention, greet him, or force herself to his
field of vision, but he never reciprocated her gesture.
         Sadly, for her, someone noticed. The hawk herself. Faith Gbadebo.
       She thought about the first time Faith poked her nose into her affair. It
was at the Christmas party at their luxurious mansion, just two days after
her infamous Christmas breakup with Tolu, and she couldn’t keep her gaze
from Tolu’s direction.
       “Isn’t he such a vision?” Faith flashed a smile. “Look, you’re not the only
one; sometimes, I also get carried away looking at him. But I thought both of
you were… getting along. It’s a shame it never happened.”
         Anita ignored her.
      “If you like him, it’s okay. Let him know how you feel about him,” Faith
continued. “Or you can tell me, I’ll let him know you told me. Trust me when
I say he’s as single as they come. Eligible too.”
    Faith had asked her a few times afterwards, to know if she still felt
something for Tolu Harry. Faith always sounded convincing, but she knew
Faith was simply trying to bait her, and Faith could easily gossip about her to
like half the city. The last thing she wanted was to be the centre of city gossip 
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– the pastor from Believers Assembly, in love with her man’s friend.
         What scandal!
        Anita hated having to see Tolu so frequently, and more importantly that
he always acted like he couldn’t remember her and refused to speak to her,
whereas she could hardly move an inch past the night he kissed her, right in
front of her home.
         “I’m drowning here, TH,” Anita whispered into the darkness.
       She let her thoughts drift away, to what once was, and what could have
been. If Faith wasn’t so cheeky and gossipy, she could have trusted the older
woman. But she wouldn’t even dare.
         Eventually, she drifted into an exhausted sleep.
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     News of Anita and Fisayo’s engagement soon broke, and their friends
decided to throw an engagement party in their honour. Faith and Babs –
fondly called ‘the FABs’ by most people – offered to host the party in their
palatial home.
       “Of course, Faith will jump on any bandwagon,”  Tolu  scoffed as he got
ready for the party.
      Tolu could not believe Faith would take sides with Fash. Faith might be
one of his closest friends, but everybody knew she could also be overbearing.  
     The reality was that Faith had done nothing wrong. Tolu just couldn’t
accept the fact that he was jealous. Very jealous. 
      “Why am I even trying?” he asked his reflection in the mirror as he got
ready. 
    “It could have been your engagement, but you played the fool.” His
reflection spoke back to him. “You fell in love with her, you let her go, and
now you couldn’t get over her. You can’t blame anybody for that.”
         Tolu sighed.
    He thought of the thousand and one excuses he could make for not
pitching at the party, but he knew their host would see right through them.
He could imagine Faith coming over to his house to nag him.
        Even his own sixteen-year-old son Tobi stopped talking to him ever since
he found out about the engagement. 
      Tobi had gone to tell his grandmother, “Dad now has a girlfriend, and
she’s also from Delta State.” He had picture evidence.
      And Tolu had to explain to his Mum they broke up already. The older
woman was disappointed, because she was already planning the wedding.
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        “I thought you finally came to your senses, Oghenetega,” his mother told
him. “Just make sure whoever you’re bringing is worth waiting for.”
         Tolu smiled sadly at the thought.
         His son loved Anita; he couldn’t deny that, the kid was really hopeful.
    “Why did you stop seeing her?” Tobi asked earlier on before angrily
storming out of the house. 
       “I didn’t stop seeing her. I wasn’t seeing her to begin with. We have had
this conversation.”
    “You’re lying, Dad.” Tobi was not convinced, and he sounded disap-
pointed. “I thought you two were good together. I thought, finally –” 
        “I told you we were just friends.”
        “I wasn’t seeing ‘just friends’ that night at the Christmas musical; you were
so into each other, that was why I left with friends so that I wouldn’t
interrupt you.” He pulled out some of the pictures they took. “Look at the
pictures, Dad, do they look like ‘just friends’ to you? Why would you bring ‘just
friends’ to church? Why did you introduce ‘just friends’ to me?”
        Tolu was too upset to answer any of those questions.
        “Why are adults so inconsiderate?” Tobi spoke in frustration.
        “What did I do now?”
      “I like her, she totally understands me. Even Grandma and Auntie Teju
loved her already. But you pulled her out of our lives, just like that. If you
don’t care about her, what about me? I care!”
         “I’m sorry, but it’s not my fault that she chose someone else.”
         Tobi gave him a sarcastic laugh. 
        “You see, Dad, there are only two reasons she would leave you: it’s either
she’s already married, or you chased her. You didn’t love her enough,” Tobi
responded out of frustration. 
     His son had been his ‘number one’ cheerleader when it came to him
dating, nagging him a million times to date again. Someone, anyone. “You
didn’t even try to make her change her mind to be with you.”
        “I am not going to take relationship advise from a sixteen-year-old,” Tolu
tried to dismiss the conversation, but he couldn’t deny the disappointment in
his son’s eyes.
         “Whatever. But next time, don’t introduce ‘just friends’ to me.” 
         With that, Tobi left.
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        If only his son knew how much it hurt to let Anita go. And how he had to
deal with bumping into her every now and again because his circle of friends
now included Anita. And how he had to ignored her like they never met or
kissed before. He even stopped talking to her.
      He had tried to fill the void by making sure he always showed up with a
date, usually his female friends and assistants, but he knew was he fooling
himself. He was overcompensating; that was not a good thing.
        Now she’s engaged to be married. 
     He eventually left for her engagement party, alone; there was no point
bringing a date or pretending to be happy. He was not happy, but he put up
the appearance, hoping nobody would see through his sorrow.
      He took the short trip to his friends’ home and after few awkward party
moments, he eventually found a place to sit and he was busy on his phone,
updating his social media statuses. 
        He could fool anybody, but he couldn’t fool Faith.
      “You are not allowed to be miserable in my home,” Faith sneaked up on
him.
         “Not now, Faith.” He was startled.
         “When then? I told you.”
         “Told me what?”
       “Don’t play silly with me. You can fool Anita; you can fool the rest of the
gang. But not me. I know you.”
         “It’s too late now.”
        “That’s nonsense. The girl is miserable, and it’s all your fault. You should
talk to her.”
       “And tell her what? ‘Oh Anita, I’m still desperately and hopelessly in love
with you?’”
         “That couldn’t hurt.”
         Tolu let out a sad smile. “No, that couldn’t hurt,” he replied in sarcasm.
       “But ignoring her and making her wonder what she had done to receive
such treatment from you, that is not fair.”
        “I’m happy for them, honestly, I am.” He was telling the truth. “There was
no guarantee that she would say ‘yes’ to me anyway.”
        It was Faith’s turn to roll her eyes. “She gets carried away, just looking at 
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you. She once told me she wondered if you still recognised her, because you
used to be so close.”
         “You made that up.”
         “I swear.”
         Faith left in frustration.
       It seemed she was not ready for any small talk. She went on to work her
magic, and within minutes, he and Anita were alone in the room. Faith
mouthed “talk to her” before disappearing into the door with their other
friends.

 
      Anita was glad to be finally alone, thanks to Faith. The entire party was
draining her; she was not used to unending partying. 
        She invited two of her friends – Mrs Nathan and Chinelo – who were also
on the pastoral team at Believers Assembly. She could almost see that they
were secretly judging her. Other than that, they were having too good time
partying and meeting people to focus on her. She and Fisayo also invited a
few work colleagues. The rest of the guests were Fisayo’s friends. 
      Anita wondered if Tolu was still around at the party; he greeted her and
Fisayo when he first arrived, but he had since ignored her. He probably left
already. 
        She stayed and hugged herself, thankful to Faith for rescuing her from 
her own party. The thought brought a tiny smile to her face.
        Suddenly, she could feel she was not alone. Someone else was there in the
room, and he seemed to be coming closer to her.
        “Hi stranger.” The familiar voice spoke to her from behind. 
      Anita froze. She knew who was talking, she just couldn’t believe he was
referring to her.
     She felt the voice was filled with certain longing, but then, she always
imagined things where that gentleman was involved.
        “Who? Me?” She tried to keep her breath steady as she turned slowly.
        “Yes, I guess.” Tolu smiled at her, and walked briskly towards her, closing
the distance between them.
       All her resolves disappeared. She did not understand how she could love
and hate someone with the same intensity.
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      “I didn’t know you still recognised me,” she said as she found her voice
back. “I thought you were probably suffering from some form of amnesia
that made you forget who I was.”
         “You might be right. Maybe that happened.” He smiled. 
      Anita felt the seduction in his voice, making him irresistible. Tolu was
playing with her heart again, and she couldn’t handle it. She wished he could
kiss her, again. No, she wouldn’t mind. Maybe that would save her from the
hollowness of being engaged to Fisayo. She loved Fisayo. He was a good man
who didn’t deserve half-hearted love she was giving him. 
         How could she hope Tolu would kiss her, on her own engagement party?
       “You stopped talking to me.” She said as a matter of fact. She could not
stop herself from having that honest conversation with him. “You wouldn’t
even tell me what I did that was so bad that made you walk away without
looking back.”
     “You did nothing wrong, Sweetheart. Honestly, I was just a complete
dumb head.” 
        “Apology accepted. But I need more than that; I deserve an explanation,”
she replied, feeling defeated. Surely, she was not going to get anything from
that man.
        “Thank you, Anita, for forgiving me. It means the world to me.” He held
her gaze as he inched closer, a certain longing on his face. “Congrats on your
engagement.” She watched him change the topic.
         “Thank you. How’s your son?” She wasn’t going to have any chitchat with
him about her engagement.
       “Mischievous as usual.” Tolu chuckled, filling her brain. He moved even
closer and held her hand, appeared to be admiring her ring. His hand glided
playfully over her knuckles and soon glided over her entire hand, sending
shocks waves down her spine. She swallowed hard, choking on her saliva. 
         She wasn’t sure how to respond.
       “Fash went all out on this ring. Gorgeous.” He finally spoke, holding her
gaze. His voice was thick with emotion. Obviously, he wasn’t being honest
with his feelings.
        “But why are you doing this to me?” she asked in whispers, trying hard to
keep a steady breath.
        “I miss you, Beautiful, I miss you so much.” He finally spoke, still holding 
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her gaze, with so much desire. He spoke directly to her soul. “I think about
you all the time. But some things are best left the way they are. You’re going
to have a great marriage, and that’s what matters most to me.”
     Anita sniffed. But before Anita could respond, Faith was back, in the
company of Fash and her husband Babs.
        “I was admiring her ring. It’s really beautiful. Man, you’ve raised the bar
for the rest of us.” He spoke steadily, taking a step backwards but still
holding her eyes in his. Anita wondered how he managed that.
      “Watch and learn, my friend. Watch and learn,” Fisayo responded “But
right now, I’ve got to whisk my wife away.”
         “No worries. She’s all yours.”

 

         Tolu watched them leave. He heaved.
      He was glad he could at least talk to Anita, perhaps the first time after
breaking up with her on the phone. And now, he couldn’t help thinking he
had made a fool of himself again.
         “And?” Faith wanted to know, her husband Babs standing next to her.
       “I told you it was a bad idea.” He spent less than ten minutes with her,
and she took him back to the night he kissed her. He had hoped he would get
over her, but he could see that wasn’t happening.
        “I’m so sorry.  I didn’t realise she hit you this bad.  Giving her up was the
bad idea. You still have the chance to fight for her.”
         “What exactly is your intention here, Faith?” Tolu was frustrated.
         “I love ‘love’, my friend. I’m on the side of love.”
         “They are in love.”
       “No, they are not.” Faith shook her head. “They are not in love. They are
both settling for the next available person. You can’t see the spark from either
of them. Nothing! You see how she looked at you? That’s love.”
         “Ugh! You were watching us?”
       “The entire time. I had to monitor the situation,” Faith replied. “I know
you don’t take me seriously, but you know I am a church girl myself, well,
was. But that’s not the point. The point is this: What would make a woman
throw  away  fifteen  years  of  ministry because she wanted to be with a man? 
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Desperation! Surely, that’s not okay. And you, Tolulope Oghenetega Harry, are
the only one who can save her from this nosedive.” Faith was deviant.
        “So, your brilliant solution was to ruin her engagement? Why would you
make me want to ruin her engagement? What do you stand to gain when
Fash and I are biting each other’s head off over a woman? I love Anita, yes, I
truly do. And I still love her. I don’t deny it. But that’s my problem. Not
yours. So, stop it already, Faith. And stay away. Let me handle this.” Tolu
responded, matching her deviance, while Babs tried to pacify both.
        Tolu agreed Faith was right, but things had gone out of his control, and
he didn’t want to stand in-between the Fisayo and Anita. He wanted them to
find love, and he hoped to grow out of whatever feelings he had for Anita,
eventually. He turned to Babs who was already having a hard time picking
sides.
         “Otunba, what do you say?”
       “Me? How do you expect me to have a contrary opinion to the Madam?”
Babs scoffed. “I’m afraid I’m with Faith on this one. You should at least give
the lady the chance to be with the man she wants to be with. You never gave
her the chance; you made the decision for her. It’s not fair and it’s hurting
both of you. Don’t you see?”
        “I can see Faith has brainwashed you too to think I am the problem. I’m
not the problem here.”
         “You are.” Babs was serious.
         “Why can’t you just be happy for them?” 
         “We are happy –” Faith started.
      “Then let us keep it that way. Fash promised her marriage, and that is
what she is getting. I cannot afford to make her feel like I’m after her, or that
she has any chance with me. And to be honest, Fash is working hard to fit
into her life. Give the guy some credit. We are better than that, guys. We are
honourable people.”
      Tolu waited for a few more seconds. He could feel the sympathy from
Faith and Babs. They understood he was hurting inside. They were right;
those were just empty words he had spoken. 
         He knew it was time to leave the party. Which of course he did.
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        Sophia sneaked into the church again. 
        She had fallen in love with that Believers Assembly from the first moment
she accidentally stepped in there – the Christmas she planned to overdose
and take her own life. Her attendance was on and off, but she always made
sure anytime she visited, she arrived early so she could stay with Quinton at
the parking lot to monitor flow of traffic. She hoped she too could one day
spot another lady with soiled mascara, like Quinton spotted her on her first
visit there at the parking lot. 
       Quinton was a nice man; she soon met his wife and their two daughters,
and they became her first church family friends. Spending time with that
family gave her hope.
        If she were fortunate, perhaps one day she too would have a family of her
own.
        Sophia sneaked in through the east wing of the church, blending with the
crowd, and as usual, she prayed she wouldn’t bump into that female pastor
anytime soon. The last thing she wanted was any pastor looking right into
the crevices of her heart. 
      She had begun to make sense of how things worked in the church. She
rose to join them as they sang and danced. It felt good. And when they
prayed, she joined them. She wasn’t sure how to pray, but she was repeating
everything that the person on the microphone was saying, filling the gaps
with random songs she could remember.
       In her former life, she hardly went to church, and when she did, only on
Sundays and special events, she was always eager to leave. She smiled at
herself, glad that she was becoming part of the church community. 
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       She loved her new life; and compared to the horrible state she’d been in
the past couple of years, she would gladly remain a person of faith.
       She listened as the worship team sang Prayer Changes Things. She found
tears pouring down her eyes. She sniffed and wondered if prayers would
work for her.
       Somehow, she felt her own case was unsalvageable. Where exactly would
she start from?
         The preacher was introduced. The First Lady of the church. People called
her Lady Vickie. She was their Bishop’s wife.
         Lady Vickie started preaching from the Bible about ‘The Burning Bush’.
        “Moses in the Bible was tending his father-in-law’s sheep. He was an old
man. He thought it was over. His past glory was gone. He had settled for a
life that was beneath him. He was going to remain that way until his final
breath. That was when God appeared to him – as a Burning Bush. Our God is
a consuming fire. Hallelujah.”
         She paused for the applause and then continued. 
      “There was a forest fire, and Moses was concerned for the safety of the
sheep and for the survival of the forest. He rushed to the fire to see what was
going on. He would need to call for help before the entire place burnt down.
But it didn’t take long for him to realise that the forest was not burning
despite the fire. Moses was fascinated and decided to take a closer look at the
wonder he was looking at. That was how God got his attention and gave him
a calling. Amen, God’s people! God can use the seeming fires in our lives to
accomplish His will and purposes for our lives. Somebody shout, ‘Amen!’”
         As the woman spoke, Sophia could feel a measure of peace she hadn’t felt
in a long time. She could feel the fire burning in her heart too. She knew
what it meant to be thrown into a life that was beneath her. She had it all.
She was getting into management. Then one day, she fell from grace, and
found herself in a psychiatric hospital. And thereafter, her life had been at
the lowest low. She even became suicidal.
         She wondered if God was trying to get her attention through the chaos of
her life. Surely that wasn’t right! As she listened, she realised how far and how
hard Moses too had fallen – from royalty to a peasant farmer in his middle
ages and he settled for a life way below average. But God gave him a new
purpose and a new determination in life.
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       “We may not understand why we are fighting our current battles, but we
can always find peace and reassurance in the fact that God is watching over
us. His thoughts for us are to give us hope and a future.” Lady  Vickie
concluded. “Let us rise up to pray.”
      Sophia rose. She wondered if she could ever get that new purpose this
woman convincingly preached about. And when they started praying, Sophia
too had something to say to God. 
        “God, I’m sinking. I’m losing it and I don’t know the way out. Please help
me find my way.” She prayed. 
       However, by the time the preacher started praying and asking people to
come to the altar, Sophia felt it was time to sneak out again. She was happy
she could feel peace deep within her soul, and the constant noise and ranting
in her brain have disappeared. 
       Taking graceful strides, she walked out of the church buildings towards
the parking lot.
 

       Anita tried to focus on church, but she was distracted. Whatever peace
left in her had fizzled out. The events of the previous day kept replaying in
her mind. Her body was with one man, but her heart was with another.
         And these two men were best friends. 
         How did she manage to step into that entanglement?
      Tolu disappeared from her life for months; he totally ignored her even
when they were in the same space. Yet within ten minutes of the two of them
being alone, he unearthed all the feelings she was trying to get over. It did
not help that he still cared about her; he did not mince word about how he felt
about her, and she made a spectacle of herself by falling right into his trap. 
        Her mind drifted to her workload waiting for her at the office, and to the
responsibility of the seven-year-old girl she just inherited – the girl she never
knew existed until recently. And then the issues with Fisayo’s love child and
the child’s mother.
        Fisayo was a good man, she had no doubts about that. She didn’t care so
much about him, but she could not afford to lose him. He was the only man
that loved her enough to want her in his life, regardless of obvious
challenges, and he was working hard to make their relationship work. 
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     Granted, he had his baggage, but she could see his dedication to her.
However, that didn’t change the fact that the people from her church circle
would not respect her decision to be with that kind of man.
      Anita was deeply troubled by those thoughts. Eventually, she pulled her
engagement ring and kept it in her purse; that made her feel a bit better.
         “Lord Jesus, I’m tired,” she prayed slowly.
       She watched as Lady Vickie stepped up to preach. The woman loved her
like a sister; she was a friend and accountability partner. But Anita was too
afraid to confide Lady Vickie. If Lady Vickie knew, the Bishop too would
know. She knew she was settling, but must people make it worse?
        She knew the reaction she would get already. She was sure to get a “don’t
be unequally yoked together with unbeliever” caution. She could even lose her
position in church leadership, or at least be subjected to a disciplinary action.
She didn’t mind losing her position, but she would prefer to lose it for a man
that was really worth it, not over Fisayo.
       Lady Vickie continued to preach. “Discouragement may come when you
think you are no longer qualified. Moses was prematurely pulled out of the
system he was accustomed to. From royalty. From the corridors of power.
From being the junior monarch of the most powerful nation of his time. He
fell far, and hard.” 
         She paused and then continued.
        “For forty years, Moses wandered in the wilderness. Forty years is a long
time. But for those long years, he lost his purpose. He was busy caring for
sheep and living a life filled with ordinary things. But he was a Prince. He
was raised to be a warrior. He was educated in all the wisdom and craft of
Egypt. He was also raised by his nanny – who was actually his birth mother –
who gave him these fancy ideas that God had raised him as a Redeemer for
the Israelites. But for forty years, he was living a life where he didn’t have to
deal with issues – he was not royalty, he was not a warrior, he was not a
slave, and he didn’t have to make difficult leadership decisions. And when he
had completely given up on himself, when he had lost the leadership
capacity, lost his confidence, and had begun to stammer, God called him!”
        Anita smiled as she thought of herself as Moses. She knew the word was
for her. She knew she mustn’t give up on herself so easily. 
         However, when prayers started, Anita saw a certain redhead who rose to 
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leave the church. 
    She remembered her vividly – Sophia, the lady she met during the
Christmas service the previous year, the lady from Port Harcourt who came
visiting, the lady she mistakenly felt God was leading her to. Sophia must be
visiting again. Anita felt she could say ‘hi’ to her before she left the city again.

        Sophia spotted the pastor walking briskly in her direction. 
        She wished she could escape, but it was too late. Anita caught up with her
already just as she was stepping out of the east wing. She kept walking until
she reached her vehicle, but the pastor kept following her.
        “Thanks, Sophia, for visiting us again. Did I get your name right? Do you
remember me? From Christmas, last year?”
       “Hey, Pastor?” she replied with a fake smile. “Yes, I remember you from
last year. But you’re very good with faces. I would have forgotten about you.” 
        “But you remember. Thank you.” Anita replied.
        “Sorry, I forgot your name.”
        “Anita. I hope the service was a blessing to you.”
        “Yes, it was. I’m glad I could come.”
     “I’m glad. Are you still around? When are you travelling back to Port
Harcourt?”
        “You got me,” Sophia gave her fake smile again. “I lied. I’ve never been to
Port Harcourt. This is my town, born and bred. I actually live in V.I.”
         “Oh.” Anita still sounded excited. 
        The pastor didn’t look upset, obviously she was not the first to lie to her.
Sophia thought that poker-faced pastor must be good with customer service.    
         “I’m sorry I lied.”
         “It’s not a problem at all.” Anita sounded unperturbed.
        “And thanks for coming to my rescue the last time we met.” Sophia knew
she owed the Pastor some gratitude. “It was going to be the worst Christmas;
I was sinking and was about to do something really hideous, but your prayers
and your kindness helped. Thank you so much.”
       “Thank you for telling me this truth. I hope you can join our church and
we can fellowship together.”
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        “I love it here.” Sophia was genuine.
        “Have you asked Jesus to be the Lord of your heart?”
      “I’ve been coming to church.” Sophia responded. She would gladly allow
anyone to be the Lord of her heart, especially if that meant she would feel
some peace and quiet in her mind.
       “But you still need to say a simple prayer, like a contract, asking the Lord
to come in and take over.”
        “Like right now?”
        “Yes, right now, just a simple prayer. But make sure it’s sincere.”
        “Okay, I’m new to these.” Sophia responded. “Dear Jesus, this pastor here
asked me to pray. I truly need You to come in and take over. I don’t know
where it will lead me, I’m really afraid, but just come in, to my heart. I want
these voices screaming in my head to stop talking, I want a calm and gentle
Voice from you, to stop these raging noises.” She stopped abruptly.
        “Amen.” Anita responded.
        “That’s it?”
     “Yeah, perfect. I will encourage you to sign up for any of our Believers’
classes. I also run mentorship and believer’s classes. Every Monday by 6 p.m.
I am here in church; but my classes start by 7! If you prefer my classes, you
are more than welcome to join.” 
        “What do you do there?”
       “It depends how the Spirit is leading us, and on what the class needs per
time. We are flexible. So, it may be a book of the Bible, or a topical issue, and
we go deep until we find agreeable solutions. I’m actually more of a
facilitator.” She winked. “Currently, we are studying the book of Jonah.”
    Sophia was fascinated by how Anita marketed her products briskly,
flooding her with loads of information at once, and she did that pleasantly.
She loved Anita immediately, and she would love to attend her classes.
         ‘It takes lots of practice. This pastor knows her onions,’ she thought.
         “You’re a beautiful woman, in and out.” Sophia spoke.
         “Thank you. You look great too. And you always stand out,” she replied.
      “I’ll call. I promise.” Sophia quickly typed her phone number on Anita’s
phone, glad she made a new friend.
         “Me too,” came the soft spoken but firm response.
          With that she drove off. 
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        Sophia was close to tears, but she managed to keep it under control. 
        God really did care for her, and He had given her guardian angels, angels
like Pastor Anita.
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      Anita finally developed enough courage to talk to her spiritual mentors
about the circumstances of her relationship and engagement. 
     The First Lady – Victoria Okorie wanted to know if one of her finest
pastors got engaged to an invisible man. So did her husband Jeffery who was
the presiding Bishop of Believers’ Assembly. 
         They invited Anita to their palatial home for that conversation. 
       She gave them all the relevant information she had  about her new man,
and as she expected, they were disappointed. 
         Anita felt outnumbered. 
      Perhaps if she were more enthusiastic, they wouldn’t have felt so upset,
but she couldn’t make it up, not when her old crush decided to crash her
party. 
        Well, that was not what happened. But Tolu had revived an old longing in
her, and she had lost her little excitement about her engagement.
      “Why were we the last to hear about your engagement, Pastor?” Bishop
Jeff spoke. “You had to wait for Lady Vee to pester you, before you deemed it
fit to inform us?” 
        “It’s disappointing, Anita,” Lady Vickie added, ditching the formality her
husband introduced.
     “I’m so sorry.” Anita responded. They had not even addressed the big
elephant in the room.
        “This isn’t a matter of apology, Pastor,” Lady Vickie continued, her voice
laced with concern. “You know our critics are brutal. They watch our every
move. You may think nobody is looking at you, I mean, you are the perfect
example of perfection, the easy going lady, focused, serious-minded, or
whatever  other  fancy  ideas  you  have  in your  mind about yourself. But just
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make one mistake, one random mistake, and you will be shocked. This is not
acceptable.”
         Anita swallowed hard.
      “There are reasons to be concerned here,” the Bishop continued after a
moment of uneasy silence. “Most especially because you are hiding it from
us. You said you’ve been together for like seven or eight months now, you’re
even engaged, and we got to know from hear-say. Why didn’t you introduce
him? We invited both of you here today. Where is he?”
        “I don’t remember us having scary horns,” Lady Vickie tried to lighten the
mood, but it fell flat.
         “He’s unable to come today. Maybe next time.”
       “Look, we can’t judge this man – Fisayo – because we don’t know him.”
Lady Vickie continued. “We are only acting and speaking based on the
information you’re giving us now. He’s probably a good man, otherwise you
wouldn’t have considered him. We trust your judgement; we’ve known you
for almost twenty years now. But we would have been more comfortable if
he’s a man whose faith and spiritual maturity matches yours. Nobody from
your circle knows this guy.”
      “Actually, two people from the Pastoral team came for the engagement
party.”
         “Oh!” Vickie sounded shocked.
        Bishop Jeff chuckled uncomfortably. “I’m concerned that you’re settling.
I hope you’re not compromising too much. But you still have time; if you’re
not very sure of this, you can still wait a little bit more.”
       Anita listened. She wondered if there was anything she could do or say,
that would make them warm up to the man she got engaged to. It would have
been easier if she hadn’t had any doubts herself. But like Bishop said, she was
settling, compromising, which was okay. She would prefer rather to settle
than having no man in her life.
       Lady Vickie continued. “He’s divorced, although we can’t blame him yet,
but you’ve not given us any convincing evidence that you know the
circumstances surrounding his failed marriage. His ex-wife, whom you don’t
know, whom you’ve never met, threatened your life, and he took sides with
her. This is the same woman he cheated on; and he fathered a child out of
matrimony, while he was still married to her. Everything you’ve told us about 
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this man is not reassuring.”
       Anita finally conceded defeat. “Okay. I’ll break up with him. I hope I get
for myself some real Christian brother.”
     Bishop didn’t seem happy with her rash decision either. “No, Pastor. I
don’t think breaking up with him is the rational solution here. Like Lady Vee
said, we don’t know this man. We don’t know him. That doesn’t make him a
bad person. We just wish to know him, have a chat with him, pray about
him, and let the Holy Spirit lead us. You’ve invested so much into this
relationship, you’re already engaged, you’re happy with him, why do you
want to throw all that away simply because we are being cautious?”
        Anita knew she wasn’t fighting enough. She just sat and let them work on
her doubts. She knew Fisayo was working hard on becoming a better
Christian and fitting into her world. That was reassuring to her. But she
knew she it wouldn’t hold any water if she said that to her spiritual leaders. 
       She had heard that line several times in the past, and she had dismissed
it, saying that. “You cannot change a man, and if a man changes for a woman
at the point of marriage, he’s deceiving you.” 
        She said it all the same, and she got the exact same answer. 
        There was nothing more to add. She had made up her mind, and both the
Bishop and Lady Vickie now knew what her stance was. She was not going to
leave Fisayo. Case closed.
        “Do you love him?” the Bishop wanted to know.
        “I believe I do. Somewhere deep down, I believe we can work. He’s a good
boss, and he’s a great person. He’s an awesome guy.”
      “Then please tell him to see us. We are not scary people; we just want to
meet him. That’s all.” That was Bishop.
        “I’ll ask him to come. Thank you.”
       “And whatever you do, let holiness and purity be your watchword,” Lady
Vickie added.
     Anita nodded. That wouldn’t be a problem. She and Fisayo already laid
those boundaries. There was only one person that had the capacity to push
her off that cliff. Tolu Harry.
       Anita rose to leave; the Bishop and his wife reassured her that they loved
her, and whatever decision she eventually made, they would be there to love
and support her, and they would be praying for her.
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        At least, that was a great vote of confidence.
      “Are you going to ask me to step down?” Anita was concerned about her
future in their ministry. No matter how much they promised to support her,
there was a good chance that she might be asked to step down from her role
as a Pastor.
        Lady Vickie’s smile eased any such concerns.
      “We are all products of grace, my dear,” she said. “We’ve all made lousy
decisions, and we’re still here standing. We just don’t want you to make any
mistakes that you could have prevented.”
       Anita choked with tears. “So, there’s no point breaking up with him until
and unless there is a good evidence for it,” Anita mentioned, just to be sure
everyone was on the same page.
       “We take it that you’ve made up your mind.” The Bishop spoke for himself
and his wife.
        “I don’t have any options for now.” That was her final submission.
        “Who’s this other man you’re talking about?” Lady Vee wanted to know.
        “Nobody important,” she replied, and sincerely wished she meant that.
        Anita left. She wondered why Tolu still had such hold on her life, and why
she couldn’t she just get over him.
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        Sophia was reduced to tears, but they were tears of joy. 
    She was still dealing with all the euphoria of getting a semblance of
normalcy, but getting to work, and seeing her picture on the panel as the
‘employee of the month’ was too much for her.
     Everyone who knew Sophia previously knew her for her wits, elegance,
ferociousness at workplace, and her signature red hair. And the very public
romantic life she led with her ex-husband, Fisayo Fasuan. Even though they
were from rival companies, they always pulled off the classic description of a
power couple, to the envy of many. 
         However, at her worst, she lost everything. 
       Gaining them back would be an impossible task; some things just could
not be regained. However, being recognised for her hard work was a blessing
she knew she did not deserve. 
       As the applause continued, she fell on her knees and continued to weep.
She felt hands around her lifting her back to her feet; she couldn’t believe she
was still loved and accepted.
         “You deserve it, you worked hard for it,” her supervisor spoke. 
        She looked back at the panel where her name and picture were hanging.
There was a time she would count it an insult to be tagged employee of the
month. She was ruthlessly the best, and she was already getting into
management. 
         However, life demoted her.
       She still had a job because the CEO insisted that she could not be fired.
She was just recovering from a nervous breakdown, and she was not
mentally  capable  of  doing  anything  that  was  productive.  But  despite  her 
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mushy brain, she continued to show up at work every single day. The
managers wanted her fired or at least retired, with a restraining order so she
would stop being a nuisance. But the CEO, who was also a long-term friend
of her father’s, refused flatly.
       “She has a medical report, and we are aware of her medical condition,”
the CEO mentioned during a board meeting. “When she was at her best, she
moved our company forward. She’s sick now and can’t be productive, yet she
still wakes up early and shows up at work. Find something in this company
that she can do. There has to be something.”
        She started from nothing. She was mocked to her face. Her recovery was
slow. But as she began to regain her senses, she began to insist on taking on
more responsibilities. A few months ago, she planned to take her own life;
but suddenly, her life took a good turn, and she was motivated enough to
begin to work her way back to the top.
     She shook her head in disbelief, but with a gratitude for little things.
Seeing old colleagues cheering her and chanting “speech! speech!” brought
tears to her eyes. 
       “I’m supposed to give a speech, isn’t it?” she managed to speak. “I don’t
know what to say but thank you all for your support and for not giving up on
me. I am dedicating this to you all.”

 

       Sophia took the all-familiar route to her first-floor office, trembling every
step of the way. In her former life, she took the little things for granted, but
never again. She thought of the Moses that was preached in church, and she
thought she was Moses.
         She settled in and began to go through her presentation. She was back in
the game, which excited her as much as it scared her. 
    She had spent the past weeks with her collaborative team as they all
rounded up their research, and the moment of truth was already upon her.
She dashed to one of the board rooms for her final rehearsal. Her lips
trembled. It was her first time of representing her company on a bigger
scale, and she wasn’t sure if she was ready. But her supervisor insisted.
        “If  you don’t try, how  will  you ever know if  you can do it?” he  asked her. 
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“You worked hard for this, and this is your time to shine. I’m counting on
you. Don’t fall my hands o.”
      Sophia was not interested in that shining, especially when it involved her
facing her biggest nemesis, a blast from the past.
        She knew for a fact that Fash would see through all the loopholes and tear
her down without mercy, and he would do it with pleasure. 
        Fisayo was her greatest ally who cheered her the loudest, but when things
turned south, he became her worst nightmare who shredded what was left of
her dignity at workplace, just because he could. And she had retaliated by
ruining the companies they both started, just because she could. That was
even before their divorce.
       The room began to fill up. She panicked and eventually made peace with
her fate. She had worked so hard for that moment; but she also knew that in
her current state, she couldn’t stand up to her ex. She hoped that her
company would forgive her in advance for her poor performance.
    She desperately hoped Fisayo would have valid reasons to not pitch.
Certainly, his company had enough junior people that could come instead.   
        She wasn’t so lucky. 
        Fisayo came in wearing his best air of professionalism. 
        There were just eight people in attendance, three of whom were her team
– she, her supervisor and assistant, two others were partners – Fisayo and
Caroline, and the other three from their competition. It was good to see
Aunty Caro again, but considering the last time they spoke on phone, she
doubted very much that the older woman was pleased to see her.
       Presenting her gig under their scrutinising eyes did give her panic vibes;
Fisayo even brought a notepad, just for her to see that he was taking notes.   
         Aunty Caro too had a smug on her face. 
         Why did they even bother to come?
        Sophia decided she was going to try, and no matter what, they would not
see her cry.
     The meeting ended but with no commitment from the partners, while
their competition shredded her. Their partners did not trust her – it was as
simple as that. 
        She was the first person to leave. 

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

120



     She walked to the adjoining board room and held her head with both
hands, sobbing softly. She thought she was ready for the big guns; obviously,
she was not.
        After a while, she heard a soft tap by the door. It must be her supervisor,
but she was not in the mood for any motivational speech.
         “Please,  I’d like to be alone.” She did not bother to look up.
       “I’m sorry. I was told you’d be here. I thought I could just have a word
with you.”
        Fisayo already stepped inside.
        Sophia lifted her head slowly; it was truly him and he wasn’t gloating. She
could see compassion on his face. What did he want?
        “I’m sorry. I didn’t realise it was you.” Sophia’s heart raced. It’d been long
since they last spoke – after she harassed his secretary, and he threatened
her freedom. She had since backed off. 
        Fisayo hesitated.  “That was great,” he started, pointing to the boardroom
she just exited. “I didn’t realise you were back in business.”
         “I knew it was awful. You don’t have to make me feel good about that.”
         “Would you mind if I sit?” He sounded professional.
         “Nope.”
        Sophia felt her heart continued to race in her chest. The closeness stirred
her and brought her to the first day she met Fisayo. She had been hearing
about him. The day they eventually met, they took over the business meeting,
and pitted against each other with the same intensity. Sophia knew he was
brilliant, but it was the cockiness she couldn’t stand. 
        At the end of the meeting, Fisayo came to look for her. And he asked the
exact question. 
         “Would you mind if I sit?”
        “I see you cannot handle a strong woman,” Sophia responded then, as she
shifted for him to sit. 
      “I don't believe in empty words, I would prefer to show you, that is if
you’re up to it.” He gave her a dirty look; he was quite arrogant those days.
         “Challenge accepted.”
       They had ended the day in bed. It was the start of their public romance,
but it wasn’t until he said he would marry her in public that she fell in love
with him.
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         That was a whole lifetime ago, Sophia thought as he sat next to her. They
had grown much older from the young ambitious professionals they once
were.
        They had grown closer, and then they had drifted apart. They’d dreamed
together, but every dream had been smashed right before their eyes. Tears of
regrets formed at the back of her eyes, but she had decided he would never
see her cry.
    “I’m serious.” Fisayo interrupted her nostalgia. “I could see you were
prepared, but the delivery was poor. It’s understandable. But given its
importance, your team should have made a better choice,” he said, carefully.
       “There goes the insult we’ve been missing,” she groaned. Sophia knew he
was baiting her.
    “Sophie, listen. Let’s say, hypothetically, you have fifteen minutes to
convince me to convince The Trink that we can trust Sophia Hamid and not
your competition, this is your chance.”
         Sophia looked at him slowly, wondering if he was serious. 
         Fisayo simply showed her his watch.
     Sophia hated to grovel, especially before Fash, but she had no choice.
Pulling out her computer, she restarted the presentation. 
 

         Sophia had many things to discuss with her pastor friend.
      Recently, they’d been able to build what looked like a friendship, which
was odd. Sophia had problems trusting people due to her extreme paranoia,
but with Anita, trust came naturally.
      Perhaps it was because Anita came as a lifesaver when she was sinking
and desperately needed something, or someone to grasp on to. 
        Granted, their friendship was one sided; and she was the one driving the
relationship, but at least Anita was always there to pick her calls and to reply
her messages. Anita never complained even when her timing was way off. 
         And she had become a dedicated member of Anita’s mentorship class.
       The support she had received from this gentle pastor was more than she
could have expected. Anita became her accountability partner who made sure
she took care of her health,  took her medications,  cleaned up her home, and 
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basically cleaned up her life. The pastor had even been to her home twice,
which to her was a true sign of friendship.
        So, sharing the good news of how her day went with her was such a big
deal for Sophia.
     She was recognised as the employee of the month, and after a failed
attempt at sharing at her gig, her ex gave her a second chance, showed her
current trends, corrected her errors, and boosted her confidence again.
        Sophia arrived early for the classes and chatted with the pastor over a cup
of coffee and coconut cakes ahead of their class. 
         Anita shared her excitement.
         “I’m sure you deserve every bit of the favour,” Anita said. 
       “I can say amen to that,” she responded. “You know, they gave me back
my job out of sympathy, with a massive demotion, but the CEO ordered that
out of loyalty to my dad who used to be on their board of directors. But to be
back in business, on my merit, I don’t know, I’m so emotional right now.”
      “My friend, I believe in restoration, and that means double for all your
troubles.”
         “I don’t know how long it will last, but I intend to enjoy every bit of it.”
     Talking about her ex-husband was not as exciting for her, especially
following hinting her that he was now engaged to his girlfriend. 
       “But finding that he still got my back was sort of satisfying in a strange
way. I know how it sounds; but I guess it’s probably because my performance
was so bad, he felt compelled to do something,” she added honestly. 
        It was the first time she would be telling Anita something about her failed
marriage and pleaded with Anita to keep it discrete.
         “You still love him?” Anita asked, out of nowhere.
        “I think a part of me still do. He didn’t give me the closure I needed. But
at least we’ve come to a decision that the past was best left in the past,” she
replied, sadly.
         “I’m sorry to hear that.”
         “Don’t. He’s engaged, you know. He seems so happy with his new girl.”
         “Have you met her?”
        “No. I don’t care. Plus, nobody is telling me anything. For all I care, she
may not even exist,” she chuckled. “That dude knows how to hide things.”
         “You will find the right man for you in no time, I’m sure of that.”
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         Their discussion ended as the class filled up for the meeting to start.
        Sophia felt lonely and sad. She was not ready for another man, not now.
But she also knew she was not getting any younger. If she was lucky, she
could find someone before her fortieth birthday.
        “Who would marry a crazy woman?” she asked herself.
      She was tired, tired of fighting, she just wanted to be. She thought she
could start dating again, but even then, she wasn’t sure she wanted a
marriage. She thought of her chaotic first marriage, and how tragically it
ended. She shuddered.
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        Anita was feeling uneasy, but she couldn’t really figure out why. Truth be
told, she had an idea – she hated the pressure that came with her job, her life
continued to spin out of control, she needed a break, and a bit of calm and
serenity. 
       The year was running to an end in full throttle; Fisayo became extremely
busy, which was good for business, but it also meant extra work for her, and
Fisayo was not helping her out at work. She was worried the management
would soon pick up her laxity. She missed her days at customer care; at least
there, it came naturally with her.
        “Babe, you’ve got to push yourself harder,” Fisayo kept telling her. 
        Eventually, he got an intern to assist her. 
     Much of their time together now centred around work, even when they
were not working, which Anita did not enjoy. 
       They were engaged, they should be planning their wedding, but that too
was not happening. 
        They had not been able to fix a date to go together to see her pastors – the
Bishop and Lady Vickie; and even though the older couple weren’t putting
pressure on her, she felt guilty, defiant, and irresponsible. She also assumed
they would think she was not keen on bringing him. However, that was not
the case; they had simply been busy.
       Eventually, Fisayo fell ill; he collapsed at work, and Anita was scared out
of her skin. 
        He was admitted at the hospital for three days. The blood workup and all
the tests done came out clean, and the doctors felt it was all stress. Burnout!
     “You need to take it easy, Fisayo, you scared me,” she told him at the
hospital. He looked drowsy, but he seemed quite aware of their conversation.
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       “Sorry, Babe.” He squeezed her hand. “I want to work my way out of the
company, I want to be independent; it’s long overdue,” he added drowsily.
       Anita panicked. “Why would you want to do that? It’s not easy to start a
business.”
        Fisayo smiled. “I lost the vision, and the momentum. But I met someone
recently who reminded me of that.” 
        Anita shook her head. He probably forgot that he previously mentioned it
was his ex-wife. She wasn’t jealous, she also wasn’t pessimistic, she just
couldn’t see how Fisayo could make as much money as he was currently
earning if he left the company. Perhaps the ex-wife had a better idea.
        “Whenever you’re ready, I’d be there to support you,” she said instead.
      Fisayo smiled with contentment. He wove her fingers in his. “When are
we getting married?” he asked out of nowhere. 
      “You stopped talking about us.” It took a health scare to remind him of
marriage!
         “I did?”
         “Yeah.”
       “We need a vacation, Babe. We can go to the UK for Christmas, and by the
time we are back, we’ll probably have a date for our wedding.” He kissed her
knuckles.
         Anita swallowed. “Are you serious?” 
         “Never been more serious in my entire life,” he yawned. 
         Anita watched him sleep. 
     She had misjudged Fisayo. He wasn’t a bad person at all, just another
hardworking guy trying to secure a future for himself and his family. As
unsettled as she felt, she knew she made a good decision to be with Fisayo.    
         It’s just a matter of time for others to be convinced.
         “I love you Babe,” she said. She meant that.
         “I love you more,” Fisayo spoke sleepily.
         He was discharged the following day, then he took a few days off work.
     Things settled a bit, temporarily, with a vacation in view, however, as
Anita began to adjust to the improvement, things blew up again. 
         Would she just have peace?
        His child’s mother – Blessing – decided that Daniel must go with him to
the UK for the vacation. It seemed that petit girl just knew just how to stir  the 

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

126



troubled waters. They had prevented Fisayo from having any contact with the
kid, but once Fisayo showed them money, he became their meal ticket.
         Fisayo accepted the offer with both hands, and that caused disagreement
between them.
        “I’ve not had any time to be with my son for seven years,” Fisayo pleaded
with Anita, stating that he hoped travelling together would be an opportunity
to bond. “This is an opportunity, please.”
         Anita was n0t happy with the decision. “I thought this was a vacation for
us – you and I – to rediscover each other and reignite whatever had gone cold
between us.”
         “I know.”
        “So, what changed now? Daniel’s parents will continue to take advantage
if you don’t stop them.”
         “I don’t mind, as long as it means me spending time with my son.”
         Anita knew she would never win that argument. 
         Fisayo compromised by suggesting that Anita came with her stepsister.
    “Anita, we need to understand that kids would be a reality in our
relationship even before we get married, we both have seven-year-olds
suddenly crowding our relationship. I’m sorry I also brought other baggage.
But the earlier we come to terms with this, the better.”
         Anita agreed grudgingly. She and the kids needed to apply for visas.
         Fisayo was not done. The crowd was getting bigger.
      “It’s possible Tobi comes with us as well,” Fisayo told her casually over
dinner one evening.
         “Tobi who?” Anita lost her appetite.
         “My godson. You know Tolulope Harry?”
        Anita nodded. Of course, she knew Tolu Harry. He lived rent-free in her
brain. Even though they’d been courteous to each other, they still avoided
each other. Or rather, he still avoided her.
      “Tobi’s his son. He’s half Italian, you know that. But his late mother’s
family live in the United Kingdom and Italy. So, he wouldn’t bother us, he’d
be staying with mother’s relatives. He would spend most time in Italy.”
         Anita flashed a fake smile. That was all she could do to keep herself from
going all psycho on him. She was officially done with the constant change of
plans.
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       “Tobi and his father are having issues. Teenager stuff!” Fisayo explained
wiped his mouth. “So, I’m taking him along, I don’t want them to burn the
house before I return.”
         “That bad?”
      Fisayo nodded. “The guy doesn’t want to face the reality that the boy is
getting big, he still thinks of Tobi like a little kid, whereas, the boy wants to
see the world. Tolu wanted to go with him, but I told him ‘no’. Let the boy
spread his wings on his own terms.”
       Anita smiled despite herself. She missed the chance to be in their lives.
She loved them both. She loved the instant connection she had with Tobi.
With Luca. Tobi told her when they met that his father thought he was
rebellious. She wished she could intervene.
     “Well, I guess that’s what godfathers do, isn’t it? They advocate,” she
replied, sadly.
       However, when Fisayo went ahead to mention something about his ex-
wife again, Anita released all the frustration she had been piling up all along.
       “Hell, no!” She was not joking. “And this is the last conversation we are
having about her.”
         “I’m sorry.” Fisayo apologised immediately. “I wasn’t thinking.”
      “And by the way, what was so special about a thirty-eighth birthday to
begin with? Should I be worried because I’m also thirty-eight. Why were we
talking about an ex-wife? You guys didn’t even have children together. I have
to deal with Daniel’s mother. And now, her?”
         “I said I was sorry.”
      Fisayo had not given her any reason to doubt his commitment to their
relationship, but she couldn’t help the unsettling feeling in her mind. She
wished she could talk to someone who would understand her and take the
confusion away. She had prayed, but there was no direction.
     She decided to go on a mission to know something more about that
mysterious ex-wife, perhaps she could find some closure, but it soon proved
more difficult than it appeared. 
         She got nothing!
      Fisayo’s friends claimed they didn’t know her, although she knew they
were lying. And Alex also discouraged her from asking more questions.
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       “Stop asking us about Fash’s life; nobody will tell you a thing, it will only
lead to suspicions and bad feelings,” Alex advised her. “I don’t know anything
about his past, but I think Mr Harry is your best bet.”
         “Really?”
         “Yeah. You can talk to Mr Harry. I’m sure he’d know something.”
      She finally made a decision she knew she would regret. She listened to
Alex. Tolu was close to Fisayo; surely, he would know something. 
       After a few sleepless nights, she realised she had to talk to the man who
had deliberately shut her out of his life. She sent a message to him, with just
three words, to rouse his curiosity. 
         “It’s urgent, please.”
         It worked, because he called back.
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        Tolu was surprised by the unusual request of his friend’s fiancée. He had
called back to find out what was urgent, but Anita had insisted on a face-to-
face meeting.
       Tolu already adjusted to the fact that things were working well between
Anita and Fisayo. He never thought it would take so long for him to recover
from the effects Anita had on him. Well, slowly but surely, he was getting
over her.
       He waited in one of the restaurants at the Astro Resort where Anita told
him to meet her. He arrived early because he needed time to think. He had
his own concerns. His son. Tobi had finished high school and wanted to
relocate, most likely for good. 
        Granted, he had held Tobi’s share of the family business – which was his
mother’s share – in trust until he was old enough to take over. And he had
worked tirelessly over the years to keep the business alive for his son,
especially because Tobi showed a huge interest. He had also encouraged his
son to take a gap year after high school to familiarise with the businesses he
and Evelina built, before Tobi finally headed for the university.
      It once looked like a long time to come, but now when the time finally
arrived, he was struggling to keep his promise. 
         It was both hard and emotional. 
         With Tobi gone, he would be alone. Alone. And he couldn’t deal with that
loneliness.
         Tobi was a child of consolation for him. He had held on to him ever since
his pregnant wife was killed in the car crash. He knew it was time to let go,
but he just wanted to hold on to Tobi, even if just for a bit longer. 
         Anita arrived, distracting his line of thought.
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     She looked chic in her jacket and ankle grazer, appearing guarded as
always. He’d never seen her dress down before. 
       He got up to greet Anita as Blossom led her to him; always impressed by
how hotel staff managed to remember their guests; despite the large number
of people they saw on the daily.
         Anita took the opposite seat. 
         “Hi,” he spoke.
         “Hello to you too,” she replied. She didn’t look happy. “Good to see you.”
        Tolu studied her. She was still his sweet girl, just not smiling. Anita was
the promising lady in his life, the woman he fell in love with the day they met.
He thought she had grown some stress lines compared to when last they met.
He wondered what was bothering her.
        “You’re okay, Anita?” he asked the woman sitting right in front of him. A
wrong feeling stirred in him, catching him off-guards. He held his breath. 
      She jittered; and all he wanted to do was scoop her up in his arms and
comfort her in some way. But he could not do that; she wasn’t his, and that
would be trespassing.
         Anita shook her head. She looked distressed. 
        “Is my friend giving you any trouble?” How can a woman be so beautiful? He
thought.
      She shook her head again. She eventually spoke after her a moment of
hesitation.
       “Do you know anything about Fisayo’s ex-wife? Please? I need to know.
I’ve been trying to gather information about her, but so far, I’ve got nothing.
You’re like his best friend. You should know something. You’ve talked about
her, surely, you’ve met her before.” 
      He saw the desperation in her eyes, but slowly shook his head, concern
etched on his face. “Are you worried about something?”
      “I need to know, and he’s not telling me anything. Apart from random
information here and there that I can’t possibly piece together.”
         “You think he’s going back to her or something?”
      “I don’t know. It looks like they did some work together, and then he
mentioned something about her birthday. That lady threatened me
sometimes ago, and Fisayo did nothing about it. I don’t know if I’m dealing
with some dangerous psycho. I learnt she’s got mental illness.”
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         “I’m sorry, I can’t help you. I don’t know much about her either.”
         “Tolu, I know you’re being loyal and all that, but please, help a sister.”
     ‘I know my sister, her name is Tejumade Harry-Akinya,’ Tolu thought; and
chuckled wistfully at the thought. 
        “I’m not doing this out of loyalty, I’m just saying I don’t know her. I have
never met her,” he said instead.
         “What? But you guys met a long time ago. How come you never did?”
       “Yes, Fash and I attended the same university and we lived in the same
hostel. But that was all. We only became friends recently. After graduation I
relocated to the UK, he moved on with his life. When I came back, we met
again. It was at a workshop where I spoke. After the meeting, he approached
me and said, ‘I remember you’. I remembered him too. That was how we
became friends.”
       “So, you’re saying you have no idea at all, and that your entire group of
friends know nothing about each other’s private lives, you don’t know what
happened in his life like five or six years ago?”
        Tolu nodded. “Well, I just met everybody too, through Fash. Except Alex
because he once worked for me. Fash doesn’t talk much about his life or the
things he goes through. When I met him, he was in a very troubled state. His
marriage just collapsed, and he just lost his daughter as well. At that time, I
was also just recovering, you know, from my wife’s passing; we were
expecting a baby when she died.” He drew a breath.
         “I’m so sorry. I knew nothing about his daughter either.” 
       Tolu continued. “It was a hard time for him. I could feel what Fash was
going through, so, I tried to be there for him. I introduced him to the
Gbadebos – Faith and Babatunde – and we took him in. He eventually
recovered. He came with his hordes of friends – he’s got lots of them. And
Faith also loved having people around. That was how we became this large
family, more like a large annoying group.” He smiled.
         Anita finally smiled.
      “I know Fash; you cannot get information from him so easily, and you
can’t make him do things he doesn’t want to do.”
         “I know, right?”
        “But I don’t think he’s cheating. If there’s another woman in the picture,
somebody will know. He’s got so many people looking over his shoulder.”
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         Anita nodded.
        “You can talk to Caroline at work, she knew Fisayo and his ex-wife while
they were married.”
         “Aunty Caro is my boss; I can’t possibly ask her.”
         “Ok, I’ll talk to Fash and see what I can get from him.”
       “Thank you. Do you think he’s a good person? Do you think I should be
worried?”
        “He’s a good person,” he replied, despite himself. “If I thought there was
a reason for you to be worried, I would have done something about it. And
honestly, you’re a good influence on him.”
         She shrugged, looked uncertain, like she’s dealing with lots of emotion.
       “If you were my sister, I would definitely recommend Fisayo,” he tried to
reassure her.
         At that point, Anita burst into tears. 
        Tolu was confused; he didn’t know what to do. He finally willed himself
to hold her hands and give them a gentle squeeze, offering her a paper
napkin from the table. 
      “I’m sorry,’ she tried to compose herself again. “It’s just that I’ve been
looking for some sort of reassurance, something to tell me that I’m probably
doing the right thing. But so far, it’s been me against the world. Everybody
looks at me like I’m kind of weird, like I’m out of my mind for being with
him, like there’s some unwritten code that makes it unacceptable for us to be
together.”
        “Oh my God. I’m sorry you have to go through this. Look, you can count
on my support. And don’t worry about that lady. If Sophia were so great to
him, they would still be together. Fash wants to be with you, and he’s trying
his best to make it work.”
         “Is that her name? Sophia?”
      “Yes. He calls her Sophia. Or Sophie. I think her surname is Ahmed, or
Hamid. She was mean to him, and even after they divorced, she continued to
make his life unbearable. She just knows what buttons to press to push him
off the edge. But I don’t think she’s a threat to your happiness anymore, it
seems she’s getting tired now. For a while, she has stopped causing troubles.
But I will talk to Fisayo if that will be helpful.”
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     Something changed in Anita’s composure, although he couldn’t put a
finger on it.
         “Thank you,” she sniffed.
         “I’m glad I could help.”

 
        Anita drove home like a crazy person, feeling shattered. She remained in
her vehicle, unable to step out. She was finally beginning to put the puzzles
together and they started making a lot of sense. 
         And she was scared to her marrow.
      She couldn’t yank off the eerie feeling that all this while, she had been
sandwiched between a divorced couple, and having separate relationship
with each. How is that even possible? What are the odds of that happening?
         “No, Lord, No.” 
        Her heart was beating fast, and she could not control the storm forming
in her mind. It seemed she would never find the peace she so desperately
wanted. Just when she finally beginning to fall in love with Fisayo, and
marriage was on the horizon, Tolu brought up Sophia. 
       Could this be the same Sophia that the Holy Spirit specifically led her to
mentor? No that couldn’t be.
     “That can’t be right, God,” she said in muffled scream amid her tears.
“Why would You put me in this situation?”
       Certainly, God couldn’t love them so much that He would make her the
sacrificial lamb for their relationship. And how was she supposed to compete
with someone who was effortlessly elegant like Sophia?
         Her hands shook uncontrollably. 
        She realised she loved Fisayo and she wanted the marriage so desperately
that she wouldn’t let any Sophia Hamid, or Tolulope Harry for that matter,
come in between them. 
         She tried to make sense of the whole thing: 
       She wondered if Sophia from church was the one who sent those threat
messages, phone calls, and parcels to her. That was not likely, because she
believed Fisayo’s Sophia was a psychopath who knew her, and that was one of
the reasons she wanted to know that crazy lady, if just for her own safety.
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        There must be some mistakes, because Fisayo’s ex-wife was some crazy
lady who did crazy things. Then it hit her that Sophia from church was also
living with mental illness though hers was well controlled on medications.
         Sophia from church didn’t fit much of the descriptions of the lady known
to be Fisayo’s ex-wife regardless of the similarities in their scenarios.
       She knew her mind was just being over-analytical, but she needed to be
sure. And there was only one way to find out. She made that important
phone call, and she headed for Sophia’s home.
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       Sophia was excited to see Pastor Anita despite the short notice. “I can’t
believe this!” she yelled. “Pastor Anita in my house? That’s a miracle.”
         Anita stepped into the apartment where Sophia lived. It was not her first
time there, but she loved the place. It had bold furnishings and decorations,
a little cluttered for one person, but it was altogether beautiful.
         Anita felt like a hypocrite, but she wasn’t guilty about it. Her visit was for
a selfish purpose, but it was necessary – her life depended on the discovery.
And she wasted no time going straight to the point.
     Within  minutes of her arrival, their discussions migrated to Sophia’s
failed marriage, and specifically her ex-husband.
         Anita had perfected the art of poker-face, but she had to take a bathroom
break the moment her fear was confirmed.
         It was the same man. Fisayo Fasuan. She even called him Fash.
        Her world came crashing. She wondered why God would put her in that
kind of situation. She didn’t ask for the promotion that thrust her into
Fisayo’s world. She didn’t ask to meet Sophia either – God led her to ‘go join
that chariot’. 
       She sobbed quietly, then she wiped her eyes, reapplied her makeup and
went back with a broad smile on her face. Thankfully, Sophia did not suspect
a thing.
       It took her all the courage she could summon to sit and listen to Sophia
recount all her woes in her former marriage; she cringed at the abuse and the
infidelity. Why should she be the one to be engaged to a man who caused
Sophia so much pain “in her former life” like she called it?
      Sophia and Fisayo first met while working together on a project, even
thought they were with rival companies.
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        “Which explained why they were always bickering at each other,” Sophia
explained. “And one day, in a meeting, while I had my fangs on his jugular,
he looked at me and said, ‘Sophie, I’m going to marry you’. Everybody
laughed, but I fell in love with him right away. I think that same week, I
moved in with him.”
         Sophia recounted with fondness their early years.
      “We had no cares in the world, everybody envied us. You know, power
couple moves,” she giggled. “My goodness, we were workaholics, and we
started two businesses together, because we were both focused on leaving
our respective jobs and building our own empire.” She wiped her tears. “But
everything fell apart. Every single thing.” She swore under her breath.
      “We didn’t get married for a long time, but as I was crossing thirty, I
started thinking about the future. I wanted a family too, not just career;
eventually I managed to convince him. He agreed, with enthusiasm, but
what we got was not the rosy life we hoped for. We had to deal with infertility
and then his infidelity, and then my health situation.”
      Sophia talked about their struggles with infertility; the only pregnancy
they had ended up as a blighted ovum, then their first failed assisted
reproduction, they eventually had another pregnancy via the same process.
        “We got married when we started having problems,” Sophia continued.
“I thought marriage was going to fix our problems. It didn’t. instead, it
escalated them. Fash clamped up. He stopped expressing himself. I couldn’t
reach his heart anymore. And then he developed wandering eyes.”
      Sophia spoke about her ex-husband’s infidelity, the discovery that least
one of them – one feisty small girl – kept the pregnancy, even though he
denied the child and refused paternity testing; and that he was dating his PA,
Ms Bakre who was almost ten years older than him.
       “I agree Ms Bakre has a great body, I will give her that, but you can’t do
that to your wife, your pregnant wife.” She explained. 
        Anita cringed. She wondered how many people knew that detail at their
office about Fisayo and Ms Bakre.
       Sophia went on to describe how she lost the baby after she caught then
red-handed. And shortly after they lost the child, while she was still grieving,
Fisayo moved to end their marriage.
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      “By that time, I was too exhausted. I couldn’t even continue to fight or
contest the divorce;  I just signed the documents and that was it,” she wept. 
         And then she told the story of her nervous breakdown.
        “It  was too much for me to handle,” she said. “I’m sure it is too much for
anybody to handle.”
        She wept for most part of her story. Anita too – who had been so close to
tears since the discovery of her difficult situation – couldn’t hold the tears
back anymore. The pain in her heart was too much to bear.
        “Thank you, Pastor, for helping me to talk about it. It was a difficult one,
but here I am, standing, saved, sanctified, healed, and grateful. I forgave
him, I mean, this happened a long time ago. Six years was a long time. We
cannot keep a grudge forever. It took me long to heal, but I’m healed.”
         Anita agreed by shaking her head.
         “I know he has changed, a lot, from whom he used to be. We both have. I
think, it’s just we were not meant to be together. He’s doing great, he’s
happy, he’s got a beautiful lady who agreed to marry him. I envy him, to be
honest. I miss him too, sometimes, I wish we were together again, but,
talking with you about what kind of marriage we had helped me to put things
in perspectives. A man cannot treat you like that, and you still want to be
with him. Where’s wisdom in that? So, I’ll say, good riddance. He should just
move on with his life, I wish him well, and I will focus on mine too.”
         Anita wanted to know if she and Fisayo were still in contact, to which she
mentioned ‘yes, and no’.
         “Yes, we still work together, I met him on a few occasions recently and he
was quite helpful; that was when he told me he was engaged. So, we still have
professional relationship, but we don’t have any personal relationship
anymore. We’ve both moved on, only it took me a bit longer, oh, scratch that, a
whole lot longer.” She smiled gloomily.

 

         Anita drove back home, feeling much worse than when she left.
     She tried to steady her nerves. And she knew she needed to break her
relationship.
         ‘But why? What has he done to me? He’s been a very good person to me.’ 
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        She had no doubt that Fisayo loved her and cared about her.
       ‘But he loved Sophia too. But he was good to Sophia too, for a long time. Until he
ruined her.’
      The voices in her mind antagonised each other and threatened to burst
her heart. She prayed, but it brought her no comfort. She needed to talk to
someone before she drove herself crazy.
        She made a mental list of people she could talk to. She could call Chinelo,
her friend from the leadership even though she knew Chi would give her the
ready ‘I told you so’. She couldn’t bother Mrs Nathan whose health had
continued to deteriorate. 
      The Eldership must not know; because they would judge her that she
couldn’t wait for “the perfect Will of God”, or that she settled because she was
“under pressure because of her age”. Lady Vickie and the Bishop were out of the
question. So was Tolu Harry.  Faith was too talkative for her liking.
        Chinelo was her best bet, so she called her anyway, but Chinelo was busy
yelling at her kids over the phone.
         “Anita please, let me call you back in the evening,” Chinelo responded.
       She opened her remote gate and spotted Fisayo’s vehicle; he was already
at her home waiting for her. Letting out a sigh, Anita finally dragged herself
out of the vehicle.
         “Speak of the devil!”
 

    Anita’s initial plan was to go get her little stepsister Hope from her
neighbour’s place where she usually stayed for a fee, but that could wait. She
needed to deal with Fisayo first. 
        She looked at him from a whole new perspective. She saw the evil person
in Sophia’s narrative. The cheat, the liar, the stone-cold heart.
         “I’ve been trying to reach you,” he started.
         “Just go.”
         “What have I done now?” Fisayo sounded confused.
         “You don’t have an idea of what you’ve done?” Anita was edgy.
         “To you? No.”
         “Does it matter who you did it to?”
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       Fisayo reached out to hold her, but she moved away and told him not to
move close, and even used few swear words on him. He tried to calm her
down and eventually gave up.
        “Look, Anita, I don’t know what I did to you, or what nasty thing anybody
said about me. Whatever it is, I’m sorry. I am deeply, deeply sorry.” 
         With that, he left.
       Anita sat on the floor and wept.  The pain in her chest coursed through
her body; she wished the hurt would go away.
         Minutes later, Fisayo was back. 
        “I just came back to see that you’re fine.” He sounded desperate. “I can’t
leave you like this. I don’t understand your sudden hostility. I’ve never heard
you swear. Babe, I’m bothered. Are you okay?”
         “We don’t deserve each other,” replied the teary Anita.
        “I agree. I don’t deserve you, but I am trying my best. Tolu told me about
your concerns, and I assured him there was nothing to worry about. I’m
telling you the same thing now. Tell me what else I need to do to make you
happy.”
        Anita watched him closely and saw the genuine concern on his face. She
didn’t know what to do. 
       She was supposed to break up immediately, but as much as she felt that
was the right thing, she found no justification. Fisayo cared about her, he
had done her no wrong. She was simply acting on what she heard about him.
         “I’m sorry,” she finally apologised. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”
         “We will talk about it when you’re ready,” he replied. “Is Hope still at the
neighbours?”
         She nodded again.
         “Can I go get her?”
         “She can’t see me like this, she’ll be worried.”
         “No problem. I will take her out for dinner. Then I’ll bring her back.”
         “Thank you.”
       Anita watched him go and thought of the two people she had spoken to
that day. 
        Tolu had been his friends for about five years and had all the nice things
to say about him.
         Sophia was married to him until about five to six years ago; that was the
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same Sophia who had behaved erratically and even confessed to sending the
threat letters. Anita wondered whose report she must trust.
         ‘And what is the Lord saying?’ She asked herself.
         No answer.
        One thing was clear to her,  she needed to calm down and not make any
erratic decision.
         In the meantime, she would monitor the ‘planned professional meetings’
Sophia had with Fisayo.
         She suddenly became protective of her relationship, at least until she had
decided what to do with Fisayo. She hoped her visa would be out soon, she
had a vacation to look forward to. 
      She couldn’t afford to make a mistake where her future happiness was
concerned.
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        Fisayo wasn’t keen on leaving Anita alone, but he had an official evening
with Caroline, and both their plus ones backed out. 
         Anita claimed she would never dress up anywhere near the Boss Lady. He
smiled at the thought. Especially with Anita pushing him out of her house
early – she couldn’t risk keeping Aunty Caro waiting. 
      Since her sudden outburst a few weeks earlier, Anita had become quite
unpredictable, she had mood swings and sometimes acted strangely to him.
And he hadn’t figured out what exactly he did that hurt her. 
      However, they had good times in-between; at least, she was in a good
mood that evening, and she promised to call, just to check on how things
were going. He loved Anita and he was glad she was gradually letting him in.
        It was time for their vacation to the UK; everybody was ready except her
– visas ready for the kids, tickets bought for everyone, shopping concluded,
but hers was delayed. Fisayo hoped for a last-minute miracle; he truly
couldn’t wait for them to be alone. 
      He had hoped that vacation would be a time for them to relax in each
other’s company as the recent pressures of life were creating a wedge
between them. He knew bringing the kids along bothered her, so, he was
making plans to keep the kids away. He found a few options he was
considering already. 
       However, unless they got that last-minute miracle, Anita would not be
coming with them.
       He was willing to cancel the entire trip, if just to be with her, but Anita
wouldn’t hear any of that. Especially because she didn’t want any troubles
with Daniel’s mother.
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       “You’re a little distracted,” Caroline nudged him as they approached the
event’s venue.
     “The burden of having to work with your ex-wife for the foreseeable
future,” was all Fisayo could say.
       “But at least she’s not been pulling any crazy stunts lately.” Caroline said
and then she gave Fisayo a suspicious look. “Are you thinking what I’m
thinking, because I can’t believe Sophie forced our hands to support her for
this evening. Well, unless she got some help. Inside help.” 
         “What?” Fisayo defended. “It wasn’t me.”
         “I didn’t say you did anything. But maybe I did.”
         Fisayo shrugged. Guilty as charged.
       “Sophia outdid herself here.” Caroline added. “I’m impressed they gave
her another chance to prove her worth. And she used it well. I must be
honest, I’m impressed, and I’m looking forward to telling her that by myself.” 
       “You don’t even like her.” Fisayo was surprised, because Caroline wasn’t
easily impressed. 
     “I liked her, until things fell apart. And I still don’t hate her, I’m just
cautious around her.”
        “Nicely said, my friend. I can’t believe you flipped on me like this.” Fisayo
chuckled.
        “I’m serious. It’s not all the time that someone picks herself from ground
up like she did. We all lost faith in her, and she proved us all wrong. I’m not
angry that you helped her. I would have done the same if I were the one
working with her. She deserved it.”
         “Well, I never lost faith in her ability. Things didn’t work out between us,
but that doesn’t change the fact that she’s brilliant.”
         “I thought you were going to say ‘beautiful,’” Caroline teased.
         “Oh please!”
     “So, you helped her?” Caroline laughed. But before Fisayo could deny
again, she continued. “But to think that she was diagnosed with… what is
that again? Schizophrenia?”
         “Bipolar.” He corrected.
         “Argh. It still gives me the shivers. It explained all her behaviours. I think
in retrospect, we should have cut her some slacks.”
         “Yeah, in retrospect.”
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         “Honestly, I think you treated her unfairly.” Caroline continued. “I know 
you don’t like to hear that. I should probably not bring that up. I like Anita.
Bless her, she's a good girl. But someone needs to tell you the truth.”
         “Touché!” Fisayo was not ready to go down that path again.
      “Bipolar is a better diagnosis than schizophrenia, isn’t it?” Caroline had
asked after a few minutes, as they seemed to be reflecting on the life of one of
their hosts, who happened to be his ex-wife.
       “I don’t know which is better, I imagine they are both hectic diagnoses,”
he replied. “I lived with her. It was a nightmare.”
         “I’m sorry to hear that.”
     They arrived at the event. Caroline maintained her usual professional
stance with Sophia and the company she represented. 
      Fisayo too focused on Sophia. She wore a glittering navy dress and was
beaming in the dim night light. It brought joy to his heart seeing how
confident she had grown compared to the uncertain woman who stood
nervously and sweaty while making a fifteen-minute presentation to only
him. He knew he needed to do something to help her; thankfully, she used
the opportunity well. 
      That’s how exes should be, isn’t it? Wanting the best for each other despite their
differences.  It meant healing for him, for both of them.
        The evening wore along quickly, and Sophia came rushing towards them
afterwards.
     “I’m glad you both could make it,” she told them, winking. “Especially
Aunty Caro here.”
         “Has anybody told you that petty isn’t pretty? So is patronising,” Caroline
replied with sarcasm. 
         “A girl can hope to win Madam Caro over someday,” she winked again.
         “Sorry, we missed the red carpet. Fisayo and I had work to do.”
       “No problem. And you, my friend, look so dashing in that tux,” she was
talking to Fisayo.
         “Were you even listening to Caroline when she said, ‘stop patronising’?”
        “How will I make money if I don’t? Come on, enjoy the party. But I need
to take some pictures with my new favourite people.”
         “Since when did we become your favourite people?” Fisayo laughed.
         “Since like … forever.”

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

144



         “I give up on you.” Caroline responded.
      Fisayo and Caroline got up for the photo session with Sophia and the
other guests.
      However, what Fisayo didn’t know at that point was how the rest of the
evening would span out, what role his phone was going to play in all that, and
the temporary hiccup it would cause in his life.

 

     Fisayo finally arrived at his home and went through the events of the
evening bit by bit, wondering what he could have done differently. Perhaps
he could have stayed back with Anita to plan their next day trip overseas.
That was a valid excuse, and Caroline would probably have gone alone, or at
least her husband would have had no choice but to accompany her. 
        Sophia always knew what buttons to press to cause chaos in his life, and
he would always helplessly fall for it. And that was exactly what happened
again that night.
       They were getting along, and the night was moving nicely, until Sophia
requested to use his phone to take some pictures, which he did not have any
issues with. And then she dropped it because a call decided to come through
that exact moment. 
         His phone didn’t break, but when he checked what happened, it was just
a call from Anita, which he was expecting.
      “I need to take this,” he excused himself. But Sophia followed him and
watched with a bit of agitation from a distance. And when he was done,
Sophia insisted on knowing whose picture it was that appeared on his screen
when the call came through. 
      He honestly thought Sophia was waiting to apologise for dropping his
phone. Typical Sophia!
      “That’s my fiancée. Was that why you decided to break my phone?” He
tried to answer politely, but he was not ready for Sophia’s paranoia.
         “She looks familiar, seriously, like someone I know.” 
        “Okay?” Fisayo wasn’t ready for Sophia’s quizzing, it might go on for the
rest of the night.
         “Is her name by chance Anita Ossai? A pastor?”
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         “Yes. I can see that she’s someone you know. Can I go now?” He made to
leave, but Sophia blocked him.
     “I mean, I really know her, like, she’s sort of my friend, like, she’s my
pastor, like, I’m in her mentorship class in church, and she definitely knows
about you and I.”
       Finally, Sophia got his attention, and he hated himself for letting her do
that to him again.
         “What do you mean?”
         “She came to me the other day and asked direct questions about you, and
I told her, like, practically everything about us,” she was shivering at that
point. He had to ask if she needed a jacket to which she said ‘No’.
         “She came to you?”
         “Yeah, late last month. She visited me, and she wanted to know about my
failed marriage, and about who you were while we were married, and if we
were still in contact. I was so happy to find someone to talk to about the past,
someone who would not judge me, someone who would just listen and help
me find closure. I trusted her, not knowing she was not what she said she
was.” Sophia was already a mess. 
        Fisayo was not fazed by her tears; Sophia knew how to use it against him
while they were together, but at that point, he knew the tears were genuine.
         “I’m sorry, truly, I am,” he replied.
         “Me too. She never told you?”
         “No, but I think she sort of implied it.”
        He left Sophia standing, and returned home. But the entire event rattled
him. The last thing he wanted was Anita walking out on him.
     Fisayo wondered why Anita had kept her little discovery of his past a
secret, or what she was going to do about it. 
        She no doubt had changed a little bit, probably acting out, but at least it
had been weeks and she had not opted out of the relationship, which was a
good thing. He wouldn’t judge her, she did right by doing her research about
him, he only hoped she was not getting wrong information. 
     Well, the truths about his past weren’t misinformation; he did those
things, and he was not proud of his past. He just knew he was no longer that
person.
       “If any man is in Christ, he’s a new creature.” 
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       Fisayo believed that scripture verse. It was true, he was a new creature,
and he genuinely loved his new way of life.
        He wished he and Anita could trash things out before they got separated;
the worst-case scenario would be that they would be parted for three weeks.
He decided to apologise to her and see if he could regain her trust.
         The sadness of their pending separation overwhelmed him. 
      He would be travelling with Tobi and the two kids – Daniel and Hope,
hoping Anita would join them as soon as her visa came through. He honestly
couldn’t understand the reason for the delay. In fact, he couldn’t understand
the reason for all the hiccups they kept having throughout their relationship. 
        So far, they’d been able to beat the hurdles, and he was excited about the
future, assuming they beat the current hurdle. 
      He was determined to have a marriage, regardless of whatever it would
cost him, even if it meant abiding by Anita’s rules. His wandering days were
over.
     Thinking about Anita brought out emotions in him, emotions he had
struggled to keep under checks, and feelings he knew he couldn’t act on. He
wondered if those feelings had anything to do with his small altercation with
Sophie. 
         Anita was a pastor, with a strong stance on abstinence. He couldn’t sleep
with her. He couldn’t cheat on her. And he couldn’t leave her. He had
painfully agreed to her terms and conditions because he wanted her; the
longest time he had been without a woman to warm his bed.
      He loved Anita, and right there, he wished he could be with her. It was
time he got serious with the wedding plans; he couldn’t wait anymore.
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        Fisayo had a surprise visit. He woke up to Anita in his house, and she was
in good spirit.
    “All boxes packed, everything checked. Hope is downstairs with the
housekeeper. We are so ready.” Anita sounded upbeat, slumping on the bed
next to him and leaning against him.
      Fisayo watched her with admiration, pleasantly surprised. He popped
some mint from his side table and pulled her closer. “You know, I can still
cancel this trip.”
         “Not on my watch,” she pouted.
         “I’m so sad you’re not coming with us. That was not the original plan.”
      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. It’s Christmas, I’m busy at Church.
Maybe God wants me to stay back for a few more days, who knows? I will
probably be hosting Mrs Nathan’s party, just to keep busy.”
         “But as soon as you get your papers –”
         “I’ll be taking the first flight to London. Don’t worry.”
      Fisayo took a short bathroom break, but when he came back, she was
already seated on his bed, her back on the headboard. She looked so beautiful
and he couldn’t stop thinking wildly as he joined her.
        He could feel a conflicting undercurrent between them, but at least, they
kept happy faces. He had hoped to visit her and beg her for the Sophia
situation, and convince her that he had changed from the person Sophia
might have painted him to be. But she had beaten his imagination. 
         She turned to face him, gently coming over him.
         If he didn’t know her well, he would say she was being seductive. Well, he
knew her well, but she was flirting, and that was not normal. 
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         And she was lying on his bed, with him.
         No, he was complaining; he wanted it and he welcomed it.
      “I’ll be missing you.” She leaned closer to him, like she could read his
mind.  
         “What?” Fisayo couldn’t hide his pleasure.
     “I know you don’t believe me, but I do love you,” she continued in a
guarded tone.
        “I believe you, and I love you more. But what’s the catch?” Fisayo flashed
a lopsided grin. 
         She shrugged, smiling sheepishly.
        He still could not believe the woman who would never allow him to touch
her for more than necessary was suddenly all over him. Maybe she was also
panicking about their separation. He wished Anita could be like she was now
more frequently, relaxed and feeling cosy with him. 
         She didn’t have to be guarded all the time.
       “I heard about your little trip to Sophia,” he came out clean, ruining the
chemistry.
      Anita pulled away; Fisayo pulled her back on him. That was the closest
he’d been to a woman in many months. He knew he wouldn’t be getting
anything, but it was better than nothing.
         “Erm, about that –”
       “I was wrong. I admit it. I have apologised to her. Sophia and I are a bit
cordial now. The past is all forgiven. I’m not that person anymore. I just
thought you should know that.”
         Anita nodded slowly, but he couldn’t read what she was thinking.
       “I’ll love you and respect you and stay committed to you, I promise. I’ve
changed. I will not cheat on you. This means the world to me, you and I.” He
desperately wanted to make her see how genuine he truly was. And how sorry
he was about his past.
        “I was worried,” she confessed. “I know being with you is a risk, but it’s a
risk I’m willing to take.” 
         The thought excited him. Anita had already fully shifted most her weight
on him. He thought of all he could do with her; he could kiss her, he would
gladly do more than that, but he didn’t want to destroy what was left of their
already strained relationship. 
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         He decided to let her lead, while still holding her close.
         “I’m sorry to put you through this,” Fisayo finally spoke, swallowing hard
as he pulled her even closer. He searched her eyes, hoping to figure out what
she was thinking, hoping for something strong enough to keep him going
through their short separation. 
       He didn’t have to wonder. Fisayo finally found the excuse he needed to
kiss her like he’d always thought of – she started it. If it were another time or
person, by now, neither of them would still have any clothes on. 
      The desire from her surprised him; she was human after all, just a very
disciplined one. 
        “We should get married,” he finally spoke when he could catch his breath.
“We’ve delayed for way too long. We need to fix a date.”
       The morning had gone better than he expected, to his relief; it seemed
they were going to overcome that hurdle again. They’d come a long way.
 
 

       With everything set, they were on the way to the airport. Tobi would be
joining them at the airport.
         They stopped by to pick Daniel, but that detour was not without glitch. 
     Daniel’s Mum was a feisty little woman with a pretty face and lots of
attitude, just like Sophia described. 
      She looked at Anita like she was a piece of garbage, and then she gave
Fisayo a whole long list of rules for her precious Daniel; apparently, Fisayo
did not tell her that Anita wouldn’t be coming with them yet.
    The other woman seemed malicious more than anything else. Anita
wondered how long she could tolerate the disrespect.
       The rest of the trip to the airport was uneventful, just as planned. Anita
was both relieved and exhausted. She leaned against the vehicle, pretending
to be sleeping.
     Thankfully, the kids played nicely with each other. And Fisayo didn’t
bother her.
        She had gone to Fisayo early that morning, not sure of her intentions or
how things would work out.   
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      She didn’t know what her best strategy should be. She could beg and
grovel, burst into tears, or she could just wait for him to insult her just like
Sophia did. She could return the engagement ring without a word.
         Or she could make use of her gorgeous body and go the seduction route,
which honestly was not her strong point.
          The previous night was a nightmare. She barely slept overnight. She was
sure her relationship with Fisayo was over after Sophia barged into her home
and attacked her viciously. 
        Sophia swore at her repeatedly that night and resorted to name-calling.
She was boiling in anger and she painted the picture of a furious Fisayo who
found out about them and was going to call off their engagement.
        “You had every chance to mention it, Pastor. ‘Oh, Sophie, I know this guy’,
‘Oh, Sophie we work together’, ‘Oh Sophie, you wouldn’t believe if I told you I used to
date this guy’. You had a million chances to make me realise that you and Fash
had some contact. Instead you kept quiet. You were mentoring me from a
book, whereas your life has nothing to show for it. You are happy dating a
man who treated me like a piece of dirt. Are you that desperate, Pastor? You
can’t see the danger signs, the red flags screaming at your face already, just
because you are too old, you’re too old, Anita, and desperate for a husband?
Well, good luck with that, because now I know what hypocritical liar you are.
And Fash too knows now. So, good luck with that marriage of yours.”
       Anita was too embarrassed to respond, or to apologise. She just stood
there like a mischievous kid caught red-handed, having nothing to say in
defence of herself. She finally met the crazy, well-articulate woman who
harassed her over the phone many months earlier.
          It was truly Sophia, and she was vicious.
        Sophia left as angrily as she was when she first arrived; Anita remained
numb and sleep eluded her all night. 
      Her anxiety heightened when Fisayo did not call her after that night’s
event. She was terrified Fisayo hated her for it. 
        However, the morning took a completely different turn. She attempted
the loved-up route and her Fisayo was extremely happy with her. 
          “Thank You, God,” she whispered.
         It seemed things were back on course between her and Fisayo. And they
were back to discussing marriage. It felt good too, that they had moved steps
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beyond empty talks, and they were beginning to fall in love. She hoped she
could travel soon to join him for their family vacation.

       Tobi and his  father were already waiting at the departures by the time
they arrived at the airport.
       Anita had totally forgotten to factor in the fact she would be meeting the
father-son duo. The last time she saw them together – well, the only time –
was the first day they met. 
         She couldn’t believe that was already a year. 
         Tobi had grown a lot since then, now already towering over his father.  
       He held on to the straps of his backpack as he chatted to his father who
was holding his travelling luggage.
      Tobi rushed to her with a warm embrace. “Good to see you ma’am,” he
smiled.
         “Hey, Luca, look at you. All grown,” she smiled back.
       Anita remembered the conversations the previous year. He was such an
adorable kid. He’d grown so quickly, a lot more confident too. 
      They continued from where they stopped, Tobi quickly rattling all he’d
been doing in the past year. He’d finished high school and he was taking a
gap year to get introduced to, and to get involved in the family business, but
his father was not allowing him to follow his dream.
         “I  should be in the university already, but I took the year to do important
stuff. I don’t know why Dad wants me to waste my gap year. We had this
arrangement a long time ago,” Tobi told her, sounding frustrated.
        “I think he’s missing you. It’s normal for parents.” Anita tried to calm the
young man.
        Anita understood that the empty nest was a real thing. If she had one kid
and he wanted to travel thousands of kilometres to another country, she too
would probably resist. She really missed Tobi. If his father had not been such
a jerk, they would have had a relationship. 
         Thankfully, her old crush for Tolu Harry was gradually fizzling out.
     Tobi went to the kids – Hope and Daniel – and immediately forged a
friendship with them. Anita thought he was kind and thoughtful. She shifted 
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her attention onto the men and what they were saying.
         As she expected, Tolu ignored her again, other than the casual ‘Hello’ and
‘Merry Christmas’.
         Well, that was good enough.
      “Thank you for doing this for me, Fash,” Tolu was saying to his friend.
“This boy is giving me a whole lot of headache.”
      “The boy just wants to follow his dream, the dream you planted in his
head.”
         “So, it’s my fault now?”
         “Partially, yes.”
      Anita wished Fisayo could stop from making Tolu any more miserable
than he already was.
        The whole check-in process went through smoothly. Goodbyes were said,
hugs and kisses shared. 
     Soon, she was left alone with the man who once dominated her every
waking thought.
         Tolu Harry.
         Anita had never seen him so broken.
         “Hi,” he said to her.
      “Hi too. Merry Christmas, again.” She responded awkwardly. She had
better start going.
        Tolu informed her that he would wait at the airport until take off, and
that he would be having some lunch in the meantime. He asked if Anita
would like to wait or if she’d prefer to leave immediately. 
       “I think I’ll also hang around till take-off.” She was tired but tried to stay
courteous.
        The idea of eating was a good one, because she had not eaten all day – out
of fear, anxiety, and excitement. Besides that, it would be nice to follow Tolu
Harry to those fancy VIP lounge. 
         They settled for lunch, but Tolu was preoccupied with other concerns.
         “It’s just for three weeks,” Anita encouraged.
         “You don’t understand. He’s leaving home.”
         “And you don’t want him to leave?” she was still confused. 
        “He’s leaving home anyway. By fall, he would be starting his first year as
an undergraduate in the UK.” Tolu explained.
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         “He’s upset you’re wasting his gap year.” Anita hinted.
       “I know I’m too clingy.” He sighed, drumming his fingers on the table.
“It’s just that I’m just not ready to let go.”
     “I’m sorry,” she responded. Anita felt sorry for him and she loved his
honesty. So much for ‘mature dad’. Obviously, he’s not coping with the
transition. 
         They ate quietly, but he didn’t have much of an appetite. 
     After a failed attempt at striking a conversation, and with both their
appetites disappearing, they stopped trying. The announcement came that
the flight had departed which was their cue to leave. 
         Since they were parked at different parts of the airport, they soon parted
way. Anita took a shuttle to where Fisayo’s Mercedes was parked and left for
his home where she picked up her own vehicle and thereafter, she left for her
home. 
         It was a bittersweet feeling for her; Tolu had finally gotten over her – no
staring, no drooling, no flirting, no uncomfortable body language, which was
okay, Anita thought. 
         At least, she too could finally focus on her future. A future with Fisayo.
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         It was a peaceful Saturday morning at Lekki, Lagos. Christmas had come
and gone, and it was the loneliest Christmas of Tolu’s entire life. He was
alone and acutely lonely; he couldn’t deny it. 
        In his loneliness, he let his mind drift innocently to Anita. It was also an
excuse to flip through the few pictures they took together, and he hated
himself – because he had the chance to spend time alone with her at the
airport, and he blew it.
         He finally made peace with the fact that he needed to see Anita.
       Tolulope tried to justify his intentions for visiting her: surely it was the
right thing to do, something he would have done without thinking if it was
any other person. Fash would be upset if he abandoned her without at least
visiting once, especially because she still hadn’t been able to go join them. 
        He was the lonely dad, whose only son was growing wings faster than he
expected and there was nothing he could do to stop him. 
        Or he could just tell the truth! He missed Anita and he genuinely wanted
to see her again. He cared a lot about Anita and just wanted to see her. It was
a lazy Saturday and he had too much time on his hands than he knew what to
do with it.
         Sigh!
        He drove past Anita’s house twice before deciding to call and inform her
that he was in her neighbourhood.
        “You are in my neighbourhood?” she repeated sounding distracted. “I’m
in the middle of something now, but I suppose I can spare a few minutes. Let
me know when you get here.”
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       Tolu hesitated. She sounded uncertain if she wanted to see him or not.
Perhaps it was not too late to abort his idiotic mission and flee as fast as his
feet could carry him. But he did not. He would take his chances.
         “I’m here already.” There was no point lying. He was too old for that.
         “Oh.”
         The remote-controlled gate opened few seconds later. He drove in.
      As soon as he entered the house, he could sense she needed help. The
desperation on her face proved that. He wanted to help. That would push
him out of his comfort zone, but hopefully, it would be worth it.
 

         Anita woke up late. 
        She had forgotten the liberty of being single. 
      Her life had changed much over the past months – filled with concerns
about work that was way overwhelming, kids that she didn’t know how they
were born, and a relationship that was filled with more ups and downs than
she anticipated.
         It seemed so long ago since she last felt such degree of freedom. 
         Christmas came and went without drama, unlike the previous year when
she was dumped on Christmas morning. If things went as planned, it would
be her last Christmas as a single lady. 
         She revelled in that thought.
     She focused on the day. Everything was perfect, the morning moved
slowly, and she got ready for the day. She was hosting people at 4pm, and her
friend Chinelo had managed to convince her that catering for two-and-half
dozen people was a walk in the park. 
    It was a bitter-sweet moment because she was hosting the surprise
birthday party for her friend, Mrs Nathan, although the birthday itself had
passed. Mrs Nathan’s health had deteriorated in recent months, and they all
knew that birthday was probably going to be her last.
         She smiled despite her pain.
       After spending time with Fash, and Faith, and the rest of the gang, she
was becoming a party animal herself. But she knew it was all worth it. 
         Mrs Nathan was her confidante for a long time.
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         Anita tried to keep the numbers low, but it did not happen. Thirty people
had RSVP’d already.
         She didn’t mind; she would do anything to keep herself busy, and to take
her mind from a dream vacation she just missed.
         Everything was going well until 11.45 when Chinelo bailed on her.
       “We were supposed to cater for this together. You discouraged me from
hiring a caterer,” Anita yelled at Pastor Chi on the phone. “How am I
supposed to get help now, on a boxing day?”
       “Anita, stop being so theatrical.” Chinelo can be cheeky sometimes. “We
have most things ordered already. You’ve got this. Just start, I will join you
later, I am caught up here, that’s why.”
      Anita was still staring at her phone in wonder when an unexpected call
came through. 
        Tolu Harry called to tell her he was in the neighbourhood and wanted to
stop by to see how she was doing. The last thing she needed now was an
uninvited visitor. 
         She rolled her eyes when he told her he was already by her gate. 
        A part of her wanted to see him, but her party was going to flop big time
if she didn’t push him away as quickly as he came.
    In minutes, Tolu was standing in front of her, a mischievous smile
plastered on his face.
         “Merry Christmas.” He brought flowers. 
         Anita was grateful, more flowers for her event. Bliss! 
        Anita got a new vase for the flowers; and as she poured water into it, she
could see from the corners her eyes that he was watching her from afar, both
his hands tucked safely in his pockets. 
          She smiled nervously. Wrong timing! This man ignored her for an entire
year, and then he floated into her house like it was nothing. She however
couldn’t deny how much relief his presence brought. 
         He apologised briefly for his unnecessary coldness the last time they met
at the airport – like he wasn’t always cold to her – and mentioned how Tobi was
driving him nuts, and how she didn’t deserve to be the victim of his
annoyance. 
         Anita rolled her eyes again.
         “He’s a sweet kid, Dad, you are the one overreacting,” she said instead.
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         “Not you too,” he responded, partially disappointed, but  mischievous in
the most part. “I though you would be on my side.”
         “I know. Kids can be such a handful. I have two thrown at me currently,
and I don’t know how our parents managed to smile.”
         “You’ve not met Tobi. He’s the queen of handful.”
         “Overreacting again,” she laughed.
         He really needed to leave now; Anita was becoming impatient. 
        Without thinking, she told him just that,  explaining the precariousness
of her situation.
       “My party starts by four. My friend Chinelo bailed. It is going to flop if I
don’t get to work right away. So, I’m going to have to chase you.”
       She wondered why Tolu just stood and looked at her like he didn’t hear
what she was saying. He was not leaving. He wasn’t even moving an inch. 
         ‘Please leave,’ her heart screamed. She would drag him out if she had to.
         Tolu finally chuckled, clearly unfazed by her threats. 
         “What’s on your menu?” he asked after a while.
       “White rice, jollof rice, fried rice,” she replied in a heartbeat. If you don’t
add the moinmoin and the proposed pepper soup, she thought, still angry with
Chinelo for bailing on her literally at the eleventh hour. 
        Tolu flashed a lopsided grin that threw her heart into flutters, surprising
even her. 
         “That’s sacrilege, my friend!”

 

 
         “Let me help you, please. I can do anything to be useful. Just tell me what
to do. I’m not busy, and I can pick beans.” Tolu pleaded, playfully.
       Anita smiled at Tolulope’s mischievous desperation. It would have been
funny if she wasn’t so pressed out of time. She wondered if he would be
helpful like he mentioned. 
        However, before she could respond, Tolu changed from his mischievous
pose to a serious one.
     “Seriously now. If we intend to be ready by four, we must start right
away.”
         “We?” Anita wondered what he was talking about.
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        “We have four hours, and Sweetheart, I can’t let you just drown like this.
I’m inviting myself to help. And since everybody thinks I’m a big fraud, I can
as well put it to good use.”
      “Big fraud? How is that possible?” Anita was always amused by how he
didn’t take himself too seriously.
         “Fash didn’t tell you? They all believe I’ve been living a lie.”
    “How would anybody think you’re lying about something?” She was
interested.
        “Well, in my former life, I was a professional chef.” He spoke hesitantly,
like a well-kept secret. “And nobody must know that.”
         Anita raised her eyebrow. “No ways.”
       “You know, they believe I’ve been hiding that fact that I’m one of those
guys that cook, you know, professionally.” He unbuttoned his sleeves and
had begun rolling them up, getting ready to ‘start’. “So, all I need now is a
toque blanche, an apron, with some pots and pan to complete the look,” he
added with sarcasm. 
         Anita was surprised, he knew they liked to tease him about food, and she
thought it was because he was a picky eater, now it all made sense. 
         “Who could have guessed? You’re a chef? In what planet?”
         “Was. Not anymore.”
         “Such revelation. Why did you quit?”
     “It’s a story for another day. Basically, my wife Evelina and I owned
restaurants; she was from a long lineage of chefs and restaurateurs. And
that’s why Tobi is so bent on leaving and following that path. That boy is
giving me grey hair, I promise you.” He sounded irritated, obviously by his
son’s antics.
       It made a lot of sense to Anita. He must love his late wife, she thought.
“I’m sorry.”
     “It’s okay.” He dismissed her concerns. “I still cook, on and off, it is
therapeutic for me. And sometimes, like now, I’m trying to assist you. I’m
focused on other businesses now. So, my dear Anita Ossai, can you trust me
with your party? Am I allowed to change the menu? We can’t cook rice and
rice and rice.” 
         Anita loved how he called her name. “Of course, you’re allowed to change
the menu. Why not? Please go ahead.”

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

159



       She wondered how many layers this man had, but all that didn’t matter
now, she welcomed his company, especially when it involved saving her life
and preventing a pending party flop.
       Tolu listened as she gave him the background information of what they
were doing, Mrs Nathan’s health, the profile of the guests – who were mostly
from the Eldership and Leadership of her church, mostly ladies, and it
seemed First Lady Vickie Okorie too might come in briefly.
         “Wow! It means we have to go a bit over the top on this.” 
         Tolu laid out his menu suggestions, Anita accepted without hesitation.
         “Still, I can’t afford you,” she added honestly.
       “Never mind about that.” He replied, looking at her briefly. “You are my
friend’s wife. Fash will pay, I’ll remember to rob him blind.”
        Anita realised there’re a lot she didn’t know about that man – like the side
of him that cooked, or the side that turned his irritation into sarcasm, or the
side that joked and got serious at the same time, which made him so cute,
never mind his attractive features that she was unconsciously studying. 
     She liked him still even though she was deeply hurt when he stopped
talking to her initially.
       And she loved the way he said ‘friend’s wife’; that made the storm within
her to calm a bit. At least they now had boundaries. 
       She watched him with keen interest and moved sideways to make room
for him to work his magic. He took a short break to get some supplies, giving
her instructions on what to do in his absence. 
     Anita had never felt happier than when he returned. Because she was
afraid that if he bolted or delayed, it would ruin everything, and they couldn’t
afford it right now. 
        Especially because he had changed the menu, and she had forwarded the
new menu to the guests’ chatroom. He wanted each guest to decide what
they wanted so that they could be specifically catered for.
      He also brought his camera, requesting if he could take pictures of his
work, for the food blog and YouTube channel run by his son Tobi and where
he too made occasional contribution. 
         Anita obliged him. 
       “Tobi has a cooking channel. Wow! What’s the name?” Anita brought her
phone out, ready to search.
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         “Luca and Tega.”
         “Interesting,” Anita dug her head into the channel in wonder, until Tolu
brought her back to reality.
         “Madam, we are working here.”
      “But you’re doing everything.” Anita protested. “I’m just here, looking,
doing nothing.” 
       She jittered around him; she eventually stepped aside and let him work,
doing only whatever he asked her to do, which was approximately nothing.
         “I don’t think you’re a fraud,” she finally spoke after watching him for the
longest time.
     “Thank God. Finally, somebody is on my side,” Tolu pretended to be
relieved. “Now I can’t wait to rub it on Fash’s face.”
         “Yeah. I think you’re a good person.” Anita smiled. “And you’re kind. And
funny. And intriguing. And you’ve got many layers. And –” She stopped
abruptly, her smile fading. She couldn’t believe she suddenly got carried
away.
       “Thank you.” Tolu was caught off-guards by the string of compliments as
well. He locked her gaze briefly but long enough to rattle her.
      By three in the afternoon, they were ready. Anita was impressed by his
speed, and thankful they still had some time before the event. They both
arranged the house to Tolu’s taste – to create the maximum possible space in
the open plan arrangement, and to ensure fluidity. 
     Anita realised she hadn’t thought about the fine details like the cake
arrangement, flowers, lighting, curtain, cutlery, music. Or drinks. 
         Well, she could blame Chinelo for everything, but the reality was that her
party was heading for a certain doom. 
         ‘This man is Godsent, no doubts about that.’
        “Go freshen up and get ready,” Tolu encouraged her , slicing through her
thoughts. “It’s already three. I’m sure I can manage alone. I will sort
everything else.”
         “You are a lifesaver.”
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          Something changed. 
     Anita wasn’t sure what happened or how they got there, but the old
familiar feelings finally crept in – the forbidden feelings they both had no
rights to. Perhaps it had something to do with sitting and watching him all
those hours, she wasn’t sure. She could see it in his eyes before he asked her
to go get ready, and she could feel it too. 
        She peeked at the pieces of clothing she had hung earlier; the dress code
for the celebration being ‘anything white and smart’. 
       Her friend Mrs Nathan was dying; she was already in palliation. It was
Anita’s final way to honour her. 
      And Tolu came in unexpectedly to make it absolutely beautiful. She
choked at the thoughts.
       She quickly showered and then donned the white jumpsuit, pulling her
white lapel jacket off the hanger, but soon changed her mind. 
       She didn’t know why, but a part of her wished she could pop out more.
She opted for a white skinny pant that accentuated her natural features, and
a lovely white top she bought recently because she loved the intricate patterns
on it, but one she could never wear without a jacket on; because it was
smallish and left much of her exposed, including a bare shoulder. 
       She paid closer attention to her appearance, opting for a boldly alluring
look. She donned her heels and took one look at herself in the mirror. Still
feeling exposed, she went for a wig, a long one to cover her a little. She took
one last look at herself, and she loved the final product.
      She hoped Tolu might like it too, but she grabbed her jacket without a
second thought.
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        If she were brave enough, she would walk through that door without her
jacket on, if only to see what Tolu would think about her. With any luck, she
might make a lasting impression on a certain gentleman waiting for her just
outside the door.
       She didn’t know what she aimed to achieve with Tolu Harry. Seduction
was not the goal, she argued, revenge was. For once she was willing to use
her well-sculpted body to win his attraction and show him what he missed.    
         Hopefully, nobody else would be offended.
         She brought the jacket with her as a backup, just in case.
      “It’s now or never,” she said to herself, taking long strides towards the
door. 
      She emerged; she couldn’t believe how much Tolu had transformed her
living space within the short time she was away. 
      However, it was the looks on Tolu’s face that gave her the most satisfa-
ction. She was not invisible. He tried to play it down, but he was not a good
actor.   
         He drooled.
       “You look gorgeous,” he said calmly, although his expressions spoke way
more than that. He led her to a table for two and pulled a seat for her. She
couldn't believe the length Tolu went to set up a table for just them.
         “Thank you,” she replied, her jacket safely hung on her seat.
         They toasted to friendship, Anita thought it was harmless enough. 
         “Lunch is served,” he said.
        It was a secret fish recipe like he’d been talking about all afternoon, and
she had been dying to have a taste. She relished the bite, keeping her eyes on
the man sitting right across from her who was busy assaulting her every
sense with all the right moves.
         “What do you think?” Tolu asked. 
      “This right here is an experience,” she spoke with her mouth full of the
second bite.
         “I’m glad you like it.”
         “I love it. Too bad you quit. Why would you do that?”
         Tolu shrugged. His stares pored through her, stirring her.
       “I watched you the entire time, you were passionate about cooking; you
know, the fluid, the perfection.” She finally found her voice.
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         “You’re good with flattery, you know.” His voice was thick with emotion.
         “I’m serious. It’s your passion. You must follow it.”
    Tolu smiled, and Anita wondered this man could fill her brain up,
meanwhile he didn’t move too close or touch her the entire time. She could
see his eyes tracing the intricate details of her top, up to her bare shoulder. 
         She held her breath. She should have used her jacket.
         He smiled again, unable to pull his gaze away.
        “I’m passionate about a lot of things,” he said to her. “Do I have to chase
everything I’m passionate about?” 
      Tolu stopped abruptly, locking her gaze. The passion she saw in them
rattled every fibre of her being. Anita couldn’t hide from his searching eyes.
There was no way in this lifetime that she would ever get over him. 
    “You are not talking about cooking right now, are you?” she asked,
breathing heavily.
         “No, I’m not.” Tolu replied as a matter of fact, swallowing hard. Tolu was
going past his random flirts to asking direct questions. “It’s a year already.
You remember?”
       Anita searched frantically for an answer. Of course, she knew what he
was talking about, and she remembered. The memory came back. He kissed
her senseless. Then two days later, on Christmas morning, he broke up with
her. And never came back, until now. Why was he bringing it up now? Did he
regret it? 
     She nodded. “You left. Why would you do that?” She was reduced to
whispers.
     Anita knew that conversation was heading for a disastrous end. The
firework between them was building up again. 
       However, before he could respond, the doorbell rang. It was her friend
Chinelo. Her other guests too started arriving; Anita agreed their timing
couldn’t have been more perfect. 
 

        Tolu had stayed back for two reasons. First, it was to help Anita; he would
stay with her forever if he had to. And secondly, Anita had already introduced
him as the ‘chef’; it would be rude to leave.
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    However, he soon realised the deeper implication of his coming and
decided to take it seriously. He stood in awe; it was a service to God.
     He insisted to Anita that every guest could get whatever they wanted.
Certainly, he could manage a party of thirty-something people with his eyes
closed.
         “Hello, Chef, this is just a house party,” Anita tried to downplay it.
       “I don’t care. This is my kitchen, and my rule.” He was sarcastic, but he
meant it. 
     “Okay then, you can take Chinelo to help you,” she pushed her friend
Chinelo to him. “I can’t help you; I’m the host,” she continued, mimicking
Faith.
         “Faith is teaching you the wrong stuff,” he laughed. 
       Chinelo was willing to please, and she followed his instructions to the
letters. Anita introduced her earlier as one of the Youth Pastors in their
church, and an admin staff at the high school belonging to the Church.
     Tolu watched the party from the side-lines, and he began to feel the
spiritual significance of the afternoon. Anita told him already that the
celebrant – Mrs Nathan was sick, but he didn’t know she was so young and so
wasted. Or that she was Pastor Nathan’s wife!
         Everyone knew Pastor Nathan Idahosa of Believer’s Assembly. 
     He shuddered at the thoughts and felt humbled, because despite his
inadequacies, and his ulterior motives for coming, God still used him to bless
people, especially that woman of faith, even if it meant him stepping out of
his comfort zone.
        Mrs Nathan was frail, but she had a gorgeous smile and strong faith. She
joked about everything, taking the gloom out of the party. 
      Pastor Nathan himself was there, but his focus was his wife; he hardly
mingled. Tolu sent quick prayers for the couple.
        Lady Vickie arrived. He recognised her because she was a public person,
but it was the first time he was meeting her. She was a warm and humorous
woman, and he could see that she cared for her ministers.
       Tolu felt it was a privilege to serve the leadership of Believers Assembly
and cherished every moment he spent fellowshipping with them. He could
feel God’s presence in that little gathering, and it made him think about God
and his walk of faith.
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       It also reminded him of the countless times he played host to his fellow
missionaries in his home, just for them to retreat and relax, and to be
encouraged and fed. He had about three hundred missionaries he had
supported over the years; he had a trust fund set up for them being managed
by a board of trustees that he chaired. 
         Ministry was his life, and he was investing heavily into it, even though he
preferred a more laid back approach. He was glad Anita too had a heart for
ministry, and that she opened her door for ministers to come fellowship and
recline in her home, while feeding them from her pocket.
      “Hello.” Anita sauntered into his field of vision, distracting his train of
thought. “Lady Vickie asks for you.”
        He struggled to pull his eyes away from Anita. After a whole year, he was
exactly where they started. Their earlier conversation had unearthed the
feelings he had for her. He knew whatever game Anita was playing on his
heart was intentional and wicked. 
         Well, he deserved it.
      He obliged. It seemed the Bishop’s wife was pleased with the food and
wanted to hire him permanently for future personal and ministry events. 
     Tolu smiled; he no longer cooked professionally. That phase of his life
ended when his wife died. But he did not bother to change their perception.
He simply gave her his usual business card.
      “You can reach our offices through this same contact information.” He
explained. He sure could use more high-profile clients.
       “I see you’re diversifying. That’s a brilliant idea. Well done.” Lady Vickie
replied and began saying a prayer of blessing over his businesses. Tolu was
okay with the prayers too.
      However, he soon realised that the older woman had also mistaken him
for Fisayo, because she scolded him for not coming to see them despite
multiple invitations and appointments. 
       “You’re a pleasant young man,” Lady Vickie said to him, “we just want to
meet you, but you keep running from us. Anita is precious to me, and to my
husband the Bishop. We would like to meet you, formally. That’s all. Please
make an appointment to see us.”
      Tolu made no attempt to change the misconception, but he apologised
profusely. He wondered why Fash hadn’t met Anita’s inner circle. 
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         He made a mental note to have that conversation with Fash whenever he
arrived. It wasn’t acceptable to him, and he couldn’t believe Anita kept quiet
about it.
      When Lady Vickie rose to leave, it was his cue to leave as well, mainly
because Anita walked her to her waiting vehicle, and he felt it was a chance to
set records right with the Boss Lady. He didn’t want Anita to be quizzed
unnecessarily later. He noticed Chinelo followed too.
     Lady Vickie was surprised when he explained they were indeed not a
couple.
         “Anita is my friend’s fiancée,” he explained.
      “I hope I did not make you uncomfortable in there,” she apologised to
him.
       “Not at all, I’m glad we could have the conversations we had. It’s not all
the time that we get a one-on-one with an icon like you.” Tolu replied.
       “Thank you. Well, tell your friend that Anita is a treasure to us. We will
love to keep her for as long as possible. And we will love to see him.”
         “Will do.”
       He stood by Anita as they watched her leave. Chinelo too stood nearby,
looking surprised. He expected she would inform the others that he was just
a friend of Anita’s fiancé.
         “What a day!” Anita let out a breath after Lady Vickie left, turning to him.
“You saved the day, Mr Harry. Thank you.”
       “Anytime,” he replied as they walked towards his silver Jaguar. He was
still dealing with the torture of seeing something he really loved but dared
not touch. Anita was off limits, and she had chosen to punish him. “Are you
sure you can manage?”
         “Pastor Chi is here.” 
      Chinelo looked away, like she was not supposed to eavesdrop on their
conversation. 
       He volunteered to come back later to help her to clean up. “I am free, I
told you I wasn’t doing anything today,” he was close to begging. From the
corner of his eye, he could see Chi was still watching them. 
        “Nope,” she teased, explaining that her friend would help her to clean up
after. 
         “Do you want me to pick you up on Monday for Faith’s Christmas party?”
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         “Nope. Not coming.”
        “Now, you’re breaking my heart,” he teased, but he was serious. “Call me
if you change your mind. Call me. I’ll probably just spend the evening alone.
Tomorrow too. Alone and lonely, watching TV. Missing you.”
         “Do people still watch TV?” Anita’s chuckle filled his brain.
         “At this rate, I’d probably turn up dead from boredom.”
         “We cannot have that now, can we?”
         “It depends on you.”
         “What? What can I do to save you from your misery now?”
         “You know what to do,” he replied as he stepped into his vehicle.
         “I don’t.”
         “Call me,” Tolu mouthed, and he started his vehicle. 

 

     “What was that about?” Chinelo asked her as soon as Tolu drove out,
frightening her.
         “What was what?”
      “What’s the deal with this guy? What’s going on between you two? We
were already warming up to him and he pulled the rug from under our feet,
just like that.”
         “Don’t be so theatrical, Chi. You heard him. He’s Fisayo’s friend.”
         “Even Lady Vickie was surprised.”
      “Your point actually?” Anita was not in the mood; she had just turned
down an offer which she desperately wanted. It took her all self-discipline to
refuse to see Tolu later or go somewhere fun with him. Chinelo could as well
hit the point. “You’ve met Fisayo before, haven’t you? You know they are not
the same person.”
      “Once, Anita, I’ve only met him once. And that was a long time ago. At
your engagement.”
         “So, what’s the confusion?”
      “I can’t even remember his name. We all call him Anita’s fiancé. What
does that even mean?”
         “We need to get back inside.” Anita was done with that conversation.
         “Listen to me. This guy is into you. He loves you,” Chinelo insisted.
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         “You’re annoying me, Chi.” Anita grew frustrated.
        “You know I care about you,” Chinelo replied. “I’ll say give him a chance.
Please.”
         Anita sighed. “Look at this here,” she pointed at her engagement ring. “It
is spelt commitment. If not for the disappointment, I should be in the UK
right now, vacationing with Fisayo. We’re already planning our wedding.
Chi, you should be happy for me, after all these years.”
       “I am happy for you, Anita. But I have been married for long enough to
know that married life is long. If you have any doubts, you can still break up.
It doesn’t matter how much you’ve invested into it. Even if it is on your
wedding day, and you are not sure, pull out. Because once you marry, he’s
the guy you’ll be dealing with for a long time. I don’t want you to be unhappy
in your marriage. Not after waiting for so long.”
        Anita sighed again. “I know Fisayo may not fit your dictionary definition
of whom you think is best for me, or the church’s description of how my
husband should look like. That’s why it looks like I’m hiding him. But I know
him. I know his dedication to our relationship. I know he cares about me,
he’s reliable, he wants the best for me, he does his best to make me feel
comfortable. We may not have the whirlwind romance, but he’s a stable guy.
I like him. And I have given him my word. We are getting married.” 
         “I see you have made up your mind, which is good. I’m glad you’re giving
me positive vibes about this Fisayo because I don’t know him; nobody does.
It’s just that I like this new guy. Tolu. He’s cute, he’s charming, he’s good-
looking, he looks successful, and you guys look cute together.”
         “Are those the qualities of a good husband now?” Anita shook her head.
      “You can also feel by interacting with him that he’s a Believer. I’m just
saying. But if your heart is with Fisayo, you can count on my support.”
         “Thank you.”
         “Anita, you need to stop encouraging him.”
         “I’m not encouraging him.”
         “Yes, you are. You can lie to yourself, but when I first came in, I thought I
interrupted something. Seriously. Your body languages, both of you, it was
like you were caught red-handed. And I watched you the entire time. The
fireworks between you two is enough to burn down the entire city.”
         “Okay, you’re right. I like him, a little bit,” Anita chuckled nervously, “but 
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that doesn’t mean anything will happen between us beyond that.”
      “Babes, you can’t be too sure. You must be careful, seriously now. And
whatever you do, please, don’t sin.”
         “Sin? My friend, it’s not that deep.”
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         Tolulope was giving up hope when Anita finally called. The past two days
were the longest he’d had in recent time. He was alone and lonely; his mind
was constantly filled with thoughts – and images – of Anita. And that
revenge look, he couldn’t remember the last time he was deliberately
punished that much, by anyone.
      He used the past days to relive the time he spent at her house; he had
stepped outside his comfort zone and had revisited his painful past when he
offered his services to her, but he had failed miserably to win her over. 
     Anita called earlier to thank him, but they were not able to strike any
meaningful conversation. He also called her back, but the call ended up being
super-awkward! He had taken a few pictures at the event, which he sent to
Anita, and to Fash, but he spent more time scrolling through the pictures
himself. They filled his boring moments, but they only added to his pain.
      He laughed sadly at how life had dealt with him; he had spent the past
years living like he didn’t have need for a woman. The few times he dated, he
had excuse himself before things got intense. And now he couldn’t stop
thinking about a woman whom he could never be with. Faith said he would
regret it; well, he had already spent an entire year regretting it, and it seemed
he had just started.
         “Hi.” She was back to her soft-spoken self.
         “Hi,” he replied. He waited for her to tell him the purpose of her call, but
nothing came from her. He knew it was going to be another awkward phone
call. “When are you travelling?” he asked instead.
         “I don’t know.”
         “That’s a shame.”
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         “I know, right? Maybe next year.”
         “Next year is just three … four days away.”
         “I suppose you’re right. How are you?”
      “I will feel better if you let me come pick you up for Faith’s Christmas
party.” Tolu was not in the mood for purposeless chitchat. He couldn’t cope
anymore.
         “If you insist.”
         “Are you sure?”
         “Yeah. It’s fine.”
         “Okay. I’ll see you now.” Tolu replied.
         “Okay.” She replied, still sounding uncertain. Then the call ended.
        Tolu eyed his phone in wonder. He couldn’t believe Anita just agreed to
see him, without any hassle. Perhaps his lot was about to change. It was time
to put his mouth – and money – where his heart was. 
        She would probably say ‘no’ to him eventually, but there was only one way
to find out. 
        Someone would be hurt, he knew that for sure, and he didn’t mind being
the one. He just needed Anita to know, for once, that he loved her and would
have loved to be with her. He could live with the memories – memories of the
good times, even though they would only add to his suffering.
         What he ignored was the gentle nudging of the Spirit. 
         ‘Not now,’ he muttered.

 

     Anita knew it was a matter of time before she caved to the emotions
threatening to tear her heart apart. 
         Tolu rocked up at her home on the day after Christmas and helped her in
the most splendid way, but they never got to the root of why he visited.
       And he roused the most unusual feelings in her, feelings she had spent
the past two days tending.
         What does Tolu want? 
       In the past two days, they both tried, and failed to have a conversation.
There were lots of emotions on the way of any rational talk. But at least, he
was honest with her. 
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        And she was glad he came to get her.
        She didn’t care about Faith’s party; she wanted him, well, there he was.
        Tolu tried to act normal even though she could see through the act that he
was struggling too. And he was doing what he did best – rousing feelings in
her and leaving her hanging. 
        Only there was an improvement this time around.
      “You didn’t come ‘all revenge-y’ on me today,” he walked straight up to
her. “The last time I came, you knew what you did to me.”
     “I can’t remember what I did,” Anita went with the flow. She was not
proud of it; she knew Tolu to be a focused person who took his faith
seriously, so she didn’t want him to fail. But it was a little victory for her that
he felt the sting. And she had worn her blazer as soon as he left. 
      “I am not complaining. I loved it,” he replied, breath ragged. “You were
such a vision. But then, you’re always a vision. Even now.”
       Anita had settled for a two-piece ensemble, opting for a soft, sweet, and
alluring look, a sharp contrast from the ‘revenge-y’ one. But then, she knew
she could wear a sack and Tolu would still flirt with her. She didn’t know how
she survived a year under his scrutiny. 
       She craved his attention; she wished they could talk about it, or he could
at least act on it. But Tolu was too self-disciplined even though he was always
nervous around her.
      She put on her earrings to complete her looks while waiting for Tolu to
move from her path, but he did not. It was not until she looked up that she
realised what was going on. 
         The desire on his face confused her. 
       When he reached out to touch her, she worried if something was wrong
with her hair or with her makeup; she remembered brushing her hair well,
and the last time she checked her face, she was flawless.
        She relaxed when she realised that he just wanted to touch her; the feel of
his hands running down her face broke her pent-up resistance in different
directions, and her breath became unsteady.
        “You’re perfect. You know that?” He finally spoke, swallowing hard.
        “No, I’m not. Not even close.” Her brain stopped thinking. 
       “You’re as close as it gets. I missed you Anita, I’m not going to try to deny
it.”
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         She was too stunned to even breath. Jeez, Tolu had gone past flirting.
         “Faith’s party,” she reminded him.
         “I’m sure it can wait,” he moved even closer, locking her gaze. 
         Anita swallowed hard. She wondered what he was going to do. He would
kiss her, but she didn’t mind. She wouldn’t stop him. 
        If he could replicate what he did to her the night they met, she would be
the happiest girl in the world. It would probably be enough to keep her
through another year.
       “I didn’t know how I survived the past two days; I couldn’t stop thinking
about you.” Tolu pushed harder, running his fingers gently down her face,
her lower lip, her jawlines, her neck.
       It was then Anita realised Tolu was serious, and that her engagement to
Fisayo wasn’t going to stop him. Or her. She too did not know how she
survived the past two days, or the past year for that matter.
        For the first time in a long while, she decided to let down her guards and
be vulnerable for a change, even if it were just to repeat what he said.
         “I missed you too, Tolu. And the past two days were hard for me too,” she
confessed. “I spent every waking moment thinking about you. I’m so glad
you came for me.” She was getting better at seduction herself.
        She thought he would hold her closer or kiss her. Isn’t that what people do in
movies? But he did not. 
         “Faith’s party,” he said instead. 
         Two could play the game.

 

       “You’re quiet, are you fine?” Tolu asked slicing through her daydream as
they arrived at the FAB’s house.
        “I’m fine, just distracted,” Anita replied. Didn’t Tolu realise the effects he had
on her earlier?
        “Now I’m feeling guilty, it feels like I’m forcing you to attend the party. I
know Faith is overbearing sometimes.”
       “Don’t worry about me,” Anita replied, dismissing his concerns. “I don’t
think Faith even cares about me. I’m invisible and her friend Fash is not
there.”
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        “You really think Faith doesn’t care about you?” Tolu laughed. “Faith is a
Mother-Hen, only that she overdoes it most of the time. Anytime you want to
leave, just let me know. Give me a sign, and I will take you out of there
immediately.”
         They approached the big house; Anita was relieved to see a lot of familiar
faces – their mutual friends. And many unknown faces too.
      ‘Faith would spend the whole year ranting about how she was tired of
Christmas parties, but guess who would throw the next Christmas party?
Yeah! Faith!’ Anita rolled her eyes.
        Friends rushed towards them as they arrived, sharing hugs and kisses.
The hosts – the FABs were there as well.
        “Merry Christmas,” Tolu said, planting a kiss on Faith’s cheek, while her
husband got a fist pump. He handed her Christmas gift over to her.
      “Thank you for bringing her,” Faith spoke hugging Anita, a sentiment
shared by their other friends.
         “Fash would kill him if he didn’t bring her,” her husband joked.
         “I wouldn’t miss it for anything in the world,” Anita flashed a smile, lying
through her teeth.
         Faith shifted her attention to her gift. “What’s inside this thing?” 
         Anita watched as Faith opened the gift box Tolu gave her earlier.
         “Oh, it’s a bag!” Faith screamed, sounding genuinely surprised. 
         Anita was surprised to realise Tolu had given her a matching bag earlier
when he arrived at her place, but slightly different shade. She made a mental
note on when not to use the bag. The last person she wanted to share similar
accessories with was Faith.
      “Please, Faith, stop with the act. I’m tired of you and those bags,” Tolu
groaned. “You knew that if I didn’t buy you another bag, you would nag me
for the rest of the year.” 
        “Don’t be so petty now, my friend,” Faith replied giving him a ‘thank you’
hug.
      Anita watched with interest; the unlikely friendship between Tolu and
Faith always fascinated her.
     Shortly afterwards, Anita and Tolu began to meet and greet the other
guests at the party. And before she knew it, Tolu was gone from her side
again.
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         She was left in the company of other guests, mostly the wives. 
      It was a smooth blend of partying and networking, and she loved how
innovative the ladies were. She knew a few faces, and it was nice to meet new
people. The party wasn’t as bad as she thought. Soon, she could relax and
enjoy the party with the ladies. 
        She watched her companion from afar. Tolu was busy chatting away the
entire time. She wished he could come chat to her as well. She too could chat!
Or at least he could be left alone for a moment so she could find an excuse to
go talk to him. But it never happened. 
       Anita watched in despair. She couldn’t understand why that guy didn’t
want to be seen anywhere around her in public. 
       He was there, just cut off from her. But she knew he was watching her;
because she could feel his eyes drilling into her, and each time she looked
towards his direction, he was looking at her, stirring feelings in her. 
     After a while she was tired. Her ankles ached from the heels, and her
cheeks from nervous laughter. But her biggest frustration was the gap she
and Tolu had not been able to bridge. 
      Tolu had asked her to give him a sign if she wanted to leave; she didn’t
want to leave yet, but she wished she could give him a sign that she wanted
him to be with her. 
       She sat near the bar and watched him from afar. The pull between them
was still there. The old longing had returned. He was finally alone, with his
eyes fixed on her. 
       She thought about what was going on between them and it finally made
sense to her. All this while, she thought he cut her off, she couldn’t have been
more mistaken. He was simply protecting his heart. 
         A fresh wave of emotions flowed through her. 
       In a flash, she did what she should have done all along. She walked right
up to him. Tolu too got up immediately to meet her halfway.
         “Are you okay?” he asked.
         “Sure.” She caught her breath, laughing nervously.
         “You want to leave now?” 
         “No.” She replied with a drip of seduction. She noticed he was also trying
hard to keep it together. “I was enjoying the party. Then I saw you were
sitting alone, and I thought, ‘What a shame. Poor, lonely creature.’” 
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        Tolu laughed. It felt genuine. At that point of her desperation, she didn’t
mind flirting with him in public.
      “The poor, lonely creature is pleased.” Tolu caught her gaze again, and
held it for much longer. It was awkward at first, but she soon loved it. From
the corner of her eyes, Anita could see Faith and her husband rushing
straight to them, like they wanted to be part of the epic moment.
       She wished they could be left alone. Why wouldn’t they just let him be, she
wondered.
       Tolu reached out and held her hand, smashing her bottled-up emotions.
She watched as he wove his fingers in hers; playfully rubbing her knuckles. 
         He could not help it any further, or so it seemed. 
         And she was running crazy, or so it felt.
         “The FABs are coming,” she spoke. 
         “Does it bother you?” 
         “No, they are your friends.”
         “Yes. They’re friendly folks. They are good people, really.”
         “I know.”
     “My two-favourite people,” Faith reached them, dashing her signature
smile.
     “Thanks, Auntie, for the evening,” Anita spoke to Faith. Most people
referred to Faith as “Auntie”, or used some pet names, although everybody
called her Faith behind her back.
     “Who’s your Aunt? You’re allowed to call me Faith,” the older woman
responded.
     Anita smiled. She watched as the conversation continued between the
three friends; soon she became the stranger – Faith and the two men were
talking to one-another, and she was cut off from their discussion.
         Eventually, Tolu let go of her hand.
         And Anita was not having it.
         She decided to give them a story to chew on. She had to push back; it was
her evening, and Tolu was her date. 
      She slipped through the small group, and lounged unto Tolu, her male
companion. She slid her hands through and clutched onto his arm, leaning
on him, her breath steady.
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     “I’m sorry, but I have to interrupt your conversation,” Anita started,
keeping a bold façade, running her nails seductively along Tolu’s arm. “Tolu
and I have the entire evening planned. I have to take him with me now if you
don’t mind.” 
         She looked at their faces; Tolu looked puzzled and Babs looked annoyed.
Faith was also shocked by the push-back, but she quickly smoothed her
appearance. 
         “Of course, you can take him with you,” Faith replied, smiling. “We don’t
mind at all, Anita. Thank you so much for coming. Too bad you’re leaving
early.”
         “Apologies, Faith.” Tolu played along.
        “It’s okay, my friend. Do enjoy the rest of the evening. And thank you for
my new bag.”
         “Thanks, Faith, for having us, and for the lovely evening.” Anita added.
        “Anytime, my dear. And please come for the game night. Tolu will bring
you. I will love to have you in my corner. We ladies need to stick together. We
can be besties, don’t you think?”
     “Good luck with that, Anita.” Babs laughed. His earlier irritation had
softened as quickly as it came. “Let me warn you in advance, what my wife is
offering you is a nasty corner.” 
         They all laughed.
         “I will take my chance. Challenge accepted.” Anita winked. It was a small
victory, but she flaunted it.
      “We have to go now. The Madam has spoken,” Tolu added, leading her
away.
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         “What just happened?” Tolu asked, his heart beating out of his chest. 
         He held on to Anita as he led her to his hybrid SUV.
         Anita had broken through his defence, and she had done it brazenly. 
      She felt velvety on him; the last time he held onto her like that was the
night they met, right in front of her home. Although it happened only once,
he had spent the entire year reliving the experience. 
       He was finally brave enough to hold her again, and it did feel great. He
revelled in the feeling he had bottled up for way too long.
        He and Anita sure did not have anything planned for the evening; it was
even a miracle that she allowed him to take her out. And he could not
remember any conversation with Faith or Babs about a game night. He was
sure the two ladies made those things up; Faith was not the type to cower.
        The only logical thing that was lined up for the evening was to take Anita
back to her home. Period.
         Only he didn’t want to. 
         He would hold on to her for as long as possible.
      “Theoretically, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but did you see
their faces?” Anita laughed as she helped herself into the car, pulling down
what was left of his self-control.
        “Anita Ossai,” he called out the name ringing inside his head. He was in
love, and he wasn’t going to deny it.
         “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you out there,” she added.
       “No. I loved it actually. Now Faith has something juicy to gossip about,”
he chuckled.
         Anita laughed back. “It’s nice to be alone, finally.”

chapter 30

179



     “Absolutely.” He replied, a sense of satisfaction spreading through his
chest, and a contented smile on his face. He slipped his fingers through hers
briefly as she settled in the vehicle. 
      He could turn around the corner and take Anita to his home, but that
would not be acceptable. 
         Or he could take her somewhere fun for the evening.
         “Now what?” Anita asked. Clearly, she had no plans for the evening.
         “I have a few options.” He began to scroll his iPad frantically through the
‘local exclusive connexion’ that signed him up a few years earlier, searching for a
suitable place he could take her. He’d already marked a few of events as
‘interested’ during his boring wait. 
     He chose a Christian jazz band having an outdoor campfire gig that
evening. He’d been there a few times previously and he liked it. 
         He thought Anita might like it too. 
         “I think I found just the right place for us to go. You’ll love it, I promise.”
He spoke.
         “I can’t wait.”
         He changed his interest to ‘attending’ and in minutes he drove there with
his newfound interest. 
 
 

         Leaning on his vehicle, out on a pleasant harmattan evening, listening to
good music, a beautiful scenery, with the woman he loved sweetly tucked in
his embraced was happiest place Tolu had been in a long time. 
         He was not willing to fight it, he would not think about the past, or about
the future, or other ‘what ifs’. 
        He was happy, he was satisfied, and he decided to keep it that way.
      Thankfully, Anita had also chosen not to be chatty, and she did not pull
away from his embrace. Instead, she held on to him as well, and he loved the
way she playfully tickled his back, on and off. 
         Their conversations were short and sweet. 
        They already ordered their shared platter of  barbecued gizzard, calamari
rings, mushroom on toast, and grilled wings. While they waited, they drank
their sodas right out of the bottles; Anita was officially in his inner circle.
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      “I love this place. I didn’t know places like this existed,” she said. “The
music, the scenery … everything is just on point.”
     “I told you you’d love it. I like coming here too. I can bring you back
sometime again if you wish. They have live music every now and again.”
         “Aww. I’d love that.” 
         “Anywhere with you is beautiful, really.” He was relentless. 
         “I’m flattered.” 
         Tolu was in for flattery. He had a mission, and he had a small window to
execute it. “So, you’re in? I’m taking you out tomorrow. You can block out the
whole day for me. We can go shopping, or sightseeing.” 
         “Oh, yeah? Just us?” Anita sounded fascinated.
       “Yeah. I’m serious. Just us. And on Wednesday, we can go for the game
night.” Or whatever game Faith is playing.
      “I guess I can not back out now,” her voice lowered into a whisper, her
breath unsteady.
         “No, Sugar, you can’t.” He winked. “And on Thursday –”
         “That’s the New Year’s Eve,” Anita pointed out. 
         “Yeah, you’re right. You’ve got plans?” He let out a ragged breath, his lips
grazing hers. He’d stepped out of his boundaries, no doubt, and he was busy
dragging the pastor with him.
         “Nope.” She leaned closer, tucking her hands behind him. 
       “You’re hungry now?” They should go get their food; they could use that
distraction.
         “It depends on what’s on the menu.” Anita did not move an inch; she held
his gaze, the desire on her face pleading for more. Her breathe was hot on
his, and unsteady. She ran her one free hand along the outline of his face.
“I’ve got a tall glass of water here. I think I’m fine.”
     Tolu swallowed hard; Anita didn’t come to play either. “You want to
dance?” He held her closer. He wanted her so much, he was losing control.
        “I don’t know. I don’t know how.” There was certain seduction dripping
in her words.
         “Just follow my lead.”
        They were in their little bubble, out under the beautiful sky, oblivious to
what could be going on around them. 
         Tolu knew he had fallen too hard, he thought he was going to burst. 
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        Leaning over, he kissed her. It was short but sweet, and long enough to
melt him.
    The tenderness on Anita’s face matched the fierceness on his. She
trembled, letting out a soft moan; her hands digging tightly into him.
         Her response surprised him, but kissing her surprised him too. 
         Things were going faster than he could control, they needed to be alone.
      Without a word, he walked slowly towards his vehicle, taking the back
seat, and with one short pull, he urged her to come. When Anita came in to
join him, he knew he wasn’t the only one willing to cross the line. 
        He’d always thought making out in the vehicle was juvenile, but maybe it
was, and never in his life could he have thought he would revert to that in his
early forties. But there they were, making out. 
         He wanted her, and the feeling was mutual.
     With the moral compass thus broken, Tolu took full advantage of the
situation without holding back, digging into all the crevices of her body. He
thought Anita would stop him at some point, but she didn’t. 
         She was just as smitten as he was. 
         She looked so beautiful. She smelled so good. She tasted so sweet.
         And she wanted him so much.
         In one swift move, he pulled off his shirt.
      Watching Anita melt under the strength of his ripped muscles and the
tenderness of his hands triggered in him an insatiable hunger for her. Every
part of him burned as well. She was so good; claiming his body as fiercely as
he was claiming hers.
         If she was still following his lead, she must be a fast learner.
         ‘How can something be so wrong, but feel so good?’ He wondered.
        “I love you, Baby. I love you, so much. Maybe a little too much.” He said
to her, trying to draw in air. They were both drenched in sweat, even though
the air conditioner was on.
       Anita shivered. “Is this the part where I say, ‘I love you too’?” she asked,
moaning heavily. “I don’t know.”
         He could see she was conflicted. He was too. 
         “One day at a time, Honey.”
       “I don’t have all that time,” she managed to say just before crashing onto
him, tightening herself on him, moaning out loud.
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         He held her as her body shook uncontrollably on his.
         He held her gaze, but neither spoke, like they were both trying to process
what just happened, the only sound being their heaving breaths, and the
music that played in the background.
         “Oh!” Anita eventually spoke, looking aside.
     Tolu turned her face back to him. He needed to know what she was
thinking. 
       Thank goodness! She wasn’t angry. She wasn’t pulling away either. She
was simply curled unto him, breathing heavily. Tolu held her close.
    After what seemed like forever, he took her back home, both still
speechless. The evening  had taken a completely different turn from what he
anticipated, and he was not the only culprit.
         “I’ll miss you.” He could hardly breathe, his lips burning. He had to leave,
but he couldn’t. 
         His sweet Anita! 
        All he wanted was to have her back, take her home, and spend the night
with her. But he knew that was not going to happen. 
         “I’ll think about you, about us, all night,” he said instead.
         “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Anita replied, looking away.
      He drove out of the remote-controlled gate. He would definitely think
about her all night. And he would soon be back for more.
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       Anita was ready for the much anticipated game night. She found out it
was chess which she sucked at, but she looked forward to it all the same. 
         Well, she didn’t care about the game, and she struggled to get along with
Faith. But she loved the FAB’s beautiful home, and anywhere with Tolu was
perfect.
       She was getting too involved; but she couldn’t stop now. She still didn’t
know what possessed her – or Tolulope Harry for that matter – on Monday
night. Well, truth be told, she started it, latching on to him like they were
newlyweds. 
        She had hoped for a response from him, but she hadn’t expected Tolu to
take her that far.
          The kiss, the seduction, the making out, well, that was a crime. 
         However, what happened afterwards, she didn’t know how to classify it,
like a gush of ticklish adrenaline washing all over her. 
        She had allowed Tolu to explore all the unholy places within her body.
She had felt too helpless stopping him. And then, while they were trying to
catch their breaths and perhaps have a conversation, suddenly she didn’t
know what happened to her anymore – a release of her pent-up energy, and
it felt too good. 
        Tolu had been married before; he probably knew what to do to excite her
that much, she reasoned. 
       It’d been two days and she still hadn’t recovered. She could still feel the
pressure all over her; her lips burned, so did her chest. And thighs.
        They were both completely out of line. It was a sin. But of course, all she
ever did with Tolu was sin.
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         As wrong as it was, she didn’t regret it. 
       A little part of her wanted to experiment; to know what it felt like to be
held so closely by a man, it wasn’t a surprise she fell for it recklessly when she
found a worthy accomplice. 
      She wanted it, she asked for it, only that she got more than what she
bargained for.
         Tolu blew her expectations. He was more than a match.
       Thankfully, by the time Tolu returned to her home the following day to
pick her up for their shopping, they had both sobered. A bit. 
        And thankfully, neither of them mentioned what happened the previous
night. Tolu even came with another vehicle, settling for the silver Jaguar he
used the most, like they were drowning the event of the previous night, and
leaving it behind.
         He took her shopping, they also had dinner out. 
      Everybody knew Tolu was great with gifts, and generous too. Well, she
wasn’t complaining. She knew she had become his object of affection, and
getting spoilt by the gentleman for an entire day of her life was more than a
vacation for her.
         However, by evening, they were back at the zone. 
        “It’s our little vacation romance,” Tolu told her before he left the previous
night, like he was justifying the unjustifiable.
       “Hmmm, I love the sound of that,” she responded, like she couldn’t use
her brain where Tolu was concerned.
         That left her both excited, and scared. 
       It bothered her that Tolu always spoke to his friend Fash about visiting
her, right in her presence. 
         “Hey Fash, it’s her friend’s birthday and I’m helping her.”
         “I brought her to Faith’s Christmas party.” 
     “We’re out shopping, and Faith wants her to come for a game night
tomorrow.”
         Anita wondered if Fisayo was too trusting or plain stupid. 
       And she tried to imagine how she would survive when Fisayo returned,
and she and Tolu were forced to part ways again. She blocked the thought.
       She selected her ensemble from the new items they bought the previous
day. It was her most expensive look ever.
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        For the life of hers, she would never spend so much on just one piece of
cocktail dress, or on a skirt. Or on a pair of shoes. Or anything they bought
the previous day, for that matter. But if Tolu paid for it, she could as well give
him some dividends of his investment.
         She tried to imagine how Fisayo would feel if he ever found out what she
and his friend are truly doing, and that she had been a willing accomplice. 
         He’s never going to find out. 
         With any luck, she and Tolu would be extending their common sense like
they did for the most part of the previous day and act like true Believers.
       “Dear Jesus, I’m sorry.” Her heart was broken as she prayed. She closed
her eyes and gently rubbed her jawlines, hoping to relax a bit. Then she
fumbled with her engagement ring and thought about how much she had
disrespected it.
         “I don’t know how to handle how I’m feeling; I don’t know who to talk to,
and I don’t know what to do,” she continued praying. “For more than ten
years, I prayed for the right man. But nobody came. Now, what’s going on?
Do I look prettier? Do I dress funkier? What did I ever do to gain this guy’s
attention? And he wouldn’t let go.”
         There was no answer.
      Of course, it wasn’t because she dressed better or looked prettier. She
discovered Tolu had a certain taste she could only aspire to. And it had
nothing to do with business suit. So, it must be something else. 
         Maybe he truly fell in love. 
         She took a quick glance at her future. Fisayo had come up with tentative
wedding dates. 
       As much as she would loved it, she doubted Tolu would ever commit to
marrying her. It was all about feelings, the whirlwind chemistry, something
fickle, like a ‘vacation romance’. 
         She needed more than that.
         However, when Tolu arrived, whatever resolve she had left disappeared. 
       She loved how Tolu could drive her senseless by simple acts like a touch.
And Tolu could hardly take his hands off her. 
       He leaned over and kissed her like it was the most natural thing to do.
That was another experience, and she did not kick against it.
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     “I’ll take you to my house on New Year’s Eve. Will that be fine?” His
intentions were thinly veiled.
       Anita’s heart ran wild, with alarms going off on her head. She’d heard it
was nice, but for some strange reasons unknown to her, Fisayo never took
her there. She worried for her public integrity. And his. But they would deal
with that when they got there. 
         “I’d rather be with you, than anywhere else.”

 

         “What the hell are you doing, man?” Babs was serious. And furious.
         Tolu and Babs finally managed to get the ladies out of the way – that was
after the said ladies won the chess game by crook. 
    Tolu soon realised “game night” was just a smokescreen. There was
something else beneath the surface, and whatever it was, Faith and Babs did
not agree on it.
         “Doing about what?” He asked. He didn’t like how Babs was scolding him
like a disobedient child. 
        “Don’t play dumb with me, my friend! What are you doing with her? With
the Pastor? Anita? Tolu, she’s Fash’s girlfriend.”
         “Nothing.” His guilty conscience was killing him. Not Babs too!
         “Nothing?” Babs laughed with sarcasm. “Seriously, Tolu, did you just say
‘nothing’? This doesn’t look like ‘nothing’ to me. You know you have a plan, if
I didn’t know you so well, I’d say you’re trying to get to her warm your bed.
But both of us know you’re aggressively trying to get her.”
         “And?” Tolu chuckled nervously, but he denied nothing. He couldn’t hide
from his friend of many years who had also become his accountability
partner. 
         “I know you love her, but –”
         “What are you not saying?”
     “Your timing is wrong, Mr Harry. You are too late. They are getting
married. Fash called to share the news with me this morning, they are
looking at sometime early in the year. Late Feb, or early March.”
       “Well, that’s news.” Tolu was surprised Fash bypassed him. Anita didn’t
mention that either.
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        “Yeah. I can see she’d fallen for your charms; you’re spoiling her – don’t
deny it – in ways you knew Fash wouldn’t spend, and she’s enjoying the
companionship and the attention she’s getting from you. But I want this
madness to stop. Right away! Secondly, once they get married, if they do get
married, you have to promise to stay far away from their marriage. I will
fight you if you dare interfere. Let them live their lives, grow their love, while
you, my friend, focus on yours.”
         “If this is about Monday night –”
        “Yeah, about that. What happened on Monday night?” Babs was curious
and serious. “What happened on Monday night? She said you guys had
plans.” Then he paused and gasped. “Oh my God! Tolu, did you sleep with
her? Don’t tell me you slept with her.” 
         “No, I did not.”
        “Don’t you lie to me, man, because I swear to God, I’d personally kill you
if you did that.”
        “No, I did not.” Tolu insisted. “Something did happen, I’m not denying,
we got a bit carried away, but that was all.” 
         Tolu did not pretend, and he wasn’t going to deny anything, not when he
still felt so strongly about her. She could have climaxed on him, which
surprised him, but that was not the question. He did not sleep with her.
         And he honestly was not ready to let go of her.
         “Man, this is a disaster.”
      “I know. I totally accept my fate in all these.” Tolu agreed his time for
fooling around was over; the earlier he faced reality, the better. 
         “You’re setting yourself up for a major heartbreak,” Babs added.
        “I don’t mind. I’ll live with it. I’m just making memories,” he stammered.
“I’m not going to do anything stupid; I promise. And I’ll stay away. Soon.” 
      “I watched both of you at Faith’s party, and Oh my! it bothered me. The
same thing today. You are not even hiding it anymore.”
       Tolu smiled nervously, rubbing his forehead. Getting all loved up with
Anita right in front of Babs wasn’t particularly a smart thing to do. “It’s … it’s
just because I’m with you. I won’t try that anywhere else,” he lied through his
teeth.
       “Look, there are too many things are at stake right now.” Babs swore at
him. “I don’t care about  what you feel about her.  I care about protecting her. 
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And Fash. Fash has invested so much into that relationship. I will not allow
you to mess it up, alright?”
         “I appreciate this is coming from a friend.”
       Babs calmed down a little bit, giving Tolu some time to recover from the
attack. Babs didn’t approve; well, if he were in his shoes, he too would not let
Babs do something stupid like that.
        “You see, Faith and I are not great at the moment. She came up with this
ridiculous game night because on Monday, Anita shocked us, you know, how
both of you cuddled together and how she yanked you away from us. Faith
felt that Anita was finally ready to be with you. You know she’d been rooting
for you and Anita to be together, right from the start. She never really
believed Anita should be with Fisayo. I agree with her; you make a great
couple. She wanted both of you to come today so she could facilitate it.” 
         “Typical Faith! This is meant to be a set up?” 
         “As good as they come. Not my idea.”
         “God, she’s good.”
       “Wish me luck, I live with her every day,” Babs replied, and continued.
“But this news from Fash shook her a little because I told her it was over. She
knew she couldn’t pull any more strings and she was not happy about that.
She made a big fuss out of it.”
         “No wonder she was grumpy, and she won by crook.”
         The men laughed.
         The ladies soon emerged; Tolu noticed Faith looked drained. 
         Faith reached out to him and hugged him, dragging him aside. 
        “She’s in love with you,” she whispered to his ears, “and she’s miserable.
Babs doesn’t want me to interfere, but I have to do something. Please don’t
let her go. I chatted to her; she wants you to take the lead. Show her what
you’ve got.”
         “I’m trying, Faith. Thank you.” 
      Tolu smiled sadly; he was always fascinated because Babs was the only
man who could control Faith. The fire in Babs’ face told him Babs didn’t allow
her to win this time around. 
       One thing was clear to him. He was going to do something stupid. The
clock was ticking.
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        Anita could sense the game night didn’t go too well even though she and
Faith won; Faith was drained, Babs was spitting fire as usual, and Tolu
looked sad. 
         And she? Well, she couldn’t stop the emotions tearing her apart. 
        She was exploding from keeping the secret from people; not like she had
anybody to talk to about it anyway. She ended up confessing to Faith how she
truly felt about Tolu; Faith just wouldn’t take a ‘no’ for an answer. 
     Faith was calming and non-judgmental as she created a hypothetical
model of Anita Ossai and Tolulope Harry. And Anita had confessed how
heads over heels in love she was with him. 
       Well, that was what Anita Ossai was going to tell Tolulope Harry in the
alternative universe if there were no restrictions and they had the freedom to
be honest with their feelings.
       By the time they returned to the men, she noticed the tension had only
grown worse, and the irritation on Bab’s face had returned.
        She and Tolu left almost immediately.
        The drive home was painful, with Tolu lost in thoughts.
        “You look sad,” she told him as they drove back to her house.
        “It’s nothing,” he replied after a long pause. 
        He was still sad when they got to her home.
      “Tolu, you know, you’re not a good actor. So, I know something is up. If
there’s anything I can do to cheer you,” she offered.
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       “There’s something, really. Since you’re coming to my house tomorrow,
I’m wondering if you can come with a few clothing and supplies, you know,
things you would need for a few days. You can spend a day or two with me at
my side of the pond. The whole weekend, maybe. I have many rooms, and I
promise to be a gentleman. I won’t push you to do anything you don’t want to
do with me.” He spoke with his eyes focused squarely on hers.
        Anita knew that was a temptation she must resist, and that they couldn’t
be trusted together. 
        She could see that his intentions were thinly veiled; even she didn’t know
what she wouldn’t want to do with him. She could see he was open to the
possibilities as well. But she accepted all the same, if only that would cheer
him. 
         It didn’t. 
        “Whatever is bothering you, well, it’s killing me. Say it.” She took a step
closer into his waiting embrace, searching his face.
      He exhaled and looked into her eyes. “Well, I guess this, whatever it is
between us, it’s finally rounding up. Some people are not happy about it. But
I don’t want it to end. I don’t know what I’d be doing without you.” 
         “Oh.” She suspected all along that Babs did not approve. She wondered if
Babs would rat them out.
        “They said we needed to face the reality, you and I,” he said, hinting her
that he and Babs had talked about them, and he didn’t like the conversation.
         “Oh, really?”
    “Yeah. They said we needed to face reality,” he continued, “before
somebody gets badly hurt. But the only reality I need right now is you,” he
added, right before locking his lips on hers. 
       She realised he was a victim like herself, drawn to her just like she was
drawn to him.
         She held on more closely. She was terrified that Tolu would leave and not
come back. And she would be back to where she was a year ago. Well, that
was inevitable. 
        For the first time, she realised she did not want it to end either. She was
beginning to consider calling off her engagement to be with the man she
loved, just like she confessed to Faith earlier. 
         “Please, don’t leave me,” she replied through her breath.
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        “Lead us not into temptation,”  Anita prayed as she laid on her bed later
that evening. 
     Anita couldn’t sleep, her heart racing wildly. Much as she tried, she
couldn’t get her mind away from a certain man she shouldn’t be thinking
about. 
         Moving in with Tolu, even if it were for one day, would only seal her fate.
She closed her eyes savouring the moment and wondering how his home
looked like. She knew she could still decline, but the weekend box on her
dresser proved otherwise.
         She had already tossed a few clothing inside it. 
      Her shopping bags from her recent shopping with Tolu were still there,
still unpacked for the most part – some on the floor and some others on the
dresser. She was still admiring them. 
    She would pick a few items from those for her weekend away, and
hopefully when she returned from Tolu’s place, she would start unpacking.
         She wanted to be with him, at least through the first weekend of the new
year, and perhaps return by Sunday. Afterwards, she would decide whom she
wanted to be with.
         She let her mind linger more. Every scenario ended the same way. And it
didn’t matter how many rooms Tolu had in his house. He had called her his
‘partner-in-sin’ earlier before he left. Well, that was true.
         Why am I even thinking of  Tolulope like this? She scolded herself.
         Everything felt so wrong.
         “What happened to me?” she spoke out loud. 
      The Anita she knew would never ever consider doing anything she had
done with this man in the past couple of days. Even the past year had been a
struggle. She knew she wasn’t that kind of person. She was a Christian, a
shining light, a leader, and a Pastor. But Tolu had managed to bring the
worst out of her.
       And in fairness, the man Tolulope Harry she knew in the past one year,
despite the undercurrent of emotions between them, was not that kind of
person either. He was reserved and focused, he was also a person of action,
who also took his faith and ministry seriously. 
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         And literally all his friends looked up to him and accorded him that level
of respect.
        So, why couldn’t they bring that sanity into their relationship with each
other? Why were they always in that whirlwind situation that always
escalated beyond their control and they were always unable to stop or help
themselves?
      Anita decided to have that conversation with him the next day before
leaving for his place.
       She eventually fell into a restless sleep – and even in her dream, he was
there waiting for her.
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         Tolu had not expected any confrontation from Anita. 
       It was the New Year’s Eve; he arrived early, tried to appear calm, and be
himself. 
       He had the evening planned. He would visit Anita, take her to his home,
and they could cross into the New Year together, just two of them. And
unless she changed her mind – which he felt she would probably do – he
would have her with him for the entire weekend, which was more than a
bargain for him. 
         Then that would be it.
         She had told him that since she was supposed to be vacationing overseas,
she wasn’t on duty in church for that night, so she didn’t have to be in
church. But she mentioned joining the live streaming of the “cross-over
worship” at Believers Assembly and he felt they could do that together. 
      He had made a few ground rules for himself as well and he decided he
must be responsible; besides, he had promised her to be a gentleman, even
though deep down, he could see many possibilities. His housekeeper had
already prepared a room for Anita at his home before she and her husband
left for the New Year festivities.
       He knew he had stepped out of line with Anita, more than once, literally
all the time, and he had dragged her along, but they could still fix it. He
couldn’t afford to do any further damage to both their reputations, and to
whatever was left of their right standing with God.
        Fash would be back during the week anyway, which meant his whirlwind
holiday romance with Anita would have to come to an abrupt halt.
         However, when arrived at Anita’s place, everything changed. 
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         He had underestimated that Anita might go a bit over the top to impress
him, seduce him even, or that she would be wearing an evening dress that
left little to the imagination. 
        She covered it with a flimsy kimono, and she looked classy enough, but
he couldn’t be fooled.
         He knew it because he bought the dress for her; he could still remember
how he felt when Anita first wore it at the shop.
        Anita had debated dropping it claiming it wasn’t a ‘pastor material’, and
that it would be a waste of fortune because she would never have a place to
wear it to. He had asked her to at least try it on, and he had further
encouraged her to pick it, reminding her she would soon get married, so it
would be useful anyway. 
         ‘Yeah. Right. It’s useful already.’ Tolu shook his head.
        “Why are you punishing me like this, Anita,” he whispered. The feelings
he was trying hard to drown came back to him in full force, overwhelming
him. All he wanted to do was to have a better view of her. 
         He found his match; he was unrelenting, and Anita was insatiable. 
        He debated whether he should ask her to take off the see-through jacket,
or he could do it by himself – it was held loosely, so it shouldn’t be hard. 
      He couldn’t accuse Anita of seduction; she was a church girl before he
corrupted her. He blamed himself. 
      And he couldn’t deal with Anita suddenly going ‘pastor-mode’ on him –
because she wanted them to talk first, and he wasn’t interested in any talk. 
       He reached out and pulled her to himself before he could stop himself,
breaking his own ground rules. He pressed his lips against hers, his hand
gently caressing her back. 
         “We need to talk please.” Anita tried to pull his hands away.
        “You can not come all the way for me like this, and suddenly you want to
talk. It’s not fair, Anita.” He meant every word. 
        “I know, but following yesterday, I realised we really needed to talk about
a few things, I mean, like having like an honest conversation,” she started,
letting out a soft moan. She stopped pushing him away.
         “This is bad, very bad, unbelievably bad,” he whispered. “Can’t it wait?”
       He was not ready for any casual talk. The room got hotter and smaller,
and he could not concentrate. 
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        He reached out to take off the flimsy cover, but she held his hands again,
slipping her fingers through his instead.
        Anita sure knew what she was doing. He tried to listen, but he could not
hear a thing she said. She had so many questions to ask her about them and
he wished she could just get to the point.
         “You are torturing me, Anita,” he blurted in desperation.
         “How am I torturing you?”
         “Are you cancelling tonight?” There was desperation in his tone. “We can
always reschedule. It doesn’t have to be now. You don’t have to come to my
house. We can just stay here and view the live streaming of your church here
and I’ll come back tomorrow, or –”
         “You are not listening to me, Mr Harry.”
        “No, I’m not. You’re distracting me, I can’t hear a thing you are saying.”
She wanted an honest discussion, and right now, he could be honest.
         “I just want us to define what we are doing,” she asked in a painful tone. 
        It was an uncomfortable discussion for her, he could see, but necessary.
So, he listened.
      “I like being with you, hanging out with you, visiting mutual friends, I
love it. I love the shopping, eat outs, and basically everything about you.”
        ‘Will you just get to the point?’ Tolu’s mind kept reeling. Anita should just
get to the point where she didn’t want to see him again. 
      He knew his little expedition with the female pastor would finally hurt
him; he was playing with fire, he would be burnt. Only he hadn’t expected it
would come so early. No, it was too early, and he was not ready to let go, not
yet.
         “All was nice, and fun, and harmless, until we started stepping out of the
boundaries,” she continued, lips trembling. “ Don’t get me wrong, I loved it. I
loved every bit of it. I wanted it. I could kiss you again right now. So, I’m not
blaming you. I just need to know what’s going on between us. From your
perspective.”
         “Please Anita, just tell me you don’t want to be with me, and I will respect
that.” 
          Couldn’t she see that he was drowning here?
         Anita shook her head. 
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     “No, Tolu. You can’t get off the hook so easily. Not this time. I need
answers. You cannot say you love me today, and the next day you just
disappear, or you’re playing chess. Tolu, no, you cannot treat a person like
that.”
          Tolu realised she wasn’t joking. She was desperate, for certain answers.
      “You did it before. Remember?” she continued. “You remember, right?
Don’t tell me you forgot. The very first day we met. Things moved quickly,
and then you told me you loved me. And the very next day you disappeared.
You stopped talking to me. You ignored me completely. For a whole year. I
was confused, wondering what I did that was so bad. I agreed to be with
someone else. And you watched me through it all without saying a word.
Now you are back. What do you want?”
         By now, her eyes were tearing up, and he couldn’t handle that.
         “Please Anita, don’t. Baby, please. I’m sorry. I thought –”
         “You thought what?”
         “I never stopped loving you, Anita. That’s all you need to know.”
      “Then why did you leave? Why did you not stick to your commitment?
Love is a commitment, especially when you knew I loved you back. I was
literally begging you to be with me.”
         Tolu didn’t want to have this discussion, but he didn’t have a choice right
now. He was filled with regret. He held her close, glad she allowed herself to
lean on him.
        “It was a difficult decision, but I had to do it for my friend. I gambled. I
lost. I regret it. I’m trying to live with it.”
       “No. What friend would tell you something that crazy? And why would
you listen to them? I settled, Tolu, I settled for a good man, who does not
deserve what I’m doing to him right now. And I do not deserve to be treated
the way you did.”
          “I thought we could get over it easily. We met only once, and I thought it
was too little to make any difference. So, I listened to him when he told me to
back off.” He rubbed her back gently.
         “Who? Fash? Fisayo told you to leave me? And you listened to him?” 
          He could only shrug. “You guys were dating, and I didn’t know.”
         “No, we were not.”
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       “I’m deeply sorry. He told me you guys were dating, that I should back
off. And that was it.” He truly was sorry, especially for ratting out his friend
like that. “It was a wrong decision; I see it now. I regretted it a million times
over.”
       Tolu watched her pull away and turn her back to him. He was sorry he
hurt her. “I’m sorry”, he said again.
        “Sorry doesn’t even begin to explain it.” When she turned around again,
he could see she was crying, and she wouldn’t let him touch her. “You
watched me suffer in silence. What right do you have, both of you, to make
any decision about me? I’m sure that at thirty-eight, I was well able to make a
decision of whom I wanted to be with, but no, you guys knew better than me,
about me.”
        “Is this a goodbye?” Tolu wanted to know where he stood. It was obvious
now that she wouldn’t be coming with him to his house anymore in the
foreseeable future – the vacation romance was over, and his suffering had
commenced – but at least he needed to know.
         She did not respond, she just stood there in disappointment. 
         She finally spoke. “Every time, I wondered, ‘What did I do to him?’ ‘Did I
chase him?’ ‘Was I imagining things?’ ‘Why wouldn’t he even talk to me?’ Not
knowing that you and your friend were making decisions about me. He told
me nasty lies about you, were those part of the deal too? And now you’re
cheating. Why do you guys gossip about us ladies like this? Jeez, this is so
messed up!” 
        Tolu felt the guilt. Yes, he was cheating, with Fash’s girlfriend. But Fash
stole her from him in the first place, he argued with himself.
         “I loved you. Tolu Harry,” she continued. “I loved you so much. But when
you abandoned me, I thought it was over. Until now. And now, I don’t know
what to do. I don’t know if you want me. I don’t know if this is a game to you.
You made me happy, you also changed me in a bad way. But I don’t care. I
don’t care anymore. I just want to know how you feel about me, what you
think about me, about us.”
          That was all Tolu needed to know. 
       It was a bit of hope, but it was something. She loved him, and she still
did. The hesitation on her face told him she couldn’t break free from him, at
least not right away.
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        “I don’t know what I can say or do, to make you change your mind and be
with me,” Tolu started. “And to answer your questions: I love you. This is not
a game. And I’d stay with you forever if you’d give me the chance.” 
      He wiped her tears and began to kiss her, from her face down her neck.
He went for her shoulder too, and her collar bones, and yes, he wanted more.
        She relaxed in his hands; her breath slowed. 
     He could feel her hands move playfully on his sides unto his back. The
intensity picked up in minutes; she was following his lead, but the pace soon
matched his.
        “May I?” he asked, his hands reaching beneath the loosely held cover. 
         She smiled weakly.
       He finally got the chance, and the courage to do what he’d wanted to do
since he arrived – take off the flimsy covering from Anita so he could see
what she was wearing. And if possible, every other thing.
        “Oh my God!” he whispered, his arousal taking over his reasoning. “Babe,
is this for me? You have a great body; but you cover it all the time. God knows
I would lick you from head to toe right now.”
        He was not kidding. He hadn’t planned to talk dirty, but all his intentions
right there were dirty. Not one of them was honourable. 
         And he just went for it. 
     In minutes, his shirt too was gone, and undershirt, exposing his bare
chest. And he didn’t even do that. He sure had underestimated this woman.      
        Right there, he knew he had reached a point of no-return. 
        He scooped her off her feet.
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         Tolu waited for a long time in the en-suite adjoining Anita’s bedroom. 
     He smoothed out his clothing while staring at the man in the mirror,
wondering why he chose the destructive path. 
        “You’re such a hypocrite!” His reflection told him.
       He had devoted years of his life raising and mentoring young people and
teaching them to stay pure and holy. Oftentimes, his outreaches spanned
beyond Christian groups, so he found himself not just teaching the value of
abstinence, but also healthy monogamous relationships and the use of
barrier protection. He had made his son, and literally all his son’s friends,
regardless of their gender, to sign up for abstinence and wear the abstinence
wristband. 
        He was passionate about the gospel that he preached. 
        However, when he was tested on his own sermon, he failed, woefully.
        “I loved her, but I agree I didn’t have to do it this way,” he explained to his
reflection. 
    “Yeah, right.” His reflection was his most brutal critic. “It was first
harmless, but we both knew it was a steep downward path from the outset.”
    Passages from the scriptures assaulted his brain. His reflection was
preaching to him.
     “Temptations. God never tempts anyone. Temptations come from our
desires, which entice us and lure us away. These desires give birth to sinful
actions. And when sin is allowed to grow, it gives birth to death. James
chapter one.” It quoted scripture verses from the book of James.
        “I know.” Tolu closed his eyes, blocking out the thoughts.
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        The memory of the evening came flooding his mind. 
       He came to take Anita out to his house. They got into a conversation that
temporarily disabled his reasoning, and they both took their rendezvous to
another level. He didn’t know what stopped him, but in the heat of the
passion, he paused to ask her the stupidest question of his entire life, a
question that changed the evening. 
        “Are you sure this is what you want?” he asked through a ragged breath. 
        “No,” she replied faintly, her fingers digging into him. 
        “What?” he whispered, pulling away.
        It was not a convincing ‘no’, but he was not ready to add rape to his list of
atrocities.
     He always taught young people, “A lady has the right to withdraw her
consent at any point. And you must respect that, no matter what.” 
        Thankfully, he followed his own teaching, and it was a bitter pill.
    He stayed a bit longer than necessary in Anita’s en-suite, mainly for
himself to calm down, and hoping he could also give Anita enough time to
clean up too. 
       The last time he checked, the little pretty dress she wore that caused the
trouble was lying somewhere on the floor. 
        Images of her filled his brain; his senses were still raw. He knew it would
take long for him to clean up his memories.

 
       By the time Tolu emerged back in the room, Anita was exactly where he
left her.
       She was propped up on her bed with her head on her knees, still unclad,
but she had pulled the sheets to cover the most parts.
         She was crying.
        He thought of ways he could comfort her; he couldn’t stand the tears, but
Anita had pushed him away earlier, he didn’t know what to do. He looked
around for anything; her shopping bags from their recent trip to the shops
were still lying everywhere. 
      And there was a box opened on her dresser. Tolu realised Anita indeed
planned to come home with him.
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       He searched the box and found a petite silk robe. It was also a new one,
because it still had its shop’s price tag on. 
         He wondered how he would resist her if she wore that robe in his house.
It was obvious that their relationship was heading for a real disaster, only
that he wished it could at least be later rather than sooner.
         He used the robe to cover her, sitting next to her, with the robe being the
only barrier between his hand and her back. She didn’t flinch, but she was
still shaking from the tears.
       “It wasn’t your fault; I take full responsibility.” He gently massaged her
back like he couldn’t help himself.
       She finally lifted her face to look at him. He saw a mix of emotions too
difficult to interpret. He looked away so he could allow her time to put on her
robe without his peering eyes.
         “Tolu, that should make me happy, right?” She finally spoke through the
sniffing. “How did we get here? We thought we were above temptations, isn’t
it?”
       “Give yourself some credit. You stopped us before we could do further
damage.”
     “Don’t you get it? Everything was wrong. None of these should have
happened. We can’t seem to get it right, you and I, can we? No. There’s no
point trying.” There was finality in her tone.
          “Are you breaking up with me?”
        “There was no ‘us’ to begin with. We never started, so there’s nothing to
break up.”
        “I love you and you love me. Surely, that counts for something. I’m sure
we can work something out.” Tolu was grasping at the straws at this point.
      “Tolu, can’t you see? Love is not enough. I’m getting married. To your
friend. There’s no way we can be together.”
         “There has to be a way.”
        “No. None. Even if there is a way, how do you expect us to live with that
betrayal?”
         “We can relocate.”
         “Please stop.”
         “So, this is goodbye?”
         “I’m afraid it is. I’m sorry Tolu, but this is over. You’re a good person. I’m
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sure you will fall in love again. You will find someone you love, someone who
loves you desperately, someone you won’t have to live in sin or betrayal
before you can be with, and you’ll be happy together. I’m sure of that, but
that person is not me.” 
         By now, she was bawling.
       Tolu knew it was time up for him. “Anita, I found that person already. I
found you. Give me a chance to make this right. Please. I’m here, waiting.”
        “Don’t wait for me please. And please stay away from us. I can’t have you
around. You know that by now.”
       Tolu got up from the bed and stepped back a little, his heart torn apart.
She meant it. He knew he would be hurt; he just didn’t think the pain would
be so much.
       Anita rose up, clutching to her robe like it offers real protection. “Would
you please not tell Fisayo any of these? Would you please not mention
anything to him about us? Please?”
      Tolu looked at her. She could wear anything, and it would still stir the
forbidden feeling in him.
        He swallowed hard. “This will be our little secret. I will not blackmail you.
I will not do anything stupid. I promise. You can safely trust me.”
         “Thank you.”
        She kept looking at the shopping bags and boxes on the floor, Tolu didn’t
know what she was thinking until she started voicing her concerns. 
         “I’ll gladly return them,” she finally spoke.
        “Why would I want to have anything back? They’re all yours, enjoy them.”
The pain on his chest was unbearable. He couldn’t believe he lost her again.
        Bells chimed from a distance, they both paused as it chimed unto twelve.
It was a New Year. He had hoped to cross into the new year with Anita, but
that was not how he planned it.
       “Happy New Year, Gorgeous,” he finally spoke through the pain. “Thank
you for the extraordinary time I had with you. I will always remember it. And
good luck with your wedding.”
        Tolu left, but he knew part of him would forever remain with Anita – the
woman he loved so much but knew he could never have. It was time to move
on, and the earlier he faced that reality, the better for everyone involved.
       His heart ached as he drove back home. It was a wake-up call, but a very 
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 painful one. He couldn’t believe he was dumped on the New Year’s Day.
     He knew only one Person could understand him, even though he had
wilfully turned his back on Him; perhaps it was time to turn back to God
again in prayers and repentance. 
       He thought about King David from the Bible. David betrayed his friend,
stole his friend’s wife Bathsheba, and got her pregnant while she was still
married. For the entire period of the pregnancy, David did not repent, until
he was confronted with his sins. But even though he lived in sin for so long,
he repented as soon as his sins fished him out.
         “Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other,” the scripture
rang through his mind. It was not too late for him too to confess, and repent
and turn away from his waywardness. He remembered his conversation with
Babs at the game night. Sadly, Babs was right again. 
       Tolu decided to own up to his wrongdoing, and confess to Babs what he
had done. And give Babs the satisfaction of rubbing it on his face. 
        He would confess to him, and him alone. That would mean that Faith too
would know, but he knew his secret was safe with them. He would keep his
side of the bargain and he would be leaving the couple alone, for good.
         The pain in his chest choked him. He began to pray.
 

      Anita spent the next couple of days crying. She cancelled all her church
engagements; she was not on duty during the holidays because she was
supposed to be overseas, although she was should be there to minister since
she ended up not traveling. 
        Instead, she had spent the week in a sinful adventure.
       She called in to say she was sick. She was truly sick. She didn’t know what
to think. She had broken every principle she believed in, and she had fallen in
love and broken up with the man she loved with every fibre of her being.
    She tried to regret the week with Tolu Harry, but she felt she was
unrepentant because she couldn’t deny she had a good time. She wanted to
explore, and she was not disappointed. 
      She continued to replay the week’s expeditions with Tolu on her mind;
they were filled with happy moments, laughter, and untamed passion. 
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       Her life had taken a detour to the dark places with Tolu. 
     She missed him, her evenings were blank now and life wasn’t the same
again without him.
    Then she drifted to the other extreme end of the spectrum. She had
cheated on her fiancé; she had broken her moral principles.
        And she had sinned against God. 
        She didn’t know who to talk to; so, she remained in fasting and prayers. 
      She just kept praying, and praying, hoping she would find a bit of peace
sometimes in the future, and if possible, restoration.
        It was time to focus on her life, and on her relationship again. 
     Perhaps one day, she would feel the release to minister to God’s people
again.
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        Tolu waited at the arrivals at the international wing of the airport for his
son Tobiloba Luca, glancing at his wristwatch occasionally like it would make
any difference. He missed his son, and he couldn’t wait to have him back. 
      Honestly, he hadn’t expected him to come back; he thought Tobi would
defiantly stay with his cousins and maternal side of his family in the UK and
spend his gap year his way. 
         However, Tobi surprised him, and came back.
       Tolu shook his head. Not too far away, he noticed Anita was sitting and
waiting too, for her fiancé, and the kids. He had pushed his luck earlier,
asking her if they could drive to the airport together, and she had told him to
get lost, without mincing words.
      Soon, it was announced that the flight had landed, and the passengers
began to exit through the arrivals gate.
     He spotted his son among the crowds and rushed to him, his initials –
TLH boldly written on his hooded sweatshirt.
        “Hey Dad,” Tobi smiled hugging him briefly. 
    “Hey, Buddy, Happy New Year!” He replied, helping his son with his
luggage, Tobi’s backpack firmly strapped to his back. “I wasn’t expecting you.
But welcome.”
     “You should learn to trust me a little, Dad,” Tolu felt his son was truly
happy even though he could see a part of Tobi hated him for forcing him to
come back. Well, he couldn’t blame the boy.
        “This is your gap year I’m messing with,” Tolu mimicked his son. “Just let
me know what I can do to make it up to you.”
         “You can let me go back.”
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       From the corner of his eyes, he spotted Anita and Fash. He was jealous
when his friend kissed her briefly; and honestly, it looked pathetic and one
sided; nothing like the connection he had with Anita. 
         Tobi left his side to help with the two kids. 
     Tolu braced himself as he approached his friend Fash, who was truly
excited to see him.
         “Happy new year, man,” they greeted and hugged. 
         Tolu saw Anita tucked herself into Fash’s embrace, and he had to restrain
himself from bursting into a sarcastic laugh. Faith was right; there was no
spark.
    “How was your vacation?” He watched as Anita slipped from Fash’s
embrace briefly to have a conversation with Tobi and the kids. Seconds later,
she was back, leaning clumsily on Fash. Tolu felt it was the most ridiculous
thing he had seen in a long time. He was jealous too.
     “Thank you, man,” Fash spoke, “it was super-lonely, but you kept me
going. The pictures, and the videos you sent, man, you’re a lifesaver, really.”
         “It’s nothing, really.” Tolu spoke brazenly.
    “I’m only glad someone forced her to get out and have fun,” Fash
continued, “You know, left for Anita, I’m sure she would just sit at home or
just go to church, same old routine,” he teased.
       “I know I’m boring like that,” Anita finally spoke for the first time in his
presence. He thought she was sad.
        Fash smiled. “I don’t mean it like that, Babe. I’m just saying at least Tolu
pushed you a little to have some fun. I would feel too guilty if you missed out
completely.”
      “Fash, it’s nothing. It was the least I could do. Glad I could help.” Tolu
could see Anita’s eye popped. Yes, he was a bad liar. And a Judas Iscariot. “And
congrats on your wedding. Babs told me you called him.”
         “I was going to make it a surprise. You’re still my groomsman, right?”
     “Maybe. I’m not sure now.” Tolu replied, even though he was sure he
would never be a groomsman at Anita’s wedding. “I’ve actually resigned from
weddings and groomsman business. But let’s see.” 
      He held Anita’s gaze as he spoke, glad he could still rattle her. It was a
little victory for him.
         “This is my wedding. You’re so in. You can retire later.” Fash laughed.
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        With that he left with his son.

    It didn’t take long for Fisayo to know that something was off. And it
involved the woman he loved.
        Anita had kissed him the day he was travelling, which reassured him that
their relationship was beginning to get more physical, and she was opening
her heart more to him. It also kept him going during the time they were
separated. And they had started to talk about their wedding again. 
      While he was away, they spoke every day; they even arrived at tentative
dates for their wedding. He would meet her parents, and her pastors who
had been troubling him to see them. She would meet his family. They could
work with their families to confirm traditional wedding, but he didn’t want
the wedding to go beyond February, or March, tops.
        He felt she was happy.
      During the final week of the previous year, and the first few days of the
New Year, Tolu sent pictures and videos of her to him every day. It was nice
to know that someone was at least keeping watch over her. She looked happy,
she was bright, she seemed to be having such good time. 
         Fisayo thought it had something to do with the wedding plans. 
        He was ecstatic too.
        However, by the time he returned, all that excitement had faded. 
        He wasn’t a stranger to Anita’s swinging mood, but something didn’t add
up, because she was cold to Tolu as well. For someone who was having good
laugh with Tolu while he was away, Fisayo couldn’t understand the abrupt
change and coldness to Tolu too.
       He didn’t want to start asking people questions that would discredit his
girlfriend, but someone helped tug his heart in a certain direction. 
         Alex. 
         And Fisayo did not like the sound of it.
     He and some friends were hanging out at his house, and having some
drinks when Alex dropped the bombshell.
        “Are you still with the pastor, or you have handed her over to the rightful
owner?” Alex teased shortly after his return. 
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         Their other friends jumped in quickly, like Alex shouldn’t have said that.
     “You know you’re just mad, Alex.” TJ rebuffed. “What are you talking
about?”
         “Alex is too dumb for his own good,” Toks added. “Why are you so rude?”
      “What did I say now. Why’s everyone arguing? We all know what’s up.”
Alex defended.
         “What’s up?” That was TJ again.
         Even DY who always minded his business spoke on that day. 
       “You should watch what you say to people, Alex. It is not cool anymore,”
he said.
       “What’s up, guys?” Fash was confused. The entire argument piqued his
interest, but nobody answered that question.
    He finally assumed Alex was talking about Tolu Harry; otherwise he
couldn’t think about anyone else who might be interested in Anita. 
         He found Alex later and asked the same question, but the man  denied it.
         “Rightful owner, huh?” Fisayo dragged Alex back to the conversation on a
later day.
       “I was just joking.” Alex didn’t want to get into that conversation at all.
“You know, that’s what Alex does best, ‘make things up.’”
      Fisayo knew Alex was lying. If anybody had correct information about
Tolu, it was Alex. Not just because he was once Tolu’s personal driver before
Tolu upgraded him, but he still had friends among Tolu’s staff, he was always
running to Tolu for bailouts, he could predict his former boss accurately, and
he just liked trolling the big guy.
    Fisayo wondered if he’d been a fool. Surely, Tolu couldn’t have done
anything out of line with his fiancée; even if he tried, Anita wouldn’t allow
that, he was sure of that. 
         He was not comfortable. It was up to him to find his own evidence. 
         He started by going through all the pictures Tolu sent to him, looking for
clues. Tolu and Anita were close, but that didn’t reveal anything. 
        His next call was to search Anita’s phone. That wasn’t hard at all. He saw
load of pictures too, but in his heart, he felt they were innocent enough.
         He checked her messages. They were a bit personal, Tolu always wanting
to know how she was doing, what she was doing, and simple basic details
about her. 
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     Their exchange lasted for just a few days, but nothing to give out an
impure motive.
        And then on the second of January, Tolu apologised for ‘yesterday’, saying
that he was deeply sorry, but no response from Anita.
       The last message was when Tolu asked if they could drive to the airport
together, and Anita answered with “Get lost!” and an eye rolling emoji. Fisayo
felt it was rude, even he would never be rude to Tolu like that, unless there
was a good reason.
      He searched through Anita’s home; he wasn’t sure what to look for. He
went through the shopping bags. Tolu already informed him they went
shopping, and if it were the Tolu he knew, he would spoil her. Only he didn’t
expect Tolu to go overboard like that.
    “Tolu outdid himself in this,” Fisayo whispered. He couldn’t decide
whether he should be upset with his friend for spending a fortune on his
wife-to-be or be upset with Anita for grabbing everything.
         He thought about how they were cold to each other at the airport; he was
sure something went very wrong, and he didn’t know who to blame. The
evidence he found so far were not in keeping with the strained relationship. 
       And now Tolu had hinted that he wouldn’t be changing his mind about
not being his groomsman. He would support from the side-lines, but not as a
groomsman.
         Fisayo considered asking Anita direct questions about her relationship
with Tolu. He also knew that could end in disaster, but he would take his
chances. Asking direct questions would be uncomfortable, but he needed to
get past his suspicion that something went down between them, and they
were not good at covering up.
         After a while, he decided he would ask her. That could backfire if he were
wrong, because he would have wrongly accused his fiancée or one of his best
friends.
         But he had no choice now. He needed to clear his mind.
         And he prayed to God he was not ruining his own future with Anita.
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       “I have been hearing a lot of rumours about you and Tolu Harry,” Fisayo
started hesitantly, catching his fiancée off guards. Anita had come over
because they were supposed to see her church’s Bishop and his wife later in
the afternoon; and she came in earlier to spend time with him first.
        “What rumours? Please don’t let us get into another argument today, just
get dressed and let’s go. We can’t keep Bishop waiting, please.” Anita
sounded impatient.
      Fisayo did not move. He folded his hands on his chest and watched her
body language, hoping he could get a clue. 
       “I apologise if I am wrong,” he continued, “but something is not adding
up. I have reasons to believe that the relationship both of you shared while I
was away was not what you both claimed it was.” He went ahead to push that
he had strong evidence that they were dating.
         “That is not true.” 
         She could have denied it, but Fisayo did not like her body language, there
seemed to be more to it, so, he pushed further. 
     His allegations became even stronger. “Please tell me this is not true,
because people told me they caught you making out, and someone even
suggested you did more than that.”
        “Who told you those lies,” Anita was so distressed that she was physically
pained. “Can we just drop these and move on? Ever since you returned you’ve
been drilling me and asking me silly questions. Why are you acting like an
insecure person?”
         “You’re lying to me.”
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       “If this has to do with you finding out about my connection with Sophia,
I’ve apologised to you and to her, I am sorry. I’m saying it again, I am sorry. I
shouldn’t have acted that way, I was insecure, I thought you would probably
want to go back to her.”
      Fisayo narrowed his eyes. He had even forgotten about that incidence.
“Why would you think I cared about Sophie that much?
       “And if this is about visiting my Bishop and Lady Vickie, just say it. We
can reschedule. I don’t like these troubles. If you’re trying to break up with
me, just go straight to the point, but don’t torment me like this.” 
        She was distressed, and he was sorry to have distressed her, but he knew
something was eating her up. 
      He loved her and he just wanted her to open-up to him. Even if it had
anything to do with Tolu, they would struggle a bit, but they would eventually
get over it.
        “I just want you to come clean. I know something is bothering you; I tried
to ask questions from those who were around while I was away. And all
fingers pointed in the same direction.”
        “I told you everything while you were away. I know he told you the same.
You knew about all the times we went out together, I told you about our
movements, I wasn’t hiding anything.”
         “So, why did you stop talking to each other?”
         “You knew we were not on talking terms before.”
         “It doesn’t add up, Babe. How can you, out of the blues, suddenly become
super-close, and then all of a sudden, it’s all gone, like you never met? I’ve
seen pictures, you guys were happy together.”
         “You are just jealous now?”
      “I spoke to him.” Fisayo continued with his conspiracy. He got Anita’s
attention now.
         “And?”
         “He told me the truth.”
         “Which was what?”
       “That you guys got carried away at some point and did some things you
were not supposed to do, but you broke up later. The breakup was not
acceptable to either of you, but you did it all the same because you knew I was
coming back.”
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        He paused for effect and hoped she didn’t see the stupidity in his made-
up story, but he continued anyway.
        “Tolu said you were sad and upset about it, and you didn’t want anything
to interfere with your marriage, and he thinks you’re still trying to recover
from the shock of the whole situation. So, I asked him to come and say it to
your face and he said, ‘no problem.’”
       He stopped again, mainly because he ran out of ideas and he didn’t have
anything to add to his stupid story. If she still denied it at that point, he
would apologise and he would never think in that direction ever again in his
entire life.
       However, her reaction shocked him; it seemed there were some truths in
it because she sat down slowly and looked deeply troubled.
       “Why would he do that? He promised not to tell you anything.” She was
more of thinking out loud.
        Fisayo’s heart broke. So, something truly happened! He wondered which
part of the story was true, or if everything was true. Cold sweats broke out of
his face. He wondered if he had not taken too many things for granted. 
      Surely Anita was a strong lady, a fine Christian, and a pastor who was
quite deliberate about her faith, and who would never be caught in anything
that could be termed scandalous. He had been with her for a while; that girl
was a tough one.
      Fisayo continued, “I don’t know, maybe he too was under pressure like
you. He is on his way here, I invited him over.” 
      That part was true, only that Tolu was coming with his son for another
reason – something that had to do with the conversation he previously had
with Tobi while they were overseas. But it fitted perfectly with his narrative.
He hoped Tolu would be around to scold him and save him just in case it
backfired. 
         It didn’t seem it would.
         “Why would you ask him to come?” she asked, panic in her voice.
      “I wanted him to deny it to your face that he did not take advantage of
you.” Fisayo knew he wasn’t making sense anymore. His world was
crumbling right in front of him, and he could not help it.
     “He didn’t take advantage of me,” Anita was broken. “I was a willing
party.”
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        “What happened?”
       “He helped me with Mrs Nathan’s party, and he was friendly, and helped
me with my loneliness, and he took me to your friends’ party, and we went
shopping. I guess at some point, we had a little bit of an entanglement, and
did stuff we were not proud of, but we stopped it because we knew it was
going to hurt people.”
      “Like what?” Fisayo wanted to know and asked repeatedly in anger. He
could easily tell that lots of details were missed out from her explanation.
“What stuff did you do that you were not proud of?”
         Anita was not answering. Fisayo was angry now and walked towards her.
         “Answer me,” he yelled. “What stuff? Like kissing, making out?”
         Anita nodded and cowered; she seemed scared of him.
    Fisayo paced forth and back. He was fuming with rage. “What?! You
wouldn’t even do that with me. We’ve been together for this long, but I can’t
hold you without you pushing me away. I can’t do anything with you. I
respected that because I knew you were a pastor and it was against your
unwritten codes or something.” He kept yelling at her.
         “I’m sorry.”
         “Did you sleep with him?”
         Anita did not respond but she got the shock of her life when he shook her
back to reality.
         “Did you sleep with him?” he yelled again.
        She shook her head. “No. We were going to, but we stopped. I promise
you; it didn’t happen. I’m sorry.” She was already crying.
         He gave her a disgusted look.
      He wanted to shout in fury or do something he knew he was going to
regret, just to show her how angry he was at that moment, but he realised he
couldn’t. 
       It gave  him a little comfort how much he had changed from the angry
person he used to be. He could restrain himself; it seemed that violent part
was nowhere left in him. By now he would have shoved Sophie around, or
dealt her a clap or two on the face. But with Anita, he was angry, sad, and
helpless at the same time. 
        Tolu couldn’t have arrived at a more perfect time. He came with his son,
but Fisayo decided Tobi was not welcome at that point.
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       “Get back into your Dad’s vehicle right now,” Fisayo shouted at the boy.
“Your Dad and I have some really important adult stuffs to thrash out.”
          Tobi quivered. 
       Tolu seemed to understand that there was trouble; he simply threw his
car keys to Tobi. 
         “Just wait in the car, Buddy, I’ll be with you now.”
         Tobi had left, terrified. Poor kid.
     Tolu was still having a god complex and unrepentant. Fisayo was not
having any of those. Without warning he gave him a hard punch straight on
his face, so hard Tolu’s nose bled.
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        Tolu arrived at Fisayo’s home with his boy. He and Tobi had been able to
reach some compromise on what to do with his gap year, and his son had
insisted on running it through his godfather. 
         Apparently, Tobi and Fisayo had spoken about it while they were away.
       However, when he arrived, he didn’t need to be told that things had gone
wrong. Fisayo was furious, and Anita was cowering.
      ‘Argh! Church girls! They kiss and they tell. Guilty conscience, no doubt,’
Tolu thought with disgust. ‘What kind of pastor is she anyway?’
        Tolu reasoned Anita never refused him at any point until the night they
parted ways. She was always anticipating, always allowing him to have his
way no matter how much he pushed the boundaries. Even when he invited
her for a weekend of sin, without veiling his intentions, she agreed. 
         He looked at her and had a fleeting vision of all she did to him in the few
days they were together, and he thought she was either actively cheating on
Jesus, or she was a wild girl before she married Jesus! 
      He didn’t think she would confess to Fash. He had thought Anita was
mature enough to keep their little whirlwind escapades a secret, especially
because she requested for secrecy. Obviously, he was wrong about it. He was
wrong about everything. 
         What was he expecting? A woman who could cheat with his fiancé’s close
friend, few months to her wedding, she could not be trusted.
         Fisayo was ranting and shouting at him. 
      Anita was on the couch, her face covered by her two hands, in shame,
while she shook and sobbed quietly but loud enough for them to know.
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         Tolu just stood there and looked helplessly.
         “I trusted you! I trusted you! But there you were, sleeping with my girl!”
         “I did not sleep with your girl.” That didn’t come out right.
       Fisayo continued to scream at him. “What kind of sick person are you? I
thought you’d have a bit of self-control and self-respect, but you are nothing
but a disgusting hypocrite.” He swore at him.
       Tolu was trying to defend his choices, but Fash was having none of that,
and had gone ahead to punch him on the face.
         “I probably deserve that,” Tolu replied, wiping the blood from his nose.
        Anita looked up at the altercation, shell-shocked, waiting for his reaction.
He did not retaliate.
     He had hoped he would be the only one to get hurt, he had made his
memories and he was living in his pain. But he hadn’t expected Fisayo and
Anita to have that kind of fallout. 
        Anita broke up with him to work on her relationship; and  he had fulfilled
his own part of the bargain by pulling out of the wedding, wishing them a
happy ending .
     Why did it start looking like they might not have that “happy”, just the
“ending”? 
       Anita seemed to have had enough. She stood and walked up to the two
friends who were barking at each other. Tolu’s heart broke. He wanted to
take her away from the current toxicity to a place where she could find peace
and healing.
       “Why did you tell him about us?” Anita looked at him intently; her voice
broke. “You promised to let it go. It was a poor sense of judgement from both
of us, that was not who we were, we were in the wrong and we knew it. And
you promised. You promised, Tolu,” her voice went from broken to whispers.
         Tolu was surprised. He never said anything to Fash. 
      “I never spoke to him. Not once did I have any conversation with him
about us . Why would I be so petty?”
       “If I didn’t tell him and you didn’t tell him, who did?” She asked as they
both looked towards Fisayo.
        “I figured it out, and you both fell for it, because you couldn’t be trusted,
both of you.” Fash was unrelenting.
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      Tolu watched the sadness in Anita’s face deepened. She left them and
began to pack her bag to leave.
         “And where do think you are going?” It was Fisayo.
         “What do you want her to do? Stay here and beg you? Grovel till she’s blue
in the face?” Tolu was obviously furious as well. He hated for Anita to be so
hurt, but he felt helpless to protect her. “Your insecurity is driving her away.
You are losing a good woman right now.”
         “What do you know about her?” Fisayo was not smiling.
         “I know what it feels like to lose a woman I love. Twice.”
         “You don’t have the right to mention love where Anita is involved.”
         “I gave her up for you. Treat her well, that’s all I’m asking.”
      “You gave her up? How? By sleeping with her? God, I can’t believe this!
You’re so unrepentant, man,” Fisayo started to swear at him in full throttle.
“You ruined my relationship and you still have this god-complex?”
      Anita was leaving, but before she left, she reminded him of where they
both stood. 
        “Tolu, I’ll try to work on my relationship. I don’t know if we can beat this
one. But please stay away from us. Fisayo and I may struggle a bit, but our
love would overcome our current challenge. Even if it doesn’t, I don’t want
you anywhere near me. You bring out the worst in me. Fisayo is a much
better man. Fix your issues.”
         Tolu couldn’t have been more beaten down in his entire life.
         “You know you’re settling. You said that yourself. You don’t have to that.”
Tolu pleaded.
         “I will take my chances.”
         Without looking back at Fisayo, she left.
       Tolu had so many conflicting emotions tearing him apart as well. Anita
had reminded him that she was over and done with him. It was all he needed
to hear. 
         Without saying another word, he too left.
     He saw Tobi afar off with Anita. It didn’t seem like their usual happy
chitchat. They were probably shouting at each other. Tobi appeared
combative. But he came running back once he spotted his father. 
         Once in the car, they drove home quietly without saying a word.
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         “She’s a coward,” Tobi said to him when they got home.
         “What?”
      They stayed outside their home, and Tolu couldn’t help thinking about
how much he failed to bring Anita home. He always had a strange idea that
she belonged there with them, but following that evening’s showdown, he
finally gave it up. He knew it was never going to happen again. 
      He needed another Queen for his home and prayed he would find one
worthy.
         “Anita. She’s a coward.” Tobi sounded hurt. 
        “That’s not a nice thing to say, Tobi. What were you discussing with her
earlier?” Tolu wondered what his son said to Anita earlier. 
         “I just gave her a piece of my mind.” Tobiloba replied.
     “You shouldn’t have done that. I gave you strict orders to stay in the
vehicle.”
       “Not a chance, Dad. I saw everything. She was mean to you. And Uncle
Fash was so aggressive too. I can’t believe he hit you like that. I hate him.”
         “You shouldn’t hate people.” Tolu told him. 
         They stood in silence. 
      Tolu knew he must apologise to his son. He fell, and his son witnessed
him at his most vulnerable.
         “I’m sorry, Champ. I’m sorry I disappointed you.”
        “I’m not angry with you Dad. I guess it’s up to us now to decide what we
want.”
         Tolu nodded, but his heart still bled.
        “It’s okay, Tobi. I’ll get your flight ticket, and you can go back to the UK.
I’m not trying to come in the way of your dreams. It’s just that I am afraid,
and lonely. With you gone, I will be alone, and it’s hard,” he confessed to his
son. “Make sure you call me every day. That’s all I’m asking from you.” 
      He sniffed away a stubborn tear drop. He should give it up and eat his
humble pies. 
         “Woah. Dad actually made some progress today,” Tobi teased. 
         Tolu wondered what that was about.
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      “I am staying, Dad, well, for the most part. I am not ready to take over
Mum’s business now, everybody expected perfection, not minding I’m just
seventeen. And I know next to nothing about running the business.” 
         “So?” Tolu asked, not believing his ears.
       “So, I spoke with Uncle Fash, that I thought I should rather intern with
you. And he felt it was a good idea, that if anybody could train me, I’ve got
the best of the best at home with me. I know you don’t cook anymore, but you
can teach me the business side of things.”
      Tolu looked at his son, and he was so proud and humbled at the same
time. His son decided to be his intern instead of staying so far away; his
already fragile heart was at the verge of breaking apart.
         “You’re lying,” he choked.
       “It was going to be a surprise.” Tobi laughed. “Besides, I can’t leave you
like this.”
     Tolu couldn’t think of a greater proud-dad moment. His heart raced
wildly. He had less than a year before his son would leave for the university
and he was not going to waste any minute of it. 
       “You know what, Champ, we are starting a restaurant from the scratch.
You’ll show me what you’ve got. And I know just the right property to
convert.”
         “I can’t wait, Dad.”
     Just like that, Tolu got another purpose, and just the right amount of
distraction from his current life crisis. He tried to keep it together; he
couldn’t afford to breakdown while his son was right beside him. 
      He watched as Tobi mapped out his strategies for the year, and he was
throwing in suggestions. He could never have thought that at his lowest dip,
he and his son would be planning a business together.
         His proud-dad moments kept choking him.
       However, by the time he was about to sleep that night, he let down the
dam. It was a florid mix of emotions – pain, grief, embarrassment,
disappointment, gratitude, motivation, and everything in-between.
       “Let Your living waters flow over my soul…” he prayed and worshipped.
He was ready to embrace forgiveness and healing, and a new determination
for his life.
         “As the deer pants for the waters so my soul longs after You, O God...”
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       “Take my life, and let it be consecrated, Lord, to You, take my moments
and my days, let them flow in ceaseless praise...” he prayed as he rededicated
his life to God.
         It was great to receive redemption and have the joy of salvation back. 
      He would never trade it for anything ever again in his life, even if that
thing came in the shape of the woman whom he loved more than life itself.
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        Anita hated controversies or anything stressful; she was the peaceful and
easy-going type, and she had managed to live a clean, perfect life. When it
came to arguments and contentions, she always cowered. So, when she
found herself in the tumultuous waters of never-ending controversies, she
became overwhelmed. 
     Businesses were opened for the new year; she was back at work, and
church activities had also fully commenced for the year. But her relationship
that was leading into marriage suddenly came to a screeching halt.
       Anita thought that getting rid of the scandals surrounding her and Tolu
Harry would be the end of her life’s chaos. She hoped that the three adults
involved would be discrete and let it go. She even went the extra mile of
blocking Tolu completely out of her life, she blocked him on social media,
and she blocked his numbers. She just wanted the whole thing behind her.
        However, she couldn’t have been more mistaken; Fisayo couldn’t handle
the betrayal, neither could she deal with his unending rants. They argued
every day, each taking turns to stand for or against their relationship.
         “Can we just continue with the wedding plans.”
         “Actually, this wedding is over.”
         “We need to clear this bad air between us, we can’t get married like this.”
      “I take it we are not seeing any pastor or any family members anytime
soon.”
         “How many times do we even have to cancel a wedding before it holds?”
         “We can still give it another shot.”
         “Hell, no. We can’t.”
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       As days turn into weeks, the animosity between Fisayo Fasuan and his
friend Tolulope Harry also continued to worsen, and a crack began to form in
their big family of friends along these two. 
         Most of the friends stood by Fisayo, because Tolu was clearly out of line.
         The meeting always held at the FAB’s home, because the older couple still
commanded respect from all of them. Faith and Babs were trying hard to
reunite the friends, all to no avail.
    After a while, Tolu didn’t care about the allegations and the attacks
anymore. His stance was simple.
        “Anita and I are adults. Whatever happened between us was consensual.
I was wrong, I was out of line, I’m sorry. I have apologised, she has
apologised, what else does Fash want?”
         “That’s not an apology.”
         “You’re defending the indefensible.”
         “You’re so wrong man.”
         And the argument kept going.
     Anita hated that her private fling with Tolulope had become a public
knowledge. Thankfully, nobody came for her; they all thought she was the
victim and that Tolu preyed on her, but that didn’t reduce her suffering.
        Eventually, the friendship cracked. Tolu stood alone, and everybody else
stood for Fisayo. Alex was torn between the majority and his ‘Mr Harry’.
Faith and Babs tried to stay neutral in all these. Anita knew they were Tolu’s
close allies, but even they couldn’t defend him.
         Anita was sad because she knew it was all because of her indiscretion. 
         She missed Tolu terribly. Every fibre of her being ached for him. 
        She wished she could just walk up to him, tell him everything was going
to be okay, and pull him out of their meetings like she did that infamous
Monday night. But she knew she dared not. She must be strong and forget
the past; it was time to build whatever was left of her relationship.
         She and Fisayo decided to put the marriage on hold. 
        Fisayo didn’t want them to let go; she also thought she could fight for it.
So, they decided they would not break up, instead they gave themselves an
ultimatum.
         March.
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      If within two months they still couldn’t resolve their issues, they would
break up. If they came out stronger, the wedding plans would proceed, and
they would get married immediately.
         Soon, people at their workplace began to suspect that something was not
right. Their dynamics at work changed, and rumours began to spread that
there was indeed trouble in their paradise.
        She always felt people were whispering behind her back, with all sorts of
rumours:
      People came up with different assumptions. Some believed his ex-wife
who now visited their offices more frequently was trying to come back. Some
believed it was a matter of infidelity, but they could not conclude on who
cheated on whom. However, based on Fisayo’s track record, most  believed it
was him who cheated. 
      And most people couldn’t understand what a pastor-saint like her was
doing with such a serial cheat like Fisayo. 
         The rumours went on every day, and Anita had just about had it.
     And just when Anita thought things couldn’t get any worse, rumours
began to rage about her in church.
        Her mentorship classes reopened, and Sophia Hamid was conspicuously
missing from her classes. She joined another Believers’ class and she talked
to people about how Pastor Anita was dating her ex-husband after gaining
information about him from her.
       That was a juicy story, and it wasn’t long before people in church found
out how a desperate mature single from the Leadership Team brazenly stole
the ‘husband’ of one of the members of her mentorship class.
     The Eldership of the church soon found out; those were strong allegations,
and Anita was summoned to a disciplinary hearing.
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      Anita was tired of explaining to  people that she did not steal anybody’s
husband. 
      She stood before the Eldership and explained, again. It broke her heart
that they had made up their minds about her before the whole summoning
process.
       “Pastor, as leaders, we are called to a higher level of responsibility.” That
was Pastor Nathan. His wife – Mrs Nathan – eventually passed on; they were
still in mourning, and it bothered Anita that he still had to chair that kind of
meeting. 
       “It breaks our hearts that one of our leaders is caught in such a nasty and
damaging rumour.” Nathan continued. “So, Pastor, can you help us here by
telling us which is the truth, and which is the malicious lie?”
     As he was landing, the other members of the five-member-committee
bombarded her with questions.
         Anita let out a frustrated breath. “I don’t know what I’ve done wrong.”
      “Well, according to our investigation,” the other pastor – Pastor Leke –
picked up memo pad and he seemed to be reading it out. “We learned that
you were secretly engaged to a man who was not remotely a Believer and who
did not uphold the shared values that we as Believers believed in, and that he
was the husband to one of the members of your Believer’s class, a young lady
who is also a young Believer herself.”
        ‘Pastor Leke, that’s a lot of believing,’ Anita thought with sarcasm.
       “That is not all,” one Pastor Fola took over. “We also heard that you were
involved in an ungodly, em, sinful relationship with one of your ‘fiancé’s’
friends. All the while, you were here, standing on this Holy Altar, and raising
up holy hands, to minister to God’s people. This is unacceptable. And if true,
it calls for immediate dismissal.”
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         “How dare you, Pastor?” That was the female voice in the committee.
         Nathan tried to calm her. “We’ve had a lot of discussions on this matter,
just for us to have a background information before inviting you, and we’ve
invited people who claimed they had reliable information. But you are our
pastor; in my capacity as your Senior Pastor, I am willing to believe your
testimony, because I know you, and we will do all within our power to protect
and restore you if something actually went wrong. But you need to talk to
us.”
      Anita was tired. She wanted to resign. She didn’t want to be a pastor
anymore; she just wanted her life back and see what she could do to fix her
ruined reputation.
        “Well, the only thing I can say right now is that I did not do the things I
am being accused of.” She said to the five-member committee from the
Eldership interviewing her. “There’s been a lot of misinformation and
misunderstanding about this whole situation, and about the men and the
ladies involved. None of you here or anywhere among the Eldership spoke to
me personally before you slammed me with a summon. I think at this stage, I
will request that people believe whatever they choose about me, because no
matter what I say to defend myself, my reputation is already gone. What’s
the point again? I will be stepping down as a pastor. I will send in my
resignation soon.”
          She could see the pained look on Nathan’s face. 
          The committee members bombarded her with questions; they seemed to
be sorry for their initial attacks, but she didn’t care anymore. She kept quiet.
       “Pastor Anita,” Nathan eventually spoke. “I shall invite you to a private
meeting with Lady Vickie. As you know, Bishop is on medical leave for his
back, but Lady Vickie and I will have a chat with you, and we’ll take it from
there. I am not willing to lose any of my pastors, especially you. But I cannot
ignore rumours. If those rumours are true, we must be seen to take visible
actions, because the last thing the church needs right now is another
scandal.”

 

         Anita drove home with a broken heart. How could her church, where she  
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served as a pastor for fifteen years, treat her like thrash? And why would the
Eldership believe rumour and not listen to her? Why were they so biased in
their opinion?
        She knew the truth about what happened, but she reasoned there was no
point telling them. 
         Perhaps it was time for her to move.
      “This is Teni and Elias again!” she blurted in anger. She thought about
another lady who was an old friend of hers in the church. Teniola. Her
reputation was ruined, and she was maligned till date because some people
believed in rumours and supported her husband Elias. It was messy. Teni
was also a quiet girl, but even then, the scandal lingered. 
         Anita panicked and feared that her story would go on like Teni’s own. 
        Pastor Nathan was right, the last thing the church needed was a scandal
with Pastor Anita Ossai’s name on it.
         She decided to resign; that was the only way.
         Her thought was interrupted when her phone rang. It was a call from her
mother.
         “Hello, Mummy. What a surprise.” She tried to sound excited.
         “My daughter, you sound terrible.”
         “Mummy, you worry too much. How is everybody.”
        “We are fine. But I have been thinking; that your Daddy and I did wrong
by dumping the responsibility of that girl on your head.”
         “What girl?”
         “You know now. Hope.”
         “Mum, I’m not complaining.” She had fallen in love with the girl and they
had both adjusted to a routine, not to mention that Fisayo accepted her as
part of their family.
       “I know, I’m just wondering. This one that you say you don get husband
now; I’m happy, after all these years. And I don’t want the girl to come
between the two of you. I don’t want him to run away. Maybe he will be
thinking you are the mother. You know some men feel threatened by that.”
         “Mum, Fisayo is not like that. He’s is not complaining.”
       “You don’t know anything, my dear. His friend will talk to him now and
he will have an excuse to run away. I will come and pick her o.”
         “But we’re in the middle of a school year.”
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        “Ehn, ehn? When you took her, was it not in the middle of school year?
Anyway, I’m just calling to tell you that I’m on my way. I will travel overnight.
I’m taking Delta-Line. And I will see you in the morning. Come to the bus
station to pick me up by five in the morning. Tell your husband to come and
see us. I must see him before I leave Lagos.”
         “Okay, Mum.”
         Anita’s heart sank; it was another blow to her. She knew her mother well,
she would not take ‘no’ for an answer. 
         “God, why would she want to take this girl?”
         And just when she thought her woes were over, she got home, and Fisayo
was waiting for her. She was surprised, because he was away on official trip,
and she was not expecting him until the following day.

 
 

        “It’s still less than a month, we had an agreement. We had a plan.” Anita
felt she was running crazy. Fisayo was breaking up with her; but that was not
the plan. They were supposed to wait till March. Why had the universe
conspired against her like this?
       “The plan is not going to work.” Fisayo sounded defeated. “I can’t spend
the rest of my life in his shadow.”
         “Why are you making this difficult? Tolu is no longer a threat to us, Babe,
and you know that. I’ve completely broken up all relationships with him, I’ve
blocked him on all platforms, I have not spoken to him ever since, I’ve not
contacted him in any way. He is out of our lives, for good.”
     “You think so?” Fisayo scoffed. “You see, Babe, that right there is the
problem. You are trying too hard. You are working hard to convince me and
to convince yourself that it’s over between you too.”
         “But it is. Where is this coming from again, Fisayo?”
         “It’s just a fact I have to face. I was away for two days and I couldn’t think
or sleep. I had to rush back today just to see you. I can’t live like that.
Anytime I travel, I will be worried, and you know I travel a lot. Anytime you
see each other, I will be nervous. I can’t keep you from each other and I can’t
trust you both together. And that bloody hypocrite has no repentant bone in
his body.”

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

228



        For the first time in her life, Anita went on her knees and begged a man
not to leave her. She cried so hard, but Fisayo already made up his mind. He
kept talking about how Tolu was unrepentant.
        “But you can’t blame me for his choices. You can’t make me suffer for his
wrong attitudes.”
        “You don’t know this guy like I do.” Fisayo pushed her aside. “If he wants
you, he will get you, no matter what I do. I can’t live like that. Look here, for
like a year now, I’ve put all my energy into this relationship. I followed your
rules, I changed my lifestyle to fit into yours. So, the decision to let you go is
not an easy one, but one I must make, if for no other reason, for my own
sanity.”
     Anita sat on the floor and wept. “I have also worked hard to keep this
relationship. Even when everybody opposed me, I stood for us. I accepted all
the curve balls you threw at me, we weathered all the storms together, I
accepted you and accepted all your flaws and all your baggage. Just one slip
from my side, and suddenly you can’t trust me, suddenly I’m not good
enough for you again?”
         “It didn’t have to end like this. But Anita, it’s over.”
         She watched Fisayo leave; she crashed on her couch with muffled cry. 
         Her life was over, and that was not an exaggeration. 
        The reality slowly began to dawn on her. Everything she had, everything
she ever treasured, everything valuable to her had finally seeped out of her
hands. Her reputation had gone with it as well.
         She was left alone, in every sense of it. She had nothing left.
         She wept until she didn’t have any energy left. 
      She called her neighbour if they could keep Hope overnight. She would
pick her up in the morning. For the first time she was glad her mother was on
the way. She would have a shoulder to lean on.
         She remained in the same spot, in the darkness. 
        She retraced her steps. Tolu had been her undoing. She wished she never
met him. She wished she never cared for him as much as she did.
         A little slip, and her life was over. 
         She began to pray.
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      Anita sat like a lost lamb in Lady Vickie’s splendid office at the Bishop’s
palatial home.
        She was at the meeting with Pastor Nathan and Lady Vickie, even though
the Senior Pastor did less of talking but more of listening and supporting. 
        She felt sorry for Pastor Nathan who had to carry on with ministry work,
even though he just lost his wife. Well, he was the one who refused to take a
break, especially because the Bishop was on medical leave for his back
problems. 
       Anita finally spilled the beans. She told the truth about her relationships
with all the people involved. She could trust Pastor Nathan and she could
trust Lady Vickie. 
       They both met Tolu Harry at Mrs Nathan’s party, and they didn’t sound
too surprised when she told them of ‘the mistake’ she made.
        “None of these matters anymore, anyway. I’ve sent in my resignation; all
I’m asking is for your blessing; pray for me and wish me well in my future
endeavour.” She was teary but too exhausted.
     “I rejected your resignation,” Lady Vickie was not taking a ‘No’ for an
answer. 
        “Ma’am, please, just let me go. You don’t have to pay me any gratuity for
my services. Everything I did, when I was in right standing with God, I did it
for God. And now that I slipped, I must take responsibility for my actions,
and for dragging the name of the church into disrepute.”
     Nathan intervened. “Pastor, this is not about money. We’ll pay your
gratuity if you insist on leaving. But this conversation is about you, it’s
because we care for you.”
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        “You can come home, my girl, you know this will always be home for you.
There’s always a place for you at Believers’ Assembly.”
      “Thank you, Lady Vickie, but I have to do this. I need rediscover myself.
The past two months had been extremely difficult for me. I’m disappointed
in myself as well; I’m surprised you have not talked about firing me.”
     “Why should we fire you?” Lady Vickie asked. “We are all products of
grace. Looking at my own journey, I’m a lot gracious these days. I know you
worked hard for this church, we won’t discard your labour simply because
you tried to find love from two different men, and it didn’t work.”
        “I can’t minister to God’s people like this.”
     “We understand. Anita, why don’t you take a few months, three to six
months tops, relax, retreat, sort out your issues, and then you come back. I
cannot lose an exceptional pastor like you.” That was Nathan.
        “Pastor Nathan, I think you need that advice more than I do. You need to
take a break.”
       “I will. Thank you. And thank you again for honouring my wife. She was
incredibly happy, she thought the party was her funeral, and it was a great
memory you created for us. Thank you.”
      Finally, Anita allowed herself to shed some tears. She hugged the two
people who proved to her that they cared about her despite her fallen state.
        “Anita, come back to us. This is home, you can come back anytime.” Lady
Vickie was serious.
         “We’ll be praying for you.” Pastor Nathan added.
       Anita gave them one final look. She knew she was never coming back. It
was time to run and keep running.

 

        Sophie surprised herself, but she was genuinely concerned about her ex-
husband. 
       Fisayo was distracted throughout their business meeting again and had
excused midway. He was absent at the previous one, and at the one before,
he also left early. That was very unlike him. 
        She hoped she would find Anita somewhere at work to perhaps ask what 
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exactly was eating him up, but she too was nowhere to be found.
       It still hurt her that her friendship with Anita ended abruptly the way it
did. And that she had unwittingly started a rumour in church that blew out of
proportion and hurt Anita’s reputation. 
        She felt some people were just intent on ruining Anita’s reputation – the
likes of Pastor Leke were the ones fuelling it; and Sophie’s story was just the
perfect opportunity they needed.
       She was simply upset that Anita hid that secret of her relationship with
Fisayo from her, that was all. She didn’t plan to be so vindictive.
     She had expected a simple apology, but the pastor did not bother to
apologise early enough, and when she eventually did, it was just a sentence
text message, which the ‘accusers of the brethren’, led by Pastor Leke, also used
as evidence against Anita. 
       Sophie agreed she was rude to Anita, but she thought the pastor should
know better and reach out to her and say something sensible, like, “I’m sorry,
but it was a misunderstanding. I didn’t know about your relationship when Fisayo and
I started dating.” Or something like that. 
         And they would have laughed about it. 
         Instead, she left a scathing message, and a little late. “I’m sorry about what
happened, Sophie, but when Fisayo and I fell in love, he never mentioned your name.” 
         That hurt her deeply. 
      Now, Pastor Anita had stopped coming to church, and her mentorship
classes had been put on hold until further notice. 
        She missed their friendship, and she missed Anita’s mentorship classes.
Sitting down in her classes and listening to her every Monday changed her
life. She wished she and Anita could at some time meet and make up, but she
had been too proud to make the first contact.
        Sophia asked around the offices at The Trink to find out what was going
on with Anita, and she was shocked when she realised that Anita was having
issues at work also.
         She heard different versions of the story.
         “Anita is on leave.”
         “Anita has not been to work for some time now.
         “When is she coming back? Maybe never.”
         “We don’t know when she’s coming back. But she’s gone indefinitely.”
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        “She resigned.”
        “You’ve not heard? She broke up with the Boss.”
         “She cheated on the Boss.”
         “The Boss cheated on her.”
         Whatever the truth was, it was obvious that it was eating Fisayo up.
    Risking the chance of being showed the way out by the people who
recognised her as the ‘crazy lady’, she walked straight to Fisayo’s office. 
         Strangely, nobody stopped her. 
         Fisayo was still in his low mood when she entered. She truly felt sorry for
him. She went straight to the point.
         “I hope I’m not interrupting.”
         “No,” Fisayo replied blankly. “What can I do for you?”
      “I heard you and Anita broke up. I am terribly sorry to hear that.” She
meant that.
         “Isn’t this the part where you gloat?” He looked dejected.
        “I know you won’t believe me, but I actually thought you guys were great
together and you were heading for the altar. What happened? Are you not
making a mistake by leaving her? Or did she leave?”
         She finally got Fisayo’s attention.
      “We had to make that difficult decision to go our separate ways, but I
guess it’s in both our best interests.”
         “How can breaking up be in your best interest? Or hers? Did you cheat on
her too?” She regretted the question immediately.
         “Come on. No. We just couldn’t agree on a few things.”
         “You loved her.” It sounded more like a question.
         “I loved her. Maybe that’s why it hurt so much. But it seemed she wanted
to be with someone else.”
         “I don’t believe you.” Sophia was too heartbroken.
         “But you were fighting with her just recently –”
       “I overreacted. I shouldn’t have said those things to her. In retrospect I
realised she didn’t owe me any explanation. I wasn’t there when you guys
met, I just wished she warned me ahead of the wedding,” she smiled faintly.
“It would have been super-awkward to run into you on that day.”
         Fisayo eventually smiled. 
         “How’s she handling it?” she asked.
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         “Very badly, I think. We’ll all get over it. The time we spent together was
a long time, a good time, I must say, but it’s nothing compared to the rest of
one’s life. I sometimes think I’m making a mistake; I don’t know if I’ll ever
meet someone else like her. But when I think about the other person
involved…” he shook his head. “I just can’t.”
     Sophia did not believe she would ever ask this question. There was a
question posed to her when she was called for interrogation by the Eldership
in church as to whether Anita was engaging in some forms of ‘sexual sin’, or
cheating on her fiancé, and she fiercely debunked those lies. 
         However, now with Fisayo’s explanation, she needed to ask.
         “Did she cheat on you?”
      Fisayo weighed his response. But when he finally responded, he gave a
firm “No”.  
        Sophia was ready to leave. 
      “If you ever need to talk to someone, about this situation, or any other
thing for that matter, you have my phone number. Call me,” she said.
        “That wouldn’t be necessary,” Fisayo sighed, “but thanks for the offer. I’ll
remember it.”
         Sophia left; she was heartbroken. She didn’t know what she was grieving
– her own failed marriage or Fisayo’s failed engagement. She and Fisayo
couldn’t get it right, or so it seemed.
         She wished she could go to Anita to ask for her side the story, but to what
end? She could not even reach Anita; it seemed she’d disappeared from the
surface of the earth. 
       Although her own mental health issues are settling; she knew it would
only take one stressful situation to get her back on psychiatric admission.
She wondered how she would have survived if she had to deal with what
Anita was dealing with.
      “Life is so unfair,” she thought out loud, still feeling sorry for her own
miserable life.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

234



       “A lot could happen within a short period of time. Just stretch life through
a few extra months, and it could take a whole lot of turns.” 
       Faith knew she always amused her husband anytime she tried to sound
smart, but she was upset, mostly because she lost a friendship she valued so
much, and because her husband forbade her from getting involved in a
certain matter that touched her heart.
        “You know I don’t like it when you try to sound philosophical,” Babs said
with a tinge of sarcasm. “What’s the deal?”
     “You know, same old, same old. Missing people, missing my parties,
etcetera, etcetera.” 
      She could hardly survive without her frequent parties, and since the fall-
out between Tolu and his friends, those parties had drastically reduced. They
had lost an entire network of people who were frantically trying to worm
their way back, but Babs was not interested, because his buddy Tolu Harry
was no longer in the picture.
         “Don’t you still see Tolulope behind my back?” Babs laughed, cupping his
wife’s face between his hands. 
         “He wouldn’t talk to me. He’d stopped visiting us.” Faith whined.
      “Look, Faith, we have our lives to live. We have our own children, our
grandchildren, weddings, and graduations. Those should be your ‘etcetera,
etcetera’. If Tolu wishes to be left alone, let him. He’s okay. He’s thriving. He
knows how to reach us whenever he changes his mind. He lives down the
street, just around the corner. He knows where we live, and he knows our
direct lines. You need to stop whining.”
        “I miss him still, Babs. How long do you think people can hold grudges?”
Faith asked.
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         “You tell me.”
        “I just don’t like it when friends fight,” she replied, pushing Babs’ hands
away. “And theirs is the pettiest I have ever seen in my entire life.”
      “My wife can exaggerate!” Babs laughed. “Faith, they are adults. They’d
gone separate routes. If they’re still fighting, it’s not about the girl. I doubt if
they are still feuding though; the only thing is that their interests have
evolved. Just like our interests have evolved. It happens all the time. Can’t we
just leave it like that?”
         “No, Babs. Please, do something.” Faith pleaded.
         “Alright. I’ll call them again. But I promise you, it’s a bad idea.”
         “Just try.”
      “You must make sure Tolu comes. I don’t want to deal with those guys
without him.”
    Babs agreed to set up the meeting between Tolu and Fisayo, in the
company of their other friends. 
      Faith was glad she succeeded in dragging Tolu to the meeting. But like
Babs predicted, it was a bad idea. 
      By now, Faith had thought that the feuding friends would be willing to
shake hands and make up, but it ended up with fire and fury. She wondered
how her husband always made accurate predictions, while she was always
too dumb to know how things would turn out other than her optimism that
everything would always turn out right.
         She was a hopeless optimist.
      Tolu did not bother to sit through the ‘intervention’; he couldn’t wait to
storm out.
       “Guys, I’ve moved on. We’ve all moved on. Personally, I don’t wish to be
reminded of that past,” Tolu jabbed, adding that he definitely wouldn’t want
to be tied down with a group of friends who had ‘heterogenous interests’,
whatever that meant.
         Fisayo, just like his other friend, was more receptive. He looked sad. 
         “I’m just disappointed that Tolu has not learned his lessons after all these
months; he’s still unapologetic and unrepentant,” Fisayo pointed.
         “I will not apologise for something that happened… when was that again?
What’s the point? If you’re still stuck there, it’s not my fault, because some of
us have moved, we’ve moved  several  steps ahead. I cannot stand here and be 
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having this conversation with you,” he pointed to Fash, “or anyone else for
that matter. I’m here simply because of Faith.”
        “I know you moved. Congrats.” There was more than a tinge of jealousy
in Fisayo’s tone. “I heard about your new restaurant. We can’t even afford to
bring our families there on a regular. So, congratulations again. I know you
like to think you’re up there. I know, you’re good. I’m not denying. You
believe you’re better than the rest of us. And I know that’s the pride that is
pushing you to misbehave. You know we’ll have to come crawling sometime,
begging you. But I’ve got news, man, that’s not going to happen.”
       “What are you even talking about? You know when I’m stressed, I work
harder. Whatever your problem is, it’s not my fault.”
         “Oh, I can see how stressed you’ve been all your life,” Fisayo retorted.
         Faith did not like the tone of their arguments, and the fact that they were
dragging it to something more personal, more deep-seated. 
         Babs shared her sentiments.
        She knew the gap between Tolu and Fash was widening, and it had little
to do with Anita. 
       Fash was lagging; even though he was doing well and rising steadily at
The Trink where he worked, he’d been trying to become independent, but all
his efforts at starting up thriving businesses were not successful. Yet Tolu
could pull off new successful lines of income, like his new restaurant,
effortlessly – he had started it from scratch, and within six months, it broke
even, and now paid its own bills.
       She tried to stop the two friends attacking at each other, but she didn’t
succeed.
    Their other friends didn’t seem to notice the underlying issues; they
thought Tolu and Fisayo should shake hands and let go, mostly because Anita
who was the culprit, had left their circle for good; Fisayo was now married,
with a baby on the way.
      The news of Fash’s marriage seemed strange to Tolu,  like he was just
hearing it; he was shocked. 
         “I tried to warn you, but you were too angry to listen,” Alex defended.
        Faith smiled. She knew Alex was one of the few friends actively in favour
of a romantic relationship between Tolu and Anita.
         Tolu claimed he heard rumours about Fisayo’s wedding – right before he 
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banned Alex from his offices and instructed his staff to relate with him at
their own peril. He just didn’t realise it was to another woman.
       “But I’m shocked to hear now that you never reconciled with her. Where
is she now?”
       Tolu was angry all afternoon, but that was nothing compared to when he
found out that his girl had literally disappeared into thin air, and nobody
cared to look for her.
        “Oh, oh!” Faith rolled her eyes.
        “She left by her own freewill. How was that my fault?” Fash defended.
       “And you did not think it was your corporate responsibility to locate her
or her next-of-kin, see to how she was doing, and compensate her
accordingly.”
        “Babs, this is a disaster,” Faith whispered to her husband. She didn’t like
the tone of the meeting at all.
        “I don’t want to say, “I told you so”, but Faith, I told you so.” Her husband
was unhappy as well.
         Tolu finally sat; looking pained. He wasn’t even arguing anymore. Faith 
 had never seen him so crushed in a long time.
        “Fisayo, you will hear from my lawyers. Soon.” Tolu finally spoke and left
the meeting.
 

         Tolu drove to his favourite jazz spot to think and clear his head. 
         He listened to the music while he sipped his drink from the bottle. It was
serene place where he could think about Anita, because he once brought her
there. 
         Thinking about her was a torture, but a necessary one. 
         “Oh, God. Where is she?”
         He couldn’t believe how much he missed her.
        Tolu was jealous that Fash could leave Anita and get married to someone
else immediately, with a baby on the way, while he had not been able to move
a muscle. He was still stuck at the point where Anita left him.
        Well, he met someone recently, but he knew already that it wouldn’t lead
anywhere.  The earlier he excused himself,  the better for everyone, especially 
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considering that she’d got children. They deserved a stable man in their lives,
not someone like him who couldn’t get over a former lover.
     His chest still hurt thinking about Anita and the few days they spent
together.
       He was genuinely worried about her. He knew Anita well enough – she
was a sweet, soft-spoken lady who always minded her business; she was not
cut for stress, she got overwhelmed very easily, and she was way too delicate
for the rugged outside terrain.
        He worried she wouldn’t be able cope on her own, without her well-paid
job and without her usual support system.
      Granted, he had slammed the door at his past, and he was never going
back there. That had helped him to focus. But still he didn’t want Anita to
suffer for nothing. 
      His lawyers believed the case had merits, and they had already started
mounting pressure on the company, but that hadn’t brought back the woman
he once loved. 
      Having worked at The Trink for more than ten years, he believed Anita
was entitled to a huge benefit. But since she went AWOL, she would probably
lose her gratuity and all her benefits, and that would also render her
unemployable in the future.
       His team of lawyers had gathered the information they could get about
their missing client from HR, but it seemed she had not updated her details
at the human resources for a long time, or there was a foul play, and they
could not reach her next-of-kin. 
        The only promising physical address they got was out of Lagos – in Delta
State; Tolu assumed it must be her parent’s permanent home address and he
had instructed the lawyers to hire someone to visit the address.
       Anita had moved from her residence, and nobody seemed to know her
new location. Not even people from her church. He had tried to find Chinelo;
since they were friends, Pastor Chi should know where Anita was. 
     He went to the high school of the church to find Chinelo but the only 
 information he got was that she had relocated with her family to Canada. He
remembered Pastor Chi mentioned that the day they met.
         Tolu didn’t know what to do anymore. 
         Nathan remained his only hope. 
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      He had been trying to meet that Pastor Nathan; but he had to make all
those appointments just see him. Tolu didn’t have that luxury of time. He
wished he could find another faster way. 
        He just hoped Anita was alive and well.
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         Tolu met Nathan a second time, and that pastor was trying his patience.
       “Nathan, you’re not being helpful now,” he blurted after a while. “I came
here to ask about any information on how to reach my friend. Anita Ossai. I
finally met you after making all those appointments, you asked me to come
back today, and now you are interrogating me. How has that helped me to
find her? She’s my friend. She’s missing. And I’m looking for her. That’s all
you need to know. She was your pastor. You should know her whereabout.” 
         “Like I told you the last time we met, Pastor Anita is not missing, she just
wants to be left alone.”
     “I understand. That’s why I’m here. I know you know me. We’ve met
before in her house. So, I’m not a complete stranger. Anita and I had a
fallout; I just want to be sure she’s fine.” His patient had thinned out.
    “I’ve not seen her in a long time either.” Pastor Nathan offered an
explanation about Anita choosing to leave the church and to stay away. “I
offered her three to six months’ vacation, but she never came back.”
         “Why not?”
         “I don’t know.”
        “You should know. If your pastor or your friend disappears, and tells you
she doesn’t want to be found, that should tell you something – that she is not
okay. It’s a cry for help! You cannot sit comfortably on your well-padded chairs
and in your well air-conditioned offices and tell me that you don’t know
where your pastor is.”
        Thankfully, a call came through for Nathan, defusing the situation. That
was Lady Vickie. He watched Nathan as he spoke.
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         “Yes… he’s here with me… Of course, … I’ll bring him right away.”
         Tolu thanked him as they both rose to leave for Lady Vickie’s office.
       “Thank you for coming back for Anita.” Nathan was cooperative for the
first time that morning; he even gave Tolu his direct number. “Whenever you
find Anita, please bring her back to us. We’ve tried all we could.”
         Tolu nodded. He could tell Nathan knew a lot about his relationship with
Anita than he was letting on, and Nathan had intentionally stalled him.
         “Thank you,” he said instead.
 

         Tolu was ushered to the office of the Bishop’s wife.
       Lady Vickie was warm and welcoming as usual, but he was not there to
socialise. He came for a mission, and he was glad he could meet two of the
church’s topmost leaders in one setting. 
         Thankfully, Nathan left them alone.
         “I understand you’re looking for Anita. When Pastor Nathan told me that
he would be seeing you today, I knew you would be here only for one reason.”
       “I’m concerned about Anita, and I’m wondering if there is any way you
can help me to reach her. I just want to be sure that she’s fine.” He went
straight to the point.
         The Lady Pastor was not playing either. 
        “Anita confided in me. She told me everything. She was disappointed in
herself, and in you, Mr Harry. And she felt she needed to take responsibility
for her actions.”
         “Please call me Tolu.”
       “She is a precious daughter in the house, and she is a Mother-in-Israel in
her own right.” Lady Vickie continued, ignoring him.
     “I understand you fired her.” Tolu was eager to know more about the
circumstances.
      “No, I did not. Not even a suspension. She thought she was not in any
shape to minister and she needed some time to sort herself out. Sort of a
retreat. Which we granted. But she never came back.”
        Tolu was feeling desperate now. Where was he ever going to find Anita.
If this pastor didn’t know where Anita was, then who would?
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         “Is she okay?”
         “Physically, yes. I’m not giving up on her.”
        Tolu had about a million questions assaulting his mind immediately, but
before he could ask one, the pastor continued.
    “I need you to do one thing for me,” Lady Vickie sliced through his
thoughts, frantically scribbling something on a piece of paper. 
       He peeped. It was a physical address, and a phone number. He let out a
controlled breath. He was going to find his Anita.
        “I need you to do one thing for me, Mr Harry,” Lady Vickie continued as
she handed the script that she just wrote to him. “Just one thing, and this
means a lot to me. Whenever you find Anita, tell her that I, Victoria Okorie,
asked you to please bring her back to me.”
 

         Lady Vickie watched Tolu leave her office hastily, profusely thanking her
for her kindness.
       “Hi Anita. It’s Tolulope Harry. Please, please, just hear me out… please.”
He was speaking on his phone until his voice faded into the background.
      Vickie knew God worked in mysterious ways. God had assured her that He
was keeping watch on Anita. And that He would restore her and bring her
back. She had prayed for her consistently, and she had waited.
         She knew all would be well, eventually.
         It seemed her waiting season would soon be over.
         And it seemed Anita might be getting a chocolatey icing on the cake after
all. Vickie loved the icing already.

 

         Tolu did not know what to expect as he drove to Anita’s new place. 
       He couldn’t decide whether Anita would welcome him or show him the
door. Or what her physical state was. Perhaps she too had moved on like
Fisayo, and he was worried for nothing.
      The Pastor  had told him that Anita was physically well, Tolu wondered
what that meant as she did not explain. 
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     He didn’t want to interfere with Anita’s life ever again. He had done
enough damage. Besides, she also represented part of the past he wanted to
leave behind.
        He just wanted to be sure that she was okay – he had not expected her to
be so broken to the extent that she would dump everything valuable to her
and run away. 
       He hoped to be able to convince her to come back to her work so that she
could get her benefits from the company where she had worked so hard.    
         Now, Vickie Okorie wanted her back as well.
      His heart was so troubled, he did not know what else to do to calm his
jittery mind.
         He began to pray in the Spirit.
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       Anita stood frozen in her living room, the exact spot she was when Tolu
called her. Her heart ached. All the pains and the failures of her life crept out
from where she had tucked them and began to assault her mind, until it
became unbearable.
       She had fled, from everything and everyone – just like like Moses in the
Bible fled to Midian where he didn’t have to deal with any of his issues.
       She had started a new life. It was tough, but at least, she didn’t have to
deal with the issues of the past – she was no longer sandwiched between two
best friends nor between a divorced couple, and she didn’t have to mope over
a broken engagement. She didn’t have to be a preacher. Or get stuck with a
job she detested. 
         She even embraced a minimalist lifestyle.
        She had run for too long and too far, lost in the mace, and there she was,
still panting, still wandering, not knowing what next to do with her life. Even
after so many months, she was still as lost as she was initially.
         And now Tolu was on his way to see her.
    Tolu Harry had brought her both joy and pain. She had loved him
recklessly, and he had preyed on her weakness, if indeed loving him was a
weakness. 
        She knew Tolu wasn’t the villain; he was the man who made her world go
round. But vilifying him was her coping strategy. Tolu was her scapegoat. 
         She could not think about him otherwise. 
        Her phone rang, showing ‘gate’, which meant Tolu must be at the gate of
her complex. She didn’t bother to pick the call to find out who, instead she
pressed the button ‘one’ to open the gate before she could change her mind.
         It was time to face the villain.
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       “Hi stranger,” Tolu stood by the door; a relieved smile was plastered on
his face.
         “You, too.” 
         “You scared me; you know? What were you thinking?”
        Moments passed before either of them spoke afterwards. Or moved from
their spots. They just stood and looked. Memories flooded her mind. What
was, what could have been.
      She remembered the last time they spoke, at Fisayo’s house. It was the
same day his son, Tobi, called her a coward. And she remembered how hard
she had fallen, the story of her infidelity painted everywhere. 
         Every corner she turned to, there was opposition. 
         And at a point, she stopped trying, she packed it up, and she left.
     And what hurt most? Nobody looked for her, except Nathan and Lady
Vickie who kept calling her. But even they rarely called these days. Everybody
assumed she was fine and wanted to be left alone, simply because she told
them she wanted to be left alone.
         Tears threatened her, but she stopped herself.
         “You can do this, Anita, you can do this,” she whispered to herself.
         Her vision started to blur again, and her eyes well up. She couldn’t afford
to let Tolu see her moment of weakness. But the memories kept flooding her
mind – her failed relationship, her failed ministry, her failed career, her
failed life.    
      Without saying a word, her vision blurred with tears. Before she could
stop herself, she let down the torrents.
       Moments later, she could feel Tolu standing next to her, his arms firmly
wrapped around her in an embrace, something she had relived for through
the months of her wandering.
         “It’s okay,” he whispered. 
       She was grateful he kept quiet afterwards because it was not okay, and
everything would not be ‘just fine’. But at least, it was nice that someone came
for her, someone who understood where she was coming from, and how
hard she had fallen.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

246



         Tolu had not expected Anita to break down in tears; and she did not warn
him in advance. He didn’t know why she wept, but he was glad he was there
to comfort her.
        He simply stroked her back without having much to say. She soon pulled
away and stuttered awkwardly. It sounded like she said, “I’m sorry.”
         They were strangers now. 
    What happened to that woman he loved? And what happened to the
sparkles in her eyes?  He used to think those glitters were born with her, but
now, she looked nervous and unsure. 
        “I got this for you,” Tolu started awkwardly, handing over the little gift he
got from the jewellery shop on his way. He was relieved she accepted it. 
         “Thank you,” she replied and excused herself.
      Tolu waited, perturbed. He scanned her new apartment; it was much
smaller, but neat and beautifully arranged, and with minimal furniture. 
         The setup at the corner looked like a home office.
        Tolu wondered if he should have fought harder for her when it mattered;
she could have had all the space she needed in his home, but that was in the
past now.
         Anita needed his help now, and he would have to focus.
      Anita finally emerged,  by which time she had toughened up, her tears
were dried, and he noticed a touch of makeup, but the sparkle was not there
anymore.
         And she returned his gift.
    “I cannot accept this for now, due to personal reasons. I hope you
understand,” she explained.
       She poured apple juice and sat on the adjacent seat from him, not giving
him any chance to comment further on the gift. 
         “Why have you come to see me?” she continued.
       Tolu was not fooled. Compassion flowed from him; he could see beyond
the mask; Anita was crying for help, and he wished he could make her happy,
somehow.
       “I got your phone number, and your address from Lady Vickie, and she
asked me to bring you back to her.”
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         Anita panicked. She wasn’t ready to face Lady Vickie. She wasn’t ready to
face the Eldership, the church or anybody.
     “Lady Vickie wants to see me right now, like today or how soon?” she
asked, but she didn’t want Tolu to see through her hard exterior into her
deep-seated insecurities.
         “You don’t have to go,” he said as a matter of fact.
         “What?”
       “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, or anything you’re
not ready to do.”
        “But she wants to see me.”
        “Then you can see her when you are ready. She wants you to come back,
to take your place, and to minister to people.” He paused briefly. “You are a
pastor, and pastors are gifts to the churches. Your congregation needs you.”
      “But I can’t. I’m not a pastor anymore. I fell off that wagon a long time
ago,” she smiled nervously.
      “You did not fall off, Anita. You just need to calm down and go back to
your first love, to God, to your calling.” He wasn’t joking.
       Anita knew Tolu was right. Somewhere deep down, her heart burned as
he spoke to her. She missed that kind of conversation. She listened as Tolu
spoke to her about going back to God, she realised she must repent from her
wilful disobedience and accept God’s gracious forgiveness. 
       She loved the new man that was there talking to her. She wished they’d
been able to relate as sensible adults, but instead they were busy rousing the
wrong kinds of emotions in each other.
         They sat and talked about her. 
         She moved to that apartment, where she could hide her face. She tried to
be as excited as she could, given the circumstances. 
        “Nobody knows me here; I’m not trying to impress. I downsized, and it is
peaceful. No cares in the world, except money, but I’m coping. I have my
wedding-savings as a backup, so, at least, I’m fine. I couldn’t get another job,
so I started something that looked like … erm ... consultancy.” 
         “And how is that going?” Tolu seemed interested.
       “Not great, you know, it’s a start-up. Occasionally, I make some decent
money from it, but most of the time, it’s peanuts, more like working for
charity.  Most of my clients are  start-ups too  and  small schools,  I help them 
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organise their admin. But at least, I get something to keep body and soul
together.” She was nervous as she spoke. “I just need to work harder, if I can
just get more clients, you know, bills are piling, my annual rent will soon be
due, and so forth. But I’ll pull through. I’ve learned you don’t just abandon
your job recklessly, especially if it’s paying your bills and you don’t have an
alternative waiting for you. It’s hard out there,” she smiled weakly.
        She wondered why she suddenly became chatty, but she didn’t want any
uncomfortable feeling between them. 
         Tolu listened as she spoke; she could see concerns etched on his face. 
        It felt nice to talk to someone about her struggles and victories, and Tolu
seemed genuinely interested in all her stories.
       As they talked, she realised the purpose of his visit: he wanted her to go
back to the world she ran away from. 
         And he was certain she had her job back.
        “You can’t remain in the shadows forever, Anita. You need to come out,
to come back. You can’t pretend you’re fine if you are not fine. Your job is
waiting for you.”
       “That’s not true. They sent an email firing me a long time ago for going
AWOL beyond the company policy,” she said regretfully, biting her lower lip,
while searching her emails frantically. 
         Nothing.
       “That’s strange, because I have a copy of the email. I’m assuming they’ll
send yours soon. I have been having series of talks with your company, and
they were willing to have you back into the company and convert the time
you spent away into unpaid leave.” 
         Anita gasped.
        “It’s not a permanent position though, but three months, long enough for
you to sort out the relevant administrative matters with Human Resources
and Salaries, resign officially, and get your benefits paid out to you. At least,
once that is paid out, it will give you a boost, pay your rent, fund your
business, and you can give yourself the start of a good life.”
          Anita gasped again, mouth ajar.
       “Don’t worry,” Tolu continued. “You’ll not be working with your former
boss, Caroline agreed to take you under her wings for that period.” 
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       She noticed the transient anger in Tolu’s expression when he referred to
Fisayo, and that Tolu still didn’t refer to him by name. The last time she
remembered, Fisayo couldn’t make himself to mention his name either. It
hurt her that the friends were still feuding.
       Tolu offered her his phone to check through the mail. She dug her face
into Tolu’s phone, sniffing as she read the message, unable to keep her eyes
dry. He encouraged her to forward the message to herself so she could take
her time to read through the fine details.
        What had she done to deserve such favour? She wondered. Her eyes were too
blurry to read the details, but the little she read already blew her mind.
        “Call your office and ask for your letter and let them know when you wish
to resume.” Tolu continued “When do you plan to go back?”
         “I don’t know. I'm just finding out. This is a lot to take in.”
      “The year is almost over; the December holidays are here, so, I’ll suggest
the earlier, the better. You can even start on Monday. That way you’d have
four weeks of holiday in between, and by February you’re free. You can
negotiate to take the third month as terminal vacation.”
          Anita nodded. It seemed Tolu had everything planned already.
       She didn’t think the day could get any weirder, until Tolu dropped the
bombshell.
      “I thought I could give you a quick heads-up. I don’t know if you are
aware, but I understand your boyfriend is married now.”
        “What? My Fisayo?” She couldn’t have imagined that Fisayo would marry
so quickly after their breakup. Her mind began to reel, and her heart ached,
so badly.
        “Yeah. I was surprised too when I heard. I even heard they are expecting
their first baby. I don’t want you to have any awkward moment when you
guys meet. That’s all.”
        “I just can’t believe he moved on so quickly,” Anita repeated, blankly, in a
broken voice, holding back the tears, and wishing she hadn’t sounded so
disheartened. “I should be happy for him, right?”
         “I think so.” Tolu responded, reaching out to steady her.
         After a tumultuous morning, Tolu finally got up to leave. 
        Anita rose up as well, folding her hands on her chest, still processing the
morning. 
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        “Anita, please call me if you want to talk or if  you need me to do anything
for you.” Tolu said to her. “If I’m busy, I’ll call you back. But please don’t
block me out again. I suppose after all that happened, we can still be friends,
can’t we?”
         Anita nodded, numb, without saying a word.
       “Do you forgive me? Will you forgive me? For all I did to you?” he asked,
sounding uncertain for the first time. 
       “All forgiven.” Anita managed a smile, her voice still shaken. She wasn’t
good with friends zones.
       “Tobi told me he was rude to you, we had a conversation about it, and he
said he was sorry.”
     “It’s okay,” Anita nodded. “I am not angry with him. He was probably
right.”
         It was Anita’s turn to request for forgiveness, and Tolu wasn’t having it.
         “You can never offend me,” he replied.
         “That wasn’t the question, Tolu.”
         “I forgive you, if that makes you happy,” he eventually replied. 
         “It does. Thank you.”
         She watched him leave. She felt like she had been hit by a truck.
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         Tolu left Anita’s home, relief hanging on his shoulder. He found her after
weeks of searching. She was fine and healthy. And she allowed him in her
home. 
         She however rejected his gift. 
     He returned the piece of jewellery on his way back, but his jeweller –
Goodman – convinced him to pick another item he thought she might love.
The guy even made him think deep and come up with a customised idea. And
he in turn recklessly parted with a huge sum. 
         “I must be out of my mind!”  Tolu sighed.
     At least, Goodman knew he would return it again. But he was sure
whenever he did, Goodman would convince him to pick something else. 
         Tolu drifted his thoughts back to Anita. 
         He was right to worry about her managing alone. 
       Well, after a bitter lawsuit with Fash and The Trink, he was glad that at
least he managed to get justice for Anita. Thankfully, it didn’t drag for too
long; the company was eager to settle her quickly out of court. And from the
looks on Anita’s face, she seemed overwhelmed by the outcome.
      He was glad that she would at least have enough to bounce back on her
feet. He’s still negotiating that the company needed to compensate her for
the emotional trauma they caused her.
        His team of lawyers was positive that the company would rather pay her
in full for the months she was away especially if that would make the sexual
harassment allegations go away.
       Tolu considered jumping into her life and helping her, but that was not
acceptable to him. 
         She was a part of the past he had slammed the door at. 
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     His missions with her were well-defined. Get her back to work so she
could be paid what the company owed her, and so she could be employable
and credible for future purposes. Encourage her to return to her church if
she chose to. And if possible, he could offer her free consultation, explore her
business model and see how he could help her grow her business. But that
was optional.
     However, that night, alone in his home, he felt the pang of loneliness
again. He thought of the connection he had with Anita and burned with
passion. He met her again for the first time in months, only to realise it
would take more hard work to get over her.
       He was trying to meet someone new, but Anita had set the bar too high.
He thought of the new girl, Bolanle. She was pretty, no doubts, and single
mum of twin girls – ten-year-olds. They met on a flight. Tolu wondered if
things would work out between them, but it was too early to tell. 
      He had already taken her out as his ‘plus-one’ for three events already,
that meant a lot. But he knew he didn’t care about her that much. And she
wasn’t so smart.
        If they ended up together, he knew it would not be because of love, but it
would be simply because he wasn’t handling his loneliness well, he needed
somebody, anybody to meet that need, and she happened to be available.
        Faith didn’t like her, but Faith’s opinions were always fickle. She thought
Bolanle was a gold-digger and an aggressive social climber. Tolu didn’t mind.
He didn’t think there was anything wrong with being a gold-digger. And he
didn’t mind being the ladder she would climb to achieve whatever social
status she wanted; after all, most of their friends were equally aggressively
forcing their ways up.
      Babs did not have any problems with the girl, but he just didn’t like his
choice.
      “You are joking right?” Babs said when he told Babs he was considering
settling down with the girl.
         “Babs, stay out of my business.” 
         “You’re being reckless now,” Babs warned.
        “Preach all you want but give me ten of your friends and I can assure you
that nine of them don’t give a hoot about Babatunde Gbadebo. They are more
interested in the ‘Sir’, the ‘Otunba’ or  the ‘Chief’ attached to  your  name,  your
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bank account, and how they could leverage your influence and position.”
        “It’s not my fault that you are not titled!” Babs retorted.
        “Who cares?” Tolu knew he was just being cheeky; Babs was right. He was
being reckless. He was trying too hard to prove a point to himself that he had
moved on, but he could never escape the feeling that was threatening to
engulf him.
     He finally drifted into an exhausted sleep, but Anita was there in his
dreams, waiting for him.

 
 

         Returning to work was an unreal experience for Anita. 
        It was her first day and she had grown so scared and fidgety. It was time
to face her fears and she wasn’t ready.
        She was grateful to have started taking her life back. She was still trying
to wrap her head around the payment package she would be getting from the
company. And the letter she got from the HR even confirmed that they would
convert her absent months into paid leave.
         She owed Tolu, a lot. 
         Her heart raced as she took one more look at her face in the mirror of her
SUV.
     “Breathe, Anita,” she spoke to herself. “It’s just three months. Three
months only. Or less!” Then she sighed. “Three months to unemployment.” 
         She had not thought about life after the three months, but at least, she
had three months to figure it out. And she would be leaving the company
with a lot of money.
        Perhaps if she could convince Caroline, they could extend her stay. Or if
she was brave enough, she could plunge money into her new start-up.
         She fidgeted.
         A vehicle parked apposite from her, temporarily distracting her self-pity.
      “Oh my God!” she gasped, admiring it. It must be one of their clients.
“People are rich in this Lagos!” She thought it was a Lamborghini, and she
wondered if she would ever be rich enough to afford a luxury car; she would
certainly be glad if she could at least upgrade her own vehicle into something
fancier and sporty.
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        “Anita, you would be unemployed in three months,” she reminded herself
of her reality. “And don’t even think you’re going to spend a kobo from your
pay-out on cars. It’s for business.”
     She recognised the driver as he emerged. It was Tolulope Harry. Her
benefactor! She gasped again, her eyes popping. She jumped out of her own
SUV to meet him and greet him, careful not to drool over his vehicle. 
      It surprised her how much their relationship had changed. It reminded
her of the relationships among Fisayo’s friends; they could all be best friends,
but occasionally they pulled out the unwritten pecking order – everybody
knew their place.
      “I came to support you on your first day,” Tolu said to her after they’d
exchanged greetings. 
         “You came?” She was surprised. Such relief.
        “You really think I would leave you to face that guy alone?” He responded
as they walked into the building.
       A lot had changed at The Trink since the last time she came to work. It
appeared people knew she was coming back. They were not surprised, and
they gave her a warm welcome. But she wasn’t ready to socialise yet. 
      The short elevator trip to the third floor was quiet; she and Tolu barely
said anything to each other. 
     Anita was greeted by the familiar ambience of the offices when they
stepped out. Caroline was not available right away because there was already
a business meeting going on. Thankfully, Fisayo was nowhere to be found
too. He was probably also at the meeting.
        Tolu waited at the foyer while Anita went to the HR to get her documents
signed and her resumption documented. Then she reported to Caroline’s
suites where she met some of Caroline’s personal staff whom she would be
working with.
      By the time she was done, the business meeting was over, and she saw
Tolu was already having a chat with Caroline and Fisayo at the foyer. 
         Her dear Fisayo.
      She wanted to run away, duck, or  disappear. But it was too late. They
spotted her. She had to join them. 
       “Here goes nothing.” Smoothing her pant suit, she braced herself as she
walked briskly towards them. 
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       The formality shocked her, but she had to shake hands with them like it
was the new normal.
      “Wow. Look at you,” Caroline smiled. “It’s so good to have you back. I
hope you’re ready to work with Aunty Caro.”
       “I’m sure she is.” That was Fisayo. They had not spoken in ages, and he
was still a closed book; she could not read his expression.
      Their group of four was uncomfortable. Her heart broke again but she
decided to find her own mask as well, and be as professional as the others. 
         She was thankful Tolu came.
         “Of course, Mr Fasuan. Thank you for the opportunity,” she replied.
      She noticed Fisayo had moved to a bigger suite, and other people now
occupied his – and her – old office spaces.
         Her shock would however come when she spotted Sophia emerging from
the business meeting, behind her. A visibly pregnant Sophia. With a huge
wedding ring on. She had a visitor tag on, and it seemed she was leaving.
      ‘Oh my God, please don’t let her see me. Please don’t let her recognise me,’ she
whispered frantically, her breathe unsteady. ‘Sophie is pregnant. Oh my
God. And she’s married. I’m too old. Anita, you’re too old,’ she fidgeted. 
      Fisayo excused himself briefly to quickly attend to someone. And when
Anita turned her head around to see what Fisayo excused himself to do, he
was heading straight to Sophia.
     She wondered how she was going to survive, surrounded by all these
people. ‘Just three months,’ she whispered to herself, again.

       From the corner of her eyes, Anita watched the Fisayo-Sophia duo with
agitation. She wondered how Sophia, with a bipolar disorder, could manage
to keep her high functioning job, get herself a husband, and now having a
baby, while she still couldn’t even land a date, instead, she had spent the past
many months wallowing in self-pity.
    ‘Oh my God, I’m too old,’ she thought to herself again, unable to
concentrate on what Tolu and Caroline were saying.
        Realisation however hit her only when Sophia and Fisayo shared a not-
so-brief kiss. 
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     She had ignored the obvious when she watched them all loved up the
entire time, not minding they were in public, or in an office environment.
They kissed like it was a normal thing, bringing her up to speed with the
current situation.
         Of course, it was a normal thing for couples to kiss in public.
         She wished her heart would just stop. 
       Fisayo had gone back to his ex-wife. Sophia. Didn’t Tolu know that fact
that Fisayo went back to his ex-wife? Didn’t he realise that Sophia was her
worst nightmare? How had he forgotten to mention that tiny detail when he
spoke to her previously?
        The pain in her heart threatened to swallow her up. Cold sweats broke on
her face. Thankfully, Sophia left without seeing her. 
         Fisayo returned with a silly grin on his face. 
         And Caroline left her alone with these terrible people. What a nightmare!
 

       Fash was all smile, apparently still basking in the euphoria of the public
display of affection. 
        Tolu knew Fisayo had been extremely happy with this new lady. And the
couple always made sure they showed the whole world they were back
together and madly in love.
         Tolu groaned with jealousy.
     He heard they used to be like that before they fell apart. Everybody
mentioned that Sophia had brought joy into his life; never minding she was
the lady he once labelled ‘crazy woman’. 
         Love is strange, man! 
    However, even he could not deny that something changed in Fash’s
demeanour. Tolu remembered recently when Fash mentioned that he now
realised he could never have been so happy with Anita and was glad he went
back to his ex-wife. That was one day he felt like returning Fash’s punch. 
         He was just jealous. But he also hated the comparison.
         “Love your wife all you care,” he  told Fash that day. “But don’t disrespect
Anita. Not in my presence, or hers.”
         Tolu let out a breath. 
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        He looked at the pained look on Anita’s face; he noticed she was dying to
leave. Despite the severe pain, Anita managed to keep a straight face, and
even congratulated Fisayo.
         “Tolu told me you are now married.”
       “You remember her, right?” Fash pointed towards the direction he went
previously to meet his wife.
         “Yeah. Sophia. I didn’t know you went back to her.”
        “Actually, it just happened, unexpectedly.” Fash was excited, as  usual, to
share the story  of how he and his wife met again. “You know, after us,” he
paused to explain with hand gesture, “I was so down and devastated, you
know, I gave it my best, but things happened the way they did. So, I was
down and flat out, and it affected my work. Sophie noticed and she was there
for me through the rough patch, that was how we started talking. And
surprisingly we managed to get along, and after a few weeks, we decided to
give our marriage another shot,” he concluded with a grin.
        Anita cringed. Tolu thought she mouthed ‘weeks?’
       Tolu had had enough. Anita would be starting fully the following day, so
he could as well remove her from that toxicity named Fash. Apparently, Fash
was never going to learn when to shut up about his blooming romance. 
         ‘Nobody’s interested, dude.’ 
       “I have to take her with me now,” he interrupted at that point, whisking
Anita out of the office.

 
 

      “Phew!” Anita breathed out loudly when she and Tolu stepped out of the
front entrance of the buildings. “What a morning!”
         “I’m sorry I had to make you go through that.”
         Anita nodded, but she was too overwhelmed to respond. 
         They walked quietly to their vehicles. She watched as Tolu drove away. 
        She too climbed her vehicle, and placing her head on the steering wheel,
she wept. 
        How she was going to survive for the next three months was beyond her,
but she needed to keep her eyes on the prize.
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        Tolu waited in the reserved section of the restaurant for his friend Faith
Gbadebo.
        It was getting late; he had a busy day working, and he needed to get back
home and retire for the night. But Faith delayed, which was uncharacteristic
of her. Faith had insisted there was something important to discuss. Of
course, with Faith, there always was! 
      The embarrassment Faith put him through recently was still fresh in his
memory.  Faith had choked life out of his own budding romance. It was
doomed from the start anyway. It amused him when he realised that Bolanle
was not whom she claimed to be, and she was indeed jobless. 
      Faith tricked his manager at the restaurant to offer Bolanle a job as a
hostess, which she accepted, and the innocent girl resumed immediately.
Bolanle later bragged to him she got the best job in town and that it was her
greatest achievement. 
       Tolu saw through all the shenanigans, but he was too preoccupied with
the Anita’s business to interfere, and he did not bother to change Bolanle’s
perception. 
         He knew right there that they had reached the end of the road because he
would never date his employee, even if his life depended on it. The shock on
her face when she realised that he was the boss was epic. Now the poor girl
was afraid of him. At least, she now had a job she didn’t have to fake. He
knew better than disrespect her. 
         ‘Times are tough!’
        It was a relief really; but that didn’t make it less embarrassing. So much
for meeting new people! It was just interesting the extent Faith went to save
him from a sham of a relationship.
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      He wondered what Faith was up to this time around. Her tricks were
becoming more ridiculous by the day in recent times.
         He did not need to wonder for long, because the agenda just walked in!   
         Out of the blues, Anita showed up. 
      Tolu watched with interest as Anita walked in cautiously, uncertain of
where to go. She wore a short dress with a navy business jacket and navy
stilettos. Her hair packed into a bun, and she was carrying an oversized bag.
         Tolu assumed she must be coming from work. 
         She was approached by the hostess who led her to her reserved seat. 
        Tolu smiled. Faith did not even know how to pretend. How obvious could a
person be?! 
         At least it was better than a blind date with a random woman.
         In a breath, he walked up to Anita, rattling her. 
      Obviously, she wasn’t expecting to see him. They had not met since she
returned to work, except for the few times they spoke on phone, and it was
all work related – he needed to know she was settling in well, and she was
grateful for his help. Otherwise, he decided to let sleeping dogs lie.
     “Did Faith ask you to come?” He asked her directly after their initial
awkward moment.
         “Yeah,” she sounded nervous. “I’m waiting for her.”
         “I’m waiting for her too.”
        “Oh! Okay.” Anita replied. She too seemed to understand what was going
on. “Do you think she’s coming?” 
      “I don’t know. She is usually an early bird.” He replied. “Mind if I join
you?”
         “I don’t mind at all.”
        She looked lost; he couldn’t believe how much he missed her. He could as
well stop fighting the feelings he still had for her, swallow his pride, and
accept the fact that he could never win the battle against this woman named
Anita Ossai.
         “Okay, you win,” he mumbled. 
         “What did you say?”
         “Never mind.”
      They talked briefly about work. She said she was taking it one day at a
time. She had not returned to church either.
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         Their host arrived; Faith was so full of excitement.
        “See my two-favourite people!” she started, flashing her signature smile.
She hugged Anita briefly and then switched to him. “I see you found each
other already. What are the odds?”
        “Faith, just stop it!” Tolu got up to hug Faith after Anita, pretending to be
combative. “You knew the chance of me finding Anita in this room was one
hundred percent. Next time, if you’re setting me up with someone, let me
know, or at least let her have an idea.”
       “I’m sure it’s like ninety percent,” Faith protested. “And there’s no ‘next
time’”
      The bickered at each other as they both took their seats, keeping their
voices low, hoping Anita would not hear them. 
        “I knew what you did.” He told Faith. “Don’t even deny it. You knew I was
with someone and you knew what you did. And now this.”
        Faith dismissed his argument with a wave. “I did what I had to do. I told
you I could smell a gold-digger from a thousand kilometres,” she whispered
back. “Why are you referring to the past now?”
         “It just happened.” He whispered back.
         “That’s past tense, my dear,” she replied, still in whispers.
     They seemed to have forgotten the third person on their table. Anita
cleared her throat, gaining their attention.
         “I think I’ll just use the bathroom,” she choked. 
       Tolu watched Anita rush away from them, and regretted mentioning he
was with someone, even though it was already over. He hoped Anita didn’t
hear that part.
         “See what you caused now,” Tolu reprimanded Faith,  then he corrected
himself. “Ugh! Okay, it’s my fault.”
        “Tolu, whom you marry is important to me,” Faith responded defiantly,
poking him. “You cannot expect me to be stuck with a gold-digger, or any girl
for that matter, who does not appreciate the efforts you’ve put into life.” She
then turned around and she rushed after Anita.
       Tolu looked at the two ladies; he didn’t know Faith thought so highly of
Anita.
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        “Anita, let me show you the way,” Faith spoke, cornering Anita while she
was still busy asking for the way to the bathroom.
         Faith’s smile was calming and reassuring.
        Anita knew that she was just trying to get away, she could not deal with
the fact that Tolu too was with someone else. Even though Tolu and Faith
spoke in whispers, she heard everything. And it broke her heart. 
      Perhaps a little part of her still believed she and Tolu might still have a
chance. 
        It finally made sense that Tolu did not bother to try to see her or connect
to her again. There was someone else. She hadn’t expected him to be without
somebody, and she didn’t expect him to come right into her life again. 
       She just couldn’t believe she was the only person left behind. Everyone
else had moved on.
        Anita followed as Faith led her outside instead. There outside, under the
bright night sky, they found a table for two where the two women sat and
talked.
      “I’m not going to let you lock yourself up in the bathroom.” There was
concern in Faith’s voice. For the first time, she saw the vulnerable part of
Faith, the part that cared deeply about her.
        “Faith, why did you ask me to come here the same time you asked him to
come?” Anita started as they sat.
       “It’s because I don’t understand you two. How two people that are well
suited to each other keep ruining it beats my imagination!” Faith spoke,
choking up with emotion. “You’re a beautiful lady, you’re pleasant to be with,
you’re friendly, you’re kindhearted, you’re gorgeous. And I can’t wish for a
better person for my friend, Tolulope, than you.”
          Anita narrowed her eyes. “Matchmaking, huh?”
      “Call it whatever you want. You see, after Evelina, I have never seen a
woman capture his heart like you did. And that is the truth. And I don’t want
him to lose you again.”
          “What?”
         “Tolu is my friend, he’s a great guy. A very humble man, and very down
to earth. He doesn’t wear any air of superiority. And he’s been like that for
ages. We met in our Masters class back in the UK very many years ago. It’s
already like twenty years. Can you believe it? See how time flies. He was quite 
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young then, early in his twenties. Evelina and I used to bother him a lot. It
was not a surprise they fell in love and got married. They were so in love.”
         Faith paused; Anita could see she was reminiscing on those days.
         “He stayed behind with his wife, while I came back to Babatunde and my
children. Evelina was from a long lineage of chefs and hoteliers, so they won
Tolu over to stay within their family business. He and his wife soon carved a
niche for themselves. I was happy for them. And then, we got the bad news.
That Evelina had been killed. Tolu was a complete wreck.”
         Faith heaved.
         “Then one day, he called me and said, “Faith, I’m in the country, I’m such
a mess. I don’t know what to do with my life, and I don’t know what to do
with my son.” I panicked, and when I met him, and he was a shadow of
himself. I didn’t know how to help him, so I introduced him to my husband,
Babs. Tolu eventually came out of that dark place. He and Babs forged a very
strong friendship. They both brought out the best in each other. And the rest
is history.”
      Anita looked at Faith. Despite all Faith’s antics, she was just a normal
person. Anita’s admiration grew.
       “Then he met you and the story got even better. He loved you, so much,
Anita. Losing you twice was hard for him. I know he doesn’t want to admit it,
but he was pained, particularly because he sacrificed his values to be with
you. The Tolu I knew would never cross the line of morality and loyalty. And
he took his faith very seriously. But he fell hard. He was disappointed in
himself.”
       Anita suspected that as well. She knew Tolu was just pretending like it
didn’t bother him, but it did. 
        “After you left,” Faith continued. “Tolu blocked everybody out of his life.
He cut off all his friends. He blocked me out, it didn’t matter that we’d been
friends for like twenty years now, and it didn’t matter that we were
neighbours; he lived down my street. He even blocked Babs out, and Babs is
his thickest buddy. It was just him and his son, he was helping Tobi with a
new business. Then one day, after his son finally relocated for his university
education, Tolu called me and said, “Faith, why are you so annoying?” and I
replied, “What is wrong with you, petulant child?””
         She laughed briefly. Anita too. 
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         Anita couldn’t believe Tolu was neighbours with the FABs. These people are
so strange.
    “I can’t believe I missed him so much,” Faith continued. “Now, he’s
gradually coming out of that shell again. But it seems he can’t get rid of you.
The news of your disappearance broke to him, apparently, for a long time, he
didn’t know the details. So, when he found out, all hell let loose. The next
thing, he slapped his friend Fash with a lawsuit. It was ugly.”
         “Lawsuit?” Anita was shocked.
        “Sexual harassment is a strong allegation.” 
         “Sexual harassment?”
     “Not to mention the emotional and financial harm you have suffered
during the period they forced you out of your employment. That was why
they settled you out of court.”
       Anita looked stunned. “But there was no sexual harassment. And I left
voluntarily.”
     “Nobody knew that. And Fash could not defend it, especially given his
history. The company too didn’t make enough attempt to find you. So, I
agree with TH, it was injustice for you to leave the company, where you have
worked for so long, with nothing.”  
         Anita wondered how much of her life story Faith knew.
     “I’m so sorry.” Anita whispered. “I can’t believe I pushed them farther
apart.” She could not believe the extent Tolu went to get her job back. No
wonder, everybody was nice to her, and the rumours had disappeared. “Tolu
mentioned he was having series of conversation with the company. Nobody
told me about any lawsuit.”
       “Whatever is going on between Tolu and Fash is not your problem. And
it’s not your fault. When they are ready, they will fix their friendship. If not,
there’s nothing we can do.” 
      Anita shuddered. She felt comfort as Faith hugged her close, steadying
her.
      “I know things have changed between you and Tolu, falling out of love,
and all that, and both of you can’t wait to be out of each other’s hair, but all
I’m asking is for you to please give him a chance. He fought hard to be with
you, please fight a little for him too. I still remember the day you dared Babs
and I, and you took him from us. Do it again. He’s miserable.”        
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         Anita swallowed hard.
        “You make him happy; I know he makes you happy too. Both of you can’t
just throw that away. Try to make things work with him. Please,” Faith
pleaded.
          They got up and returned.

         “Where did you ladies go?” Tolu asked when Faith and Anita returned,
trying to sound upbeat. “Don’t even lie because the bathrooms are right on
that side, behind us.” 
        Anita couldn’t smile. She had known so much about the man in the past
few minutes than ever before. She wondered how Tolu and Fisayo could
stand together peacefully at the office on her day back at work without the
temptation of  exchanging a few punches.
         “I’ll leave you both now,” Faith said. She looked drained as she left.
         “What’s up with her?” Tolu asked, a little concern in his tone.
     “You never mentioned any lawsuits.” Anita went straight to the point,
ignoring his question.
       “Oh! I see you’ve been talking about me,” Tolu rubbed his forehead, his
expression pained. “Look, I did what I had to do, and this is strictly between
Fash and I. Please don’t get involved.”
         “I’m sorry I ruined your friendship.”
      “Fash and I will probably be friends again, but it’s just not right away.”
There was finality in his tone as he drummed his fingers on the table. “I miss
our friendship, but at the moment, things are out of control. Hopefully, we
can fix it sometime.”
        An uncomfortable moment of silence followed. Tolu felt distant, and he
was lost in thoughts. 
         Anita let out a deep breath. She wondered if she should fight for him like
Faith advised, but she decided against it. She was not ready to fight for any
man; she just needed to get a question out of her chest, a question that had
been killing her inside.
         “Tolu,” she started, distracting him from his thoughts.
         “Yeah.” She was surprised to get his full attention.
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         “Is it true that you are seeing someone else?”
         Tolu  seemed to be caught off-guard by that question, but after the initial
shock, he slowly brightened up, and his expression softened.
         He looked at her like he used to look at her, and searched her gaze like he
was looking for answers there. 
        It seemed she had crossed the bridge and reached out to him. She hated
to admit it, but it made her extremely happy. She would do anything for him
to give her that look for the rest of her life.
         Anita smiled softly, uncertain, swallowing hard. 
       Tolu reached out and held both her hands, gently stroking her knuckles
with his thumb. He flashed a lopsided grin as he held her gaze, rousing every
feeling she thought had gone away. 
         Now, that was the Tolu she knew.
       “Anita, I’m a ‘one-woman’ man,” he finally spoke. “There’s space for only
one person in my heart. And it’s taken already. And that one person is you.”
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        Tolu watched Anita as she tried to put words together, but she eventually
said nothing. She trembled as she caught his gaze, like she was trying to
make sense of the way their conversation suddenly changed.
     He was honest when he told her she was the only person who had the
power to occupy his heart; he would gladly let her hold the keys to his heart,
forever.
      He held her gaze; he loved doing that, mostly out of reflex, because he
always wanted her in ways that he knew wouldn’t be appropriate. He could
never help himself, no matter how hard he tried.
       Anita blinked, breaking the spell. She wasn’t angry, but he couldn’t read
how she felt about him.
      They both waited a bit longer, but no matter how hard they tried, they
could not strike a conversation, and neither of them had an appetite for food. 
         They eventually left, and he walked her up to her vehicle.
        He wanted to hold her, but she wasn’t so keen. That worried him a bit; he
didn’t want Anita to push him away again, so he respected her wishes.
         It was when they reached her vehicle that he finally found peace. 
        The way she looked at him sent his heart into flutters. 
        They shared what he thought was a brief goodnight hug, but she excused
herself almost immediately.
         That left him thirsty for more. They had never shared a brief hug.
       “I wasn’t expecting to see you this evening, but I’m glad you came,” she
eventually spoke through her breath. “I missed you.”
         Tolu could finally exhale.
     “I missed you too,” he smiled. “I missed us. It ended too quickly. Too
abruptly.”
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       Anita looked away. Tolu wondered if he had said something wrong. He
hoped not.
     “It’s another year end,” Anita pointed out to him when she eventually
looked back at him. 
     “Which means another anniversary of us.” He responded, letting out a
breath. “I’m sorry for the way it ended previously.”
         “You’ve already said that,” she smiled briefly.
     He tried to read her expression, but he couldn’t. Or perhaps he just
couldn’t believe what those eyes had been telling him all evening.
         Love.
        He inched forward, closing the little gap that was left between them. He
wondered what he was going to do to her. Kissing her was out of the
question. He could hold her in an embrace, but he was worried she would
push him away again. 
         He eventually held her hand, weaving it in his, and planting a kiss on it. 
       “Thank you for the lovely evening. It was better than I thought. I didn’t
expect to meet you, and now, I can’t even think of letting go.” Tolu started.
         “I’m sure the feeling is mutual.” Anita shrugged.
        The next moment, he held Anita in an embrace, even though Tolu could
swear she held him first. Neither of them pushed for more, and she did not
pull away either. He could feel the healing and the re-connection. 
        He decided to let her lead;  but he knew at that point that Anita was his
for life, and he would never let her go. Not if he could help it.
         She finally pulled away.
         He searched Anita’s eyes to see what she might be thinking, but they held
the same look.
         Love.
         She loved him; he could see it, and he could feel it. He loved her too. And
he hoped to keep it that way.
         “I’ll call you when I get home,” she finally spoke.
         Tolu watched as Anita drove off. He decided right there that he owed her
a new car.
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       Tolu returned home with a mix of excitement and confusion. His heart
was so full, he thought he would burst. He had another shot at love.
      He had not expected to see Anita that evening; Faith had insisted they
needed to meet, without the peering eyes of her husband. He felt that was a
strange request, but now, everything eventually made sense. 
         Faith just wanted him to meet Anita.
        And Anita had broken through his defence, like she always did. It seemed
she knew that she had the keys to his heart, and that she could always open it
the way she liked. 
         Well, that was exactly what she did.
         He loved Anita, way too much.
         “My friend is in love,” Faith teased slicing through his daydream. 
        His friends, Faith and Babs had visited him as soon as they found out he
had returned home. Faith had insisted on knowing how the evening went,
and her husband had come with her.
      “I’m not going to deny it. It’s long overdue.” He gave his friend a hug.
“Thank you, Faith.” 
         “It’s nothing.” Faith responded. “I told you I’m always on the side of love.
But you must promise you would never break her heart in the future.”
         “I cross my heart.”
         “But, Tolu, you’ve not told us what happened.” Babs interrupted.
        “I think we’re back, Anita and I, that was what happened. Faith arranged
it.”
         “I’m listening,” Faith responded.
         “It’s too early to say. But I’ll try my best. At least, Anita was willing to talk
to me, and I was able to tell her how much she meant to me.”
         “And what did she say?”
        “Nothing much. She told me she missed me. I told her I missed her too.”
Tolu shrugged. “At least, we’re good again.”
     “Wow! That’s a good start, I’m sure she meant more than that.” Faith
responded. Tolu had a feeling Faith had spoken to Anita already.
         “You must bring her to visit.” Babs spoke again, as they rose to leave. 
         “We’ll love to give her a very warm FAB’s welcome.” His wife added.
     “I’m happy for you. I had thought this day would never come.” Babs
continued.  “Tolu, believe me,  it is nice to have you thinking about the future 
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with the right woman. I’m hundred percent for this. I really can’t wait. It
feels good to think that you’re getting yourself a wife.”
         Tolu was surprised because Babs never pressured him to have a wife. 
      The thought of him getting married was strange to him; he had never
thought that far. But now that Babs mentioned it, he loved the sound of it. 
         Whatever relationship he was having with Anita must lead straight to the
altar!
       “I never thought you wanted me to remarry,” Tolu confessed. “But now
that you mentioned it…” he stopped abruptly.
         “Welcome to the club!” Babs laughed, patting Tolu on the back.
      “Just make sure you bring her over for a visit soon. I really can’t wait.”
That was Faith again.
         “I’ll bring her alright, but not anytime soon,” Tolu replied Faith playfully.
“The last thing I want is to be competing with you for her attention.”
         They all laughed. And their brief visit was soon over.
         Tolu left another message for Anita as soon as his friends left. 
        He had been trying to reach her since they parted, just to know that she
got home safely, and how she was doing. But she had not picked his calls,
and she had not returned his messages. Which left him worried.
 

 
         Anita could not sleep as she tried and failed to put her thoughts together. 
        The only man she had really loved was back in her life. And she could not
believe it. Tolu had slipped into her heart again when she least expected. 
        She’d stopped by the fuel station on the way to thank Faith, begging her
to keep that conversation discrete.
         “Thank you for the evening, Tolu and I were able to … communicate,” she
had told Faith, hinting her about how the evening went.
         “I’m glad I could help,” the older woman had responded. “Trust me when
I say that Tolu is available, and he’s all yours. Go get him.”
         Anita knew Faith wanted more details, but she could not trust Faith with
all her feelings, not yet, and not when she didn’t know how things would
work out yet.
         Anita had promised to call Tolu as soon as she got home, but she was still 
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short of words. She had instead been praying. She wanted to do things right,
and the only way she could trust herself was to submit her desires to the
Lord.
         She didn’t want to go through the destructive path she chose previously.
     By the time she finally returned to her phone which she muted while
praying, Tolu had left several calls and voice messages. She smiled at the
desperation in those messages. 
         “Babe. I’ve been trying to reach you. Are you home now?”
         “Anita, please talk to me. I’ve been calling your number.”
         “Honey, it me again. Please call me.”
         “Are you okay?”
       “Babe, I’m really frustrated now. I don’t know what to think. Just talk to
me.”
         “Do you want me to come to your house? I might as well do that.”
    Anita smiled. She couldn’t believe she’d received so many calls and
messages from him within the space of an hour. She finally called back.
         “I’m fine, and safely at home,” she spoke before saying any greetings.
         “You got me so worried,” came the relieved response.
         “I was just praying, and my phone was muted.”
     “Can I see your face now?” Tolu requested if they could have a video
conversation rather than just voice. 
         She would also love to see his face. 
       It was her first glimpse of his house; she had never been there, and she
loved it already.
         They spoke through the night, until past midnight when they both began
to yawn and their eyes were heavy with sleep. 
     They agreed to meet later that evening after work, so that they could
continue from where they stopped. Although business had closed for the
year, Anita still had to go to work for that day. And then she would be fully
available. 
      Anita loved Tolu, and she knew she truly would love a relationship with
him. But she also knew she couldn’t trust herself with him. She had rushed
into his embrace earlier in the evening because she couldn’t hold back
anymore. Thankfully, Tolu did not push for more, otherwise, she wouldn’t
have been able to help herself. Again.
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     She decided to set ground rules, boundaries to keep their relationship
healthy. They would always maintain an appropriate physical distance, and
they would get to know each other more, something they never really got to
do.
         Tolu agreed in a heartbeat. “Anything for you, Anita, I’ll do.”
         “I’ll see you in the evening.” Anita responded.
         “I’ll pick you up at seven.”
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          Anita tried to stay calm. 
        Her life was coming back together, much faster than she anticipated, if
only she were brave enough to go for it. She tried to focus on the present,
flanked by three people she was almost certain would be part of her life going
forward, that is, if she were bold enough to let them in. 
       She had accompanied Tolu to visit Faith and Babs. It was not the first
time the four would be having a private visit; the game night was still fresh in
her memory – the first and only time she ever opened her mouth to tell
anyone that she was hopelessly in love with Tolulope Harry. 
         Faith had made sure she got that confession from her.
         She struggled to accept the new attention she was getting from the FABs.
Faith was desperately trying to be friends with her; it seemed the older lady
was bent on finding a wife for her friend. And Babs too was extra nice to her,
going over the top to make her feel comfortable; it seemed the older man was
desperately trying to get her to like him. 
         They only succeeded in worsening her anxiety. 
        She liked the older couple, after all, they were the FABs. However, being
the fourth person in their close-knit friendship was several steps ahead for
her. It was easier when she saw them as the FABs, and not as personal
friends. And they were not hiding the fact that they were accepting her into
their fold as the woman in Tolu’s life.
      Tolu had taken a giant leap and crossed the bridge that led to her soul,
tearing apart every barrier. She loved him, so much, but she was being
cautious. She knew better than jump in with both feet – she couldn’t trust
herself where Tolu was concerned.
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         “Are you okay?” she heard.
        Anita blinked. She wondered who asked that question this time around.
Tolu, Faith, and Babs had been taking turns to ask her that question since she
arrived. 
         “I’m good,” she replied, flashing a smile. 
       “I’m glad Tolu brought you. Faith and I missed you so much. We’re glad
you’re back. I think another game night is overdue.” Babs spoke nicely to her.
         She smiled back. Others too laughed, reminiscing on the epic failure of
the last one.
      It was quiet and serene; she listened as the three friends chatted away.
Gradually, she began to relax, tucked securely in Tolu’s embrace – who was
busy having a discussion with his friends, while running his hands all over
her like it was a natural thing to do.
         Thankfully, Babs approved; no angry vibes from the big man.
        Faith offered to give her a tour of the house, leaving the men to whatever
they were up to. 
         “Faith, you are stealing her from me now,” Tolu protested.
        “I just  want to show her around,” Faith responded, sounding serious. “I
don’t want her to miss her way the next time she comes here or someplace
similar. I don’t want her to be a stranger here. Or there. Don’t worry, I’ll
bring her back before you miss her.”
        “How are you sure I’m not missing her already? I know you, you’ll take at
least one hour to come back.”
         “That is if she doesn’t take longer,” Babs added, laughing. 
         “One hour is fair enough. Anita’s not in a hurry,” Faith defended.
      “Anita,” Babs spoke to her. “If my wife stresses you, or if you ever feel
trapped and you want me to come and get you, just give me a buzz. I’ll come
and rescue you immediately.”
         “Thank you,” was all she could say.
         Tolu planted a kiss on her lips then let her go.
         Faith took Anita through their palatial home.
       She soon realised Faith was likeable when she was not so manipulative.
Within the hour they spent away from the men, she and Faith had built a
companionship they never had previously. The older woman let down her
guards and let Anita in. 
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    Anita was surprised, because she was meeting Faith in her natural
elements, and she was lovely. She was so down-to-earth, and unassuming,
the Faith she could be friends with.
         It finally made sense how Faith and Tolu could be friends for so long.
         After  a while, they returned to the men for dinner. 
       What they didn’t realise was that the afternoon was the calm before the
storm, because at exactly six in the evening, while the four settled for dinner,
some other friends arrived, and Tolu was not having it.

 

        Tolu was upset. He dropped his cutlery to make a clashing sound, and he
directed his anger at Faith, right after Babs said, “It wasn’t me.”
       “What is this now, Faith? Why did you invite him? Why would you ruin
the day for us?”
    He obviously wasn’t expecting Fisayo, who had arrived with his very
pregnant wife Sophia, together with a few of their other friends. 
        They came to stage another intervention.
        Anita too almost choked; she wished there was a way for her to run, but
she tried not to be so dramatic. She hated that Faith had set them up like
that, but she also felt it was necessary. 
         She could still remember just a few weeks ago, when Fisayo and Tolulope
were standing together at the office, trying to be polite, whereas they could
barely stand each other.
       Well, Fisayo wasn’t as dramatic as Tolu, and he seemed more interested
in the ‘intervention’. Everybody in the room knew the agenda, except her, and
her companion, Tolu. And everybody was tired of the fight.
       “Right now,” Tolu was telling Faith, “I am so sick of you. Look, I can deal
with your little devious scheming, but Anita is off limits! Do you understand?
The next time you are plotting something, keep Anita out of it. I brought her
here for a visit, but wow, she must deal with people she’s not prepared to
meet. And you, Babatunde,” he turned to his friend Babs, “warn your wife.”
        Anita watched as the drama unfolded; and she knew the role she played
in all of these. 
         ‘What have I done?’ Anita stood and she wondered. 
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         She had no idea things were so bad.
        From the corner of her eyes, she could see Sophia prop herself up and left
the argument. It seemed she was tired of it too.
      “And you,” Tolu turned to Fisayo, “this is getting ridiculous. Whatever
problems you have with me, tackle me directly, and keep the ladies out of it.
For heaven sake, you’re married, you are expecting a baby, and you are
disrespecting your wife by talking about things that happened before her and
bringing her here. You should be ashamed of yourself. Focus on your life. Get
a grip, man!”
        Anita heard a light thud and it seemed nobody else heard or noticed. She
was worried for Sophia and rushed to the sound. Her concerns were
confirmed because Sophia was holding her tummy and struggling to get up
from the seat.
        “Oh my God, are you having a baby?” Anita panicked as she rushed to help
Sophia get up. She didn’t know a thing about pregnancy. “I don’t know how
to ‘midwife’ a baby,” she added, panting.
    Sophia looked amused. “No. I’m not having a baby. It’s normal in
pregnancy to have back pain sometimes. I was just trying to get up. I’m fine
now.”
         “Are you okay?”
         “I’ve been better,” she replied.
      “Did you break something? Do you want to call a doctor? Should I get
someone to help you? Are you sure Baby is not coming now?”
         Anita paused as the reality dawned on her that she had gone out of her
way to help someone she had been running away from in weeks.
         “Thank you, Pastor,” Sophia’s expression softened.
         Anita held back the pain choking her. 
        “I’m not a pastor anymore,” she spoke as she retreated from Sophia. She
still remembered how Sophia maliciously started rumours about her, and her
unknown church enemies took it up and dug out more dirt about her.
        “I’m sorry for all that happened at Church. I didn’t mean any harm. I was
just upset.” Sophia apologised, like she was reading her mind.
         “It’s okay. It doesn’t matter anymore,” Anita sniffed as she retreated. She
was meeting the Eldership the following morning, and she panicked every
time she thought about showing her face ever again at Church.
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         They stood quietly and looked at each other for the longest time.
        Sophia was living her life – she married was to the man she was engaged
to, and she was carrying his baby.
      Anita might had made peace with the past, but that didn’t make it less
painful. She hated herself for rushing to help her.
       She was about to turn around and run away when Sophia rushed to her
and held her in an embrace for a long time. By the time she pulled away, she
was crying.
      “I missed you, Anita,” she wept. “Every Monday, I wake up and I don’t
know what to do with my life. I don’t have a mentorship class anymore. Every
time I wanted to talk to someone, I would remember, Anita said I could call
her anytime, I would call, even though I knew your old number was off. But
it made me feel good, just talking to the static line. And when I met my
husband, I was wondering, ‘what happened to him?’ He’s a completely new
person. Then it all made sense. I knew you worked on him the way you
worked on me. He’s really changed, and I’m not making it up. I don’t have to
worry about a thing, about my health or about our little girlie on the way. I
know this is hard for all of us, but thank you. You gave us our lives back.
Fisayo and I are forever indebted to you. Please come back to Church, Pastor,
we need you.”
         Anita tried to hide her cringe. “You and …. You’re both at Believers’ now?”
she stammered, and did her best to hide her panic.
       “I dragged him to Church,” Sophie smiled. “When I heard you would be
here today, I insisted on tagging along.”
      ‘Yeah, right,’ Anita wished she could give her a piece of her mind, ‘but
newsflash, I’m not after your husband. I work with him and hate his gut.’
        Anita flashed a broad smile instead, hoping that would mask the searing
pain and panic building up in her. “I’m glad I could help. Congratulations on
your wedding. And congrats on the baby.”
         Wasn’t that what Jesus would do?
         She turned around and marched away. 
         God spoke to her to trust the process. As painful as it was, it was a period
of growth for her. As much as she hated to admit it, God forced her into
Sophia and Fisayo’s lives for a reason. She missed it at first, but she was
grateful for the opportunity to mentor the two people and give them a future.
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         Watching how Fisayo had grown from the time she met him was nothing
short of a miracle, and Sophia was also a testimony of a refined life. They had
both become proofs of her calling. She didn’t have to reunite them, hers was
just to trust the process, and let God do His perfect work in their lives.
      She could see Fisayo found love in Sophia; she had watched them a few
times from the corners of her eyes. 
      She realised she could never be that woman to make Fisayo happy, she
struggled as his secretary, she did not share his vision in business, she failed
as his fiancée. She was not Sophia.
        She didn’t know if she could still be friends with the couple, but she knew
she would cheer them and support in any way God told her to. 
        A scripture flashed on her mind, “We are God’s workmanship, created in
Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance as our way of
life”.
        She looked at Tolu’s life, and hers, and every other person in the house.
And realised none of them was perfect.
        ‘We are all God’s children, and we are all work in progress,’ she concluded
as she went to meet the others. 
      However, by the time she arrived, she was surprised the men were still
bickering. 
      “Are you still in love her?” Tolu sounded sarcastic as he spoke to Fisayo.
“She’s somewhere around here, we can help you beg her.” 
       He was shocked and regretted it when he noticed that she emerged, but
Anita had had enough. An anger stirred in her, and she decided to put her
feet down.
       “All of you, stop it! Stop it! Stop it right there, especially you, Mr Harry.”
She blurted, focusing on Tolu. “And this is the last conversation we are
having on this matter.” She wasn’t joking.
         “Thank you,” Faith replied, obviously tired of it all.
         “Thank you,” Babs added.
         “Thank you,” Fisayo spoke.
       DY, Toks, Banky, TJ, even Alex and the other friends too took turns to
thank her; apparently, they were all done with the unending feud.
         “I agree this is over-flogged.” Tolu finally conceded defeat, but he must
have noticed she was not impressed. “I’m sorry, Anita. Please.”
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      However, Anita was not ready for his explanation. Without any further
comment, she reached for her bag. She stopped briefly beside Faith.
         “Thank you for the invite. You’re too kind.”
         “It’s a pleasure having you. Please come back soon.” Faith smiled back.
         Anita nodded. With that, she headed out.
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         Tolu reached Anita in few long strides.
         “I’m sorry, I overreacted,” he pleaded.
        “No, you did not overreact, Tolulope. You were petty. Like an overgrown
teenager. How long would it take you to let go?”
         “I don’t know.” It was truly harder than he hoped. But he too was tired of
fighting.
       “Babe,” Anita tone softened, so did her expression. It seemed they were
making progress, and he loved how she referred to him. “You’ve got to learn
to forgive yourself, and you must learn to accept forgiveness too. Your friend
is willing to forgive, why not take it and let go.” 
      “I owe him more than that. He wants more than that.” Tolu knew that
whatever was going on between he and Fash now had little to do with Anita.
Fisayo wanted compensation, and he wasn’t hiding it.
         “It’s okay. But don’t beat yourself too hard.”
        Anita reached out to him, with her hands gently gliding on the back of his
head down his neck. He caught her hands; but what caught him more was
the gracefulness she extended to him and how she heard his every unspoken
word. He could finally relax. 
        Since they got back together, a friendship had sprouted between him and
Anita. It was not much, and she was still guarded, always maintaining a safe
physical distance from him. But she allowed him to see her, and he had been
finding excuses to see her every day. They were gradually getting into the
routine of having dinner together. 
      And earlier that afternoon, when it was just the four of them, she had
allowed him to have more liberty, and she relaxed in his embrace. He even
stole a kiss.
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        He pulled her closer. He would do that for the rest of his life. He couldn’t
stop himself from feeling that way about her. Maybe it was just meant to be.
         The pain in his chest was vanishing and fresh hope was rising.
         “I thought you were walking away from me.”
         “I’ll do that if you push me away.”    
         “Why will I ever do that? I will keep you with me forever if you’ll let me.”
        “I love it when you talk like that.” Anita smiled, warming his heart. There
was a drip of seduction in her tone, love beaming on her face.
      “I love it when you talk like that,” he repeated, matching her tone, and
pulling her even closer. “Thank you for forgiving me.”
       “You can never do any wrong by me.” Anita spoke gently, pulling herself
away a bit. “He’s coming.”
       Tolu turned around, and it was Fisayo. A short distance behind him, his
wife Sophia stood.
       It dawned on him that he had to make things right with Fash, it wasn’t
just about them anymore. There were more lives involved now, women and
kids, and fixing their friendship was no longer negotiable. 

 

         “I hope I’m not interrupting something important.” Fisayo started; there
was uncertainty in Fisayo’s voice. 
       He wanted his friendship back. And beyond that, he needed Tolu’s help.
For starters, Tolu owed him; and fighting him over a woman he was no
longer interested in was a waste of his energy.
      Granted, he was hurt, but the good forces of nature had compensated
him. His heartbreak led him to see the value in his broken marriage, and he
was humble enough to retrace his steps to the woman that once held the keys
to his heart. 
       He had his wife back, got his life back, and strangely enough, they were
expecting a baby even though they previously battled with infertility.
      “Not at all,” Tolu stepped closer to him, obviously shielding Anita. “I’m
sorry, I overreacted.”
        “You’re a queen of drama. I finally see where Tobi got it from.” Tobi was
always a safe discussion.
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        “At least we can both agree that Tobi is full of drama and I’m not making
it up.” Tolu smiled. “You’re always welcome back to the house.”
         “I suppose I can’t just barge in anymore now that there is a Madam.”
        “How about a year discounted membership at the restaurant for you and
your wife?” Tolu offered upfront, clearly not interested in small talks. He
made the extra effort of explaining himself, about how Tobi became his
intern and how together, they built it from ground up. 
        Fisayo didn’t need the background information. Alex trolled Tolu enough
during the time they were all split apart, and he always came back with
feedback. Fisayo was already aware of the fine details of the business. 
      He wasn’t surprised Tolu brought it up; he had complained about Tolu’s
latest business for long enough for anybody to know he was obsessed by it.
         “Free membership.” He pushed harder. 
         Tolu thought. “I can live with that.”
        “A stake will be even better, don’t you think?” Fisayo knew he was taking
advantage, but he might never have the chance to brazenly take advantage of
a situation like that ever again, and likewise, Tolu might never be vulnerable
enough to hand him things on a platter ever again.
         “Why don’t we talk about it over coffee?” Tolu replied after a while. 
         “Fair enough.”
       The two friends had a moment of silence. They’d not addressed the bad
blood. Fisayo decided to make the first move. 
         “I’m happy for you and Anita.” He made himself to say. “Man, it’s crazy.” 
         “I know, right? And congrats on your wife, and baby. Man, I’m jealous.”
      “I am glad I can make you jealous.” Fisayo chuckled, and then paused.
“Take care of her; she’s special.”
         “I plan to do that. Thank you.”
         They both shook hands and bumped shoulders; he waved briefly at Anita,
as he returned to Sophia’s waiting embrace, glad his wife pushed him to
swallow his pride and make the first move. It was worth it. 
         He had taken advantage of the situation, but he didn’t regret it at all. The
future awaited; hopefully, with Sophia back, they both could rebuild their
lives. Who knew? That might be the break he needed. And hopefully, he and
Tolu could rebuild trust, and have their friendship back.
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         Tolu turned around to the waiting hands of Anita.
         “That was hectic. Thank you for supporting him.”
      “It’s nothing, really. It’s simply a business decision.” Tolu as surprised
Anita took note of Fash’s struggles because the guy was good at hiding them.
Not like Fash was a total failure; but lately he’d been working too hard to
pursue new interests in business. Tolu just wished Fash could be more
systematic in his approach, otherwise he would keep burning himself out
and falling sick. 
        He decided he wouldn’t offer Fash any stake in a business that had Anita
and Tobi’s name written all over it; it was way too personal. He had offered
all he wanted. But he had plans to show commitment support his friend in
other ways. 
         Hopefully, that would help them mend their broken friendship.
       He was disappointed that Fisayo would easily leverage the situation and
wager Anita for free meals or a stake in a culinary business. It could only
mean one of two things – either Fisayo never really loved her enough, or he
was totally over her.
       He felt blessed that he had another real chance of making more than an
impression but being with the woman he loved for the rest of his life. 
      “Let’s go now,” he said to Anita. “because I can promise you, there are
peering eyes behind that wall, watching us.”
     “I’m sure it’s just Faith.” Anita smiled. But Tolu knew his friends well
enough to be sure that every single one of them would want to know how
things went between him and Anita.
        “Just because the others hide theirs beneath business suits doesn’t mean
they are not just as gossipy. From Babs to Alex, trust me, they are all the
same.”
         “I can never understand you and your friends,” Anita leaned over.
         “Welcome to my world,” he let out a ragged breath.
         Tolu would never let the moment go without taking advantage, even if he
was just showing off. Pulling her a bit closer, he stole another kiss.
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         Anita took one final look at her in the mirror before stepping out of the
vehicle. She had tried her best to look ‘Pastoral’, because she was sure she
would be judged from head to toe.
        She dreaded meeting the Eldership, or even showing her face around the
world in which she once thrived. In the past few days, she had had series of
conversations with Lady Vicky, and it was time to meet a larger crowd. 
     She still remembered how she was judged when she stood before five
ministers, and Lady Vicky had hinted her she would be meeting lots more
people on the panel, she wondered how they would react to her. 
        “Are you sure you are ready for this?” Tolu asked her again.
        “We are here already. Thank you for coming with me.”
        “It’s the least I can do, really. I can’t let them bully you around.”
    She let a non-reassuring smile. “I don’t know what lies behind this
meeting, but if the Lord wants me to fill my calling again, I’d take it more
seriously.”
      She felt a reassuring as Tolu prayed. And she felt a bit more courageous
when he held her hand as they walked together towards the church offices.
        She was surprised to see a lot of people in church. She saw many familiar
faces, including former team members in the Welcome Team, people from
her Believers’ classes, and many others. Some greeted her, some looked her
in wonder and passed by, while others just looked away. 
      She wanted to run; thankfully, her emotions were safely masked by her
sunglasses. She couldn’t remember what other meetings were holding in
church at that same time, but then she had not been in church for the longest
time. Besides, it was a few days to Christmas, so, there could be just about
any church program.
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        Soon, ministers and other leaders began to arrive.
       “It’s a full house,” Anita whispered to Tolu. “This is the wrong date for any
meeting. Argh! There are so many meetings holding this morning.”
      “Well, ignore everybody, and let’s focus on your meeting,” Tolu replied
gently pulling her towards a direction. 
         Pastor Nathan was already on his way in. Anita had no choice but to take
off her sunglasses as she and Tolu walked under the covered foyer towards
the fellowship hall to meet him. 
         She could smell nice aroma coming from the kitchen and couldn’t believe
how much she missed the church’s cafe.
       Pastor Nathan looked a lot more relaxed compared to the time they last
met. Nathan gave her a long hug, like he missed her. She missed him too.
Besides, she felt if Nathan was still in her corner, it was a good sign.
        She watched the interaction between Tolu and Nathan. She was going to
introduce them again when she realised that they’d already forged a
friendship. It seemed Tolu gave Nathan some tough time while trying to find
her.
      Shortly afterwards, she could see Bishop Jeff and Lady Vickie. She was
shocked; she had expected Lady Vickie, but not the Bishop. She wondered if
he was in Church for something else. But the couple came directly to them.
       “Welcome back, Pastor.” Bishop Jeff smiled at her. “Look at you. We did
not stop praying for you because the Lord assured us that you were coming
back. And here you are.”
         Anita brightened up. If the Bishop himself was on her side, she shouldn’t
have to worry much about the Eldership. 
         Lady Vickie already warmed up to Tolu and they were chatting away. 
       She realised she didn’t have to introduce Tolu to her or anybody else for
that matter. The three people who mattered most already warmed up to him.
        “We need to thank Mr Harry for bringing her back,” Lady Vickie told her
husband.
       “Thank you, Pastor,” Bishop told Tolu. Anita laughed, because she knew
how much Tolu hated titles, and the look on his face showed he didn’t like it
at all.
         After a while, she began to jitter, and she wondered when her meeting
with the Eldership was going to start.
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        A crowd was forming around Bishop and it seemed people had forgotten
about her. She decided to ask; she could as well know her fate right away.
      “Lady Vee, I actually came for the meeting with the Eldership. Do you
know who I’m meeting?”
       “What Eldership again?” Lady Vickie asked, looking surprised. “I’ve been
calling you for days now, and each time I told you I was with the Bishop and
Pastor Nathan. We are happy with your progress. Today is just to make it
formal and introduce you to people that you’re officially back.”
         Anita could hardly believe her ears. She looked around her. 
       Then it hit her; she had been too preoccupied with her anxieties she did
not notice what was going on around her. The next thing she saw was that
the fellowship hall was opened, fully decorated, with lots of balloons and
flower arrangement, and the music was on.
         All the people came for her, they pulled the surprise successfully. 
         The entire morning was all a massive set up, and she fell for it. She stood
shocked, moved by the display of affection as people took turns to hug her
and welcome her back. Moments later, she was on her knees, crying, totally
overwhelmed, but there were enough people to lift her up. She could not
understand how the church would go out of their way to welcome her back.
        “Is that my name on the banner?” she asked, pointing to the banner with
“Welcome back, Pastor Anita”
         “Welcome back, Anita,” Pastor Nathan laughed.
         She soon realised she was the only one in the dark. 
         She couldn’t believe Tolu was part of the conspiracy.
      “You knew about this?” she asked her companion. Tolu was not a good
actor, so, how he pulled it off shocked her.
        “I didn’t know the details,” Tolu tried to defend himself. “My job was just
to make sure you were here.”
        “Aww, Tolu. Thank you for everything,” she said, holding him in a warm
embrace. She was too overwhelmed to be angry.

 

         Tolu watched from the side as the morning unfolded. 
         It was Anita’s morning  –  her welcome back.  So, he stepped aside so she 
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could be the centre of attraction. He was glad he could meet a few people in
Anita’s circle. He got along with Nathan; Nathan had called him previously to
seek his opinion, and he suggested they could give her a surprise welcome. 
        He was surprised they followed through with it.
        However, that morning, he did not come to their church to socialise.
       His focus was on Anita. There was only one thing he could think about –
and that was how much he loved her.
      Anita once begged him to define their relationship; he knew quite well
they’d not put any label on whatever had been blooming between them lately.
But he loved every bit of it. He could see she loved it as well.
        He had found the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with, and
he wanted the rest of his life to start immediately. He knew she was trying to
guard her heart; he determined he would never break her heart anymore. 
    The Bishop came to his field of vision, and he soon interrupted his
thoughts. He and his wife were leaving, and he just wanted to have a word
with Tolu before he left.
       “Thank you for bringing her back,” the Bishop said. “Anita is so precious
to us and we are glad, ecstatic to have her back. Lady Vee told me how much
you took care of her when we didn’t even know how to break through the
walls that she built around herself.”
       Tolu smiled. He liked how the Pastor picked his word. He could see the
Bishop knew a lot more than he was letting out. 
         “I’m glad I could help,” Tolu replied.
      “I just have one request, that is if it acceptable by you. I want Anita to
remain with us. You can pray about it and see if the Spirit is leading you in
that direction.”
      The truth hit Tolu. The Bishop standing in front of him was assuming
things – that he and Anita were probably in a relationship. Well, everybody
seemed to assume same thing. There was no point changing people’s opinion
at that point, especially since he wanted the same thing. 
         He had spent the past week trying to win her heart.
       “I have no intention of taking her from a place where she is flourishing,”
he responded without correcting the wrong impression.
         By that time, Lady Vickie had come to join them.
         “That’s great news. Anita did not tell us yet,” she giggled. 
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        Tolu wasn’t ready to go through the entire story of probabilities. Instead
he asked the question that was seated on his mind the entire time he’d been
chatting to the Bishop.
         “How’s your son, sir?” he asked casually.
         “My son?” he looked at his wife, face pained, and eyes narrowed.
         Lady Vee chuckled nervously. “Aw, news travel fast, don’t they?”
      “Not great, I’m afraid, but we are keeping our faith up,” the older man
finally replied after the initial shock.
     “I am so sorry to hear that,” Tolu replied. He was trying to divert the
discussion from an imaginary relationship with Anita, but he’d managed to
drive himself into a cul-de-sac. What son? He didn’t even know where that
came from.
         “How did you find out about him?” Lady Vickie suddenly dropped the act.
     “I…” he breathed out. He realised what just happened. He oftentimes
found himself in the prophetic space. Just talking to the man of God stirred
up the gift in him and dug it out again. He hated it when God pulled such fast
ones on him. It seemed he couldn’t hide for too long.
      “What are you not saying, Pastor?” That was the Bishop again. “Jude is
sick, very sick.” 
         “Oh my God. I had no idea.”
      “He was gone for a long time. A whole decade plus. But now, he’s back
now, and is really sick. He had a terrible accident; it was a miracle he
survived, but he’s in a poor shape. He’s had a brain surgery. It’s his twelfth
day in the hospital today. Very few people know about his existence, we’re
keeping it from public knowledge.” Lady Vickie offered.
     “If you have a word for us, you can as well say it.” Bishop Jeff spoke,
holding Tolu’s shoulder. It was more like an order. 
         Bishop knew.
       Tolu breathed heavily. “I think the Lord wants you to separate your son
for the work He has for him, and it appears He wants you to raise him and to
anoint him as the next leader. I believe when the time is ripe, you will know
and you will need to step aside for the other duties God has for you, and let
him take up the centre stage,” he responded. “That was the message ringing
in my heart. Of course, it’s different from the information you’re giving me
now. But I’ll keep our Jude in prayers. I’m sorry if I rattled you a little.”  
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         “Thank you. We’re encouraged, really.” The Bishop replied.
       “I told you he would live,” he heard Lady Vickie tell her husband as they
both left. Tolu wondered if he told them anything about whether their son
would live or not.
         Maybe he did.
       But some things were certain: he still hated titles, he would never ask any
stupid questions near the Bishop or his wife ever again. And he would stay as
far away from them as possible.
         By the end of the hour, the crowd started dispersing. 
         It was well worth it. 
         The joy on Anita’s face topped the morning for him. He intended to keep
it that way. 
       He knew he once removed ‘a woman involved in ministry, regardless of
what capacity’ from the list of qualities he needed in a wife, when he realised
he could never get the woman he loved who would be involved in ministry.
But it seemed God had better plans. 
       If serving God gave Anita so much joy, he would let her have it forever,
and he would be her number one fan.
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         “Welcome home,” Tolu said as he led Anita to his house.
       Anita smiled; the message was not lost to her, and with it came a whole
new world, flung open right in front of her. 
         She felt at home.
       It was the exact feeling she had the first time she met Tolu and his son
exactly two years earlier – the instant knowledge that she belonged with
them. She knew she was overthinking it, but she instantly felt she belonged
there, like the house was calling her, and she was yelling a ‘yes’. 
         “It’s a stunning place you have here, Tolu, and ‘stunning’ is just for lack of
a better word,” she confessed. “I could never have imagined it.” 
         But then, Tolu always surprised her.
        “I am glad you like it. I am just grateful to have a roof over my head. The
rest is extra,” he replied.
        “This is a giant roof, Babe.” Faith was right; Tolu did not have any air of
superiority. 
       Tolu simply smiled. “Let’s get you inside first. You can freshen up and
then I can show you around, and maybe I can introduce you to some of my
household staff if you don’t mind.”
         She followed like an obedient child. ‘How many layers does this guy have?’ 
       She had never been to Tolu’s home; the day she planned to visit was the
day things fell apart. And she couldn’t believe it was just two houses away
from the FABs’ place, only that they had to turn around the corner to access
the entrance. 
         Anita thought it looked like a replica of the FABs’.
        It finally made sense that Tolu always complained about feeling lonely.
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      If she lived alone in such massive edifice, she too would probably feel
lonely every single day. For the live of hers, she could never understand the
obsession some people have for overtly big homes. 
      How Faith and Babs coped in their home, with their kids all grown and
gone from home, was still a mystery to her. Little wonder, Faith threw
parties every other day.
     She held her heels in one hand and her shopping bags on the other,
refusing any assistance. She couldn’t believe how tired she was, and her feet
ached terribly.
     The anxiety of standing before the Eldership sure took its toll on her.
Looking the part too – the serious Pastor under intense scrutiny – was not
particularly comfy either.
        For the first time, she was thankful she listened to Tolu on their way back
from church. Not like she had many choices anyway.
       “You look uncomfortable. If you’re coming to my place, then I think you
should get something comfier to change into,” Tolu had insisted right after
she agreed to come home with him. 
        They had stopped at a one-stop shop, which was faster than going to her
house and back, and she had picked a few items she thought were necessary,
more like what she felt Tolu would love to see on her.
      By now, she knew Tolu’s taste in his woman, and a little effort for his
attention wouldn’t hurt.
     They walked the short distance to the entrance. She wondered if she
should let her guards down again and let herself love him recklessly like she
once did. She remembered how it ended the last time. 
         Hopefully, they wouldn’t be in such sticky situations again.
      “You never told me you were neighbours with the FABs.” Anita tried to
make him stay with her a little longer.
        “It never mattered before now. I thought Faith told you that you might be
visiting a similar house when she showed you around. My house and theirs
are mirror images. Bab’s idea, but I made a few changes to mine to suit my
lifestyle.”
         “Yeah, I remember she said that.”
         “Welcome to the neighbourhood,” he replied.
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      Anita smiled as she looked around. The two buildings might be mirror
images; however they were worlds apart.
       Rather than the bold, stylish, and bit more traditional look of the FABs,
Tolu settled for a modern, delicate, and sophisticated interior, matching his
personality. 
         Well, the FABs home matched their personalities too.
        She followed him to a room where she could change and freshen up. She
sunk into a nearby seat, feeling fresh already.
       “Thank you for coming home with me,” Tolu said, squatting in front of
her, holding her hands. “I have lived for this day. I can’t believe it finally
happened. I hope things get better between us going forward.”
         “I hope so too,” Anita smiled as she watched get up and leave.

 
         Anita waited patiently at the living area not far from the room where she
had just changed and freshened up. She explored the area and admired his
stunning interior, collections of art pieces, the pictures, mostly him, him and
his son, friends, and family. She peeked at the view outside as well. 
         She had not expected Tolu’s place to be so grand. 
         And she thought she could stay there forever.
      It was one of those moments when Tolu’s humility threw her off.  She
made a mental note that she would love to meet Tolu in his natural habitat
and know more about his life, his faith, his hard work, his success.
        Soft footsteps down the stairs distracted her. She knew whom that was,
and her heart did a double flip. She couldn’t seem to be able to help herself. 
         She started wondering when Tolu would stop having such effects on her. 
         Perhaps never.
     She would live in his embrace forever, she loved him that much. And
perhaps, if she were brave enough, she would tell him how she felt about
him. 
      Tolu had earlier mentioned something about ‘going forward’; she wished
they could have an honest conversation about their relationship, and possibly
about the future.
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     She trembled as Tolu reached her and slipped his hands around her
midsection, kissing her neck.
        “We’re finally together,” his voice was huskier than ever, the desire in his
eyes vivid. He had also changed into more comfortable clothing and he
looked so handsome she could choke. 
       “Yeah, finally.” Anita said in a desperate attempt to distract them from
the fireworks that had begun to spark in different directions between them.
“You look great.”
         “Thank you. But you’re the stunning one,” Tolu ran his hands around the
outline of her face, letting out a controlled breath. “I can’t think of any other
thing right now. Just you, and how beautiful you are, and how blessed I am
to have you at my place, and how much I love you.”
       He was so close, Anita wondered if he was going to kiss her again. She
wanted him.
        “I love you too, Tolu,” Anita replied before she could stop herself, “I love
you so much.”
         “I know. Anita, we’ve been through a lot, but some things never changed,
like how much I love you.” 
         Without saying another word, he kissed her, lightly at first, then as if his
life depended on it. She kissed him back. She wanted him just as much. He
had welcomed her home, well, home was anywhere with the man she loved.

 

        Tolu looked at Anita who was still leaning peacefully in his embrace, and
he couldn’t believe how blessed he was. 
       God had kept her for him all along, even though he kept losing her. He
couldn’t afford to make that mistake anymore.
        He remembered how his heart skid as he walked down the stairs earlier
and he could hardly breath. Anita knew just what to do to subdue him at any
given time. Not like he planned to resist. She had a beautiful body, and she
knew how to put it to use. He could hardly resist at any time, no matter how
much he tried.
         How could someone be so beautiful?
         Anita said she loved him like she meant it. And she let him kiss her. 
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     Then she said she loved him again when they paused to catch their breaths,
and she let him kiss her again. She was sweet to his lips, and sweet to his
body.
         He looked at the woman he loved, who was still visibly trembling. 
         She had given him so much love, beyond what he had hoped.
     His mind drifted to all the places he knew he shouldn’t. If they were
married, he would lift her right away and take her back upstairs. 
        He had seen her before, unclad, and he couldn’t wait for the right time
for that again. He still had a vivid memory of her, how he loved what he saw,
touched, felt, tasted, how desperately he wanted to have her then, and how
desperately he still wanted to have her now.
        The whole memory of their escapades came rushing back, assaulting all
his senses. He thought of all he could do to ravish her body. And how that
would ruin everything. But it didn’t stop his mind from racing, his body
rising to the occasion. He allowed the pictures forming behind his head, and
he pulled her closer. 
         He also knew he was the weakness where Anita was concerned. It was up
to him to be more disciplined and responsible with his feelings, because if he
fell, she would probably fall with him, again.
       He weighed his options, and decided he would rather wait for the right
time, no matter how hard. He just knew ‘the right time’ would not exceed a few
months. If he had any say in it, she would hit forty as his wife, and that was
just three months down the line.
        He needed Anita in his life, and he could only pray she felt the same way
about him.
        “You look distracted,” Anita asked through a breath, slicing through his
pent-up emotions.
         “It’s because I’m thinking about you.” What else would he be thinking about? 
         “I’m here, with you.”
        “That’s why I can’t think about anything else. I was living for the day you
would tell me you loved me the way you just did.” He truly was, and now it
had arrived.
         “I’ve loved you for a long time,” she replied, looking surprised. “Since the
day I met you.”
         ‘I was such an idiot,’ he thought. He truly was.

AFTER LIGHTS OUT BY KEMI OWONIBI

294



         “Anita, you once asked me to define what was going on between us, from
my perspective.”
         “How can I forget that night? It was the worst.”
        “I don’t think so. I think it pushed us to where we are right now. It took
us through the refining fire, and we are better for it.”
         “I suppose you’re right,” Anita replied, swallowing hard.
         “And I realised I have not given you the right answer.”
         “And what may that be?”
         “That I love you, and I want to be in love with you for the rest of my life.”
       “O my God.” Anita just looked at him, puzzled at first, then a big smile
began to form on her lips. “What are you asking for?” she asked sweetly.
     Tolu was relieved. She wasn’t angry, and thank goodness, she wasn’t
running away either; she just wanted clarification.
         “A marriage.” He sounded sure.
        “Wow.” Anita blinked repeatedly. “That’s a surprise. I will say ‘yes’, if you
ask me like you’re sure of what you want, and please don’t kneel.”
         Perfect. 
       He pulled out the ring he brought downstairs with him earlier. He had
purchased it the day he returned the jewellery she previously rejected. And
since it was delivered to him, he had hoped for a perfect time. He agreed that
it was worth the investment. She was!
         “Oh my God! He’s got a ring,” she trembled, choking with emotions.
         “Will you, Anita Ossai, be my wife?”
          She swallowed hard, looking straight at him. She did not say a word, she
just stretched her hands. It fitted snugly. Another thing he had done right in
his life.
        “I love it,” her voice broke when she finally spoke. “I love you, and I will be
your wife. I promised you a ‘yes’, didn’t I? 
        When she looked up to him again, he saw the joy, the glitter on her face,
one thing told him he would forever remember that moment.
          “I love you,” he said as he pulled her back into his arms, into his heart. 
          The kissed they shared brought peace to him. 
       He sent a prayer of gratitude. His future had taken a good start. What
more could he ask for?
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         Dear Diary,
         It’s me again. Anita Ossai. Anita Harry.
     So, I had my fairy tale wedding. It happened only three months after
Tolulope Oghenetega Harry asked me to be his wife. I thought he was joking,
but he made it happen.
         Ok, I’m not so vain, not at all. It’s just that I have a husband who decided
to go overboard with the wedding.
         Literally.
         It was a cruise wedding. 
        I would never have thought about it. Could I even afford it? A cruise of any
kind was the last thing on my mind. But it did happen. What a way to
celebrate my fortieth birthday!
       My traditional wedding happened two weeks earlier, and then the crazy
countdown began. 
        I had a three-day luxury wedding, all expenses paid, and each day with a
different category of guests. It wasn’t my fault, Tolu wanted that, all I had to
do was just to smile and look pretty. 
         Three days on water? Never done that my entire life!
         Our son Tobiloba Luca Harry flew down to be his father’s Best Man. Such
a proud Dad moment, not to mention how quickly kids grew. Those were my
husband’s exact words, laced with deep emotions. He did great with Tobi;
what a blessed young man Tobi is! 
         Back to my wedding. 
        The first day of the cruise was mine; it was a solemn ceremony, and was
officiated by my Bishop Jeffery Okorie. In attendance were our biological
families, and with their guests, as well as our church families.
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      Lady Vickie Okorie, Pastor Nathan Idahosa, and my other guests from my
pastoral, and leadership team were also in attendance, and pretty much as
many people as I could invite. They weren’t that many though. Even my
friend, Chinelo, flew down from Canada into the country to attend.
         I was glad that in all, God was honoured. That was my greatest joy. 
      It brought tears to my eyes. Thankfully, there was an entire team that
attended to me, otherwise, I would have soiled everything with my tears.

         Dear Diary
        Tobi walked up to me after the first day’s event, and he gave me a firm
hug.
         “I think I finally earned the right to call you Mum,” he choked.
         I panicked. Me? No! How did I manage to have such a grown-up son?
         “I’m still Ms Anita –”
         “That phase of our lives is over. You are Mother now.”
         I love that kid, even though he isn’t a kid anymore. 
        The following two days of the cruise were completely out of my control. I
knew Tolu and his gangs loved to party, but in that one, they were unhinged.
They brought down the roof! 
        Well, Tolu isn’t much of a party beast himself; partying is not his one of
his strongest traits, because he is the quieter type.
         However, he does enjoy partying whenever he is in the mood.
         And for his wedding, he definitely was in the mood!
         Honeymoon was in the beautiful country of the Seychelles. 
         The pampering was out of this world. It was laced with so much passion.
I’ve never felt so loved. We waited for the right time – a boundary we both
had to set, even though I didn’t think we could make it. It was worth waiting
for. He capacity for love was amazing, and all I wanted was to be with him,
forever. 
       At thirty-five, I gave up on love, but as I clocked forty I was married my
best friend. And that made me so happy.
     On return, his friends decided we had to throw another party for my
fortieth birthday. Again? I thought we already did that with the wedding! 
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           How many times does one get to mark a single birthday?

         Dear Diary,
     I could talk about my wedding and honeymoon, and fortieth birthday
forever, but life must continue.
       With my employment at The Trink over, I decided to take a break from
work, much to my husband’s pleasure. I focused on our marriage, I needed
it. We both did.
        After a while, I decided to try and pick up my consultancy business from
where I left it. It was nice to do something for myself. Of course, I got help.
More like a push. Tolu just wouldn’t take a ‘no’. But on the flip side, becoming
a business owner gave me a sense of independence, of strength, and a sense
of accomplishment.
         Tolu gradually introduced me to his businesses. Whoa! That man is busy!
I don’t know how he manages to have time for anything else. 
         And he does it effortlessly. 
         Now, add his mission work to the bunch. Arrgh! I had to take over that. 
         “I’m a pastor,” I told him, “I can handle it!”
         Tolu might be my husband, but I sure have got a lot to learn from him.
 

 
         Dear Diary,
         I know you’re wondering what happened to Fisayo. 
      Well, Fisayo and Tolu didn’t have the chance to keep holding grudges.
Tolu’s wedding was coming, and he needed all his friends on board to make it
a success, including Fash. 
    The two feuding friends had to abandon their differences and work
together. 
         In the process, Fisayo and his wife Sophia welcomed their first baby. 
         Babies. 
         I suppose they both hid the information about the twins from everybody,
because Sophie later told me they were afraid of having another premature
delivery.
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         Thankfully, the pregnancy was uneventful, the caesarean section she had
also went without any hassles. The parents and the babies were all fine.
     It seemed Fisayo and Sophia had much to be thankful for than to be
holding grudges. Beyond that, I believed they were just being gracious with
their forgiveness.
       While Tolu refused flatly to offer any stakes to Fisayo in his new line of
restaurants, they worked together on other business; Tolu invested in his
friend’s struggling businesses, while Fisayo bought into Tolu’s businesses as
well. Thus, the two forged a more formidable bond.
         Sophia and I had no choice but to follow suit. Thankfully, her health also
greatly improved.
       Our family now share a happy relationship with theirs. It’s always great
having friends over. We are also church members now. It seems there is no
way we can get rid of each other anytime soon.
 

 
         Dear Diary,
       After my restoration at Believers’ Assembly, I was no longer the head of
the welcome team; my assistant had taken over that role. 
       So, I threw my energies into other things that were close to my heart – my
mentorship classes, believers’ classes, bible study classes, and follow-up
outreaches.
         That is, in addition to Tolu’s mission work. 
    I was passionate about the opportunity to serve at God at Believers’
Assembly and soon carved a niche for myself. My classes flourished, and they
soon became mostly non-denominational and ultimately drew more
attention to the church, with a resultant revival and church growth. 
         I love serving God, and I love church life.
        I’m forever grateful that Tolu joined me at the Believers’ Assembly where
I was already flourishing as a pastor, and he supported me.
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         Dear Diary, 
         It took me a year to decide to have kids.
         Actually, it was Tolu who suggested it that we should try for a baby. 
        He used to say he was too old to have another child, since he already had
an almost twenty-year-old. However, the real problem was that I was so
insecure. At forty plus, I didn’t want to be caught in the infertility nightmare,
which when you’re over forty, was a possibility. 
      The truth was that I genuinely wanted kids, just that I didn’t want the
delay and the anxieties that could come with it. 
       So, I thought the best bet was to not even try. We already had Tobi, and
we were able to get custody of Hope, with plans in place to adopt her.
        Anyway, Tolu noticed my insecurity. Eventually, he managed to convince
me. He felt if we wanted to have kids, we needed to work towards it. At least,
we must stop preventing. I was afraid of the work, but I grudgingly agreed,
with the plans to seek help early if we were not making progress.
         We didn’t need to try for long; by the fourth month, the pregnancy came. 
     It was the most unreal feeling in the world, holding my own child. A
beautiful baby boy. Our son Timilehin. But the excitement soon turned to
confusion when I fell pregnant six months later. Another baby boy. Our son
Tomilola.
       So, here we are, a family sitting with four children from three different
generations – one in his twenties, one in her tens; and two under five! After
our second baby arrived, we closed our baby factory. 
         Four kids – that’s more than enough!
      Our home is filled, and our hearts are full – with so much love, and so
much joy.
         For these, I’m eternally grateful!
 

 
         Dear Diary,
      I so love my husband. I am truly blessed. What did I do to deserve this
man? Or like he always says, ‘what did I do to deserve this woman?’ Yeah, me!
         I still shudder every time I remembered I was this close to losing him. Or
how close he was to losing me. 
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         But love never gave up on us. 
         And it gets stronger every day.
      Love is a beautiful thing. I think whoever is blessed enough to find the
right man, or the right woman, finds a good thing, and receives favour from
the Lord.
         My name is Anita Harry, and this is my love story.
         P.s. I now have a Yoruba name. Tolu thinks ‘Tinuke’ fits me. I think so too!
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The End!
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A Wo r d  F r o m  T h e  Au t h o r

Thank you for journeying with me through this book. 
I do agree it was a long journey.

Each time I think about this book, I ask myself a simple question: 
Why did I write it?

The reality is that, at this point, I don’t know.
Just like my novel ‘Being Mrs Stevens’, I first wrote this story as a medical

undergraduate in my mid-twenties. Now, at the age of forty, I am trying to
figure out what was going on in the head of that little girl, or why she wrote

the books she did. 
I do, however, trust her, and I believe I owe her the responsibility, as an older

version of her, to complete the stories and share them with the world.
‘After Lights Out’ tells the story of the lives we live in our private corners,

behind closed doors, lights out, and with nobody watching. 
The painful moments of waiting on God. 

The distractions we are fighting hard to overcome, 
The issues of our lives preventing God’s best. 

The betrayals that are gut-wrenching. 
The sinful pleasures we indulge. 

The friendships we treasure. 
The love we find, the love that leaves us, and the love that comes back to us. 

The secret things we deal with when people think we have it altogether.
The laughter that brings us peace, and the tear that brings us grief. 

The ill-health that tries us beyond our limits. 
The support we get when we least expect. 

The temptations that try us, the ones we fall into, and the ones we
manage to overcome.
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In all the highs and lows, 
we remember that these are all elements that make us humans.

And regardless of the stage we are currently, 
we can have hope, that the Man up there is still in control.       

“The temptations in your life are no different from what others experience. 
And God is faithful. 

He will not allow the temptation to be more than you can stand. 
When you are tempted, he will show you a way out so that you can endure”

(1Corinthians 1: 13).
‘After Lights Out’ tells us that we must never think that God doesn’t care

about us. 
In this story, God cared so much for a couple in distress, 

He raised His precious daughter to intervene in their lives.
And through the odds, turns, and twists, 

God kept watch over His precious daughter.
As we go through life, 

we must remember to keep our eyes on the big picture. 
The decisions we make on daily basis all add up – 

to accomplish God’s purposes for our lives.
I do hope that you found peace and encouragement in this book, 

and importantly, that you had value for the time you spent reading it.

Kemi Owonibi, the author

I will love to read from you.

email author: kemiowonibi@outlook.com

Follow author’s page: https://www.facebook.com/kemiauthor

Subscribe to my author’s website @ www.kemiowonibi.com
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     Tara sat on her single bed in her tiny bedroom, sluggishly scanning the
delivery list Mama Alo – her benefactor – gave her for the millionth time,
holding her midsection as she winced in pain. 
       Her head throbbed, and her eyes were blurry; she thought it was from her
endless tears from the previous night. 
        By now she knew all the items by heart. 
        And she knew she could not afford them.
      A tattered calendar hung on the wall across from her bed, taunting her.
The clocked on the old cabinet ticked away, worsening her headache. The
room was still dark, sunshine sneaking in only through the torn part of the
curtain. 
        She could hear voices from the living room, and she wondered who could
be visiting Mama that early.
     Her baby was due the following month, but she wasn’t ready. She was
tired, every part of her body was bloated, and had grown bigger than she
could have expected by the eight months of pregnancy. 
       Iya Abiye, the traditional birth attendant they consulted the previous day
had agreed to help take her delivery and had given them the list supplies she
would need. 
        “I can’t afford this,” she whispered to herself. “What am I going to do?”
        Regrets washed over her. The baby had clearly ruined her life.
      In her previous life, her pregnancy would have been one without stress,
she would have been pampered through it, without having to lift a finger. 

 coming soon: Choice and Chances (book 2 of trilogy) 
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     But there she was, lost, and living off the generosity of Mama Alo, the
elderly woman who found her, gave her shelter and had since cared for her.
      Her head hurt, and the dizziness returned. She rushed to the bathroom
and vomited, her upper abdomen twitching in pain. 
        Didn’t Iya Abiye assure them the previous day that she would be fine following the
medicine she gave her? 
        Tara knew the stupidity in her reasoning, she knew she needed to visit to
the hospital for proper antenatal care.
         But she didn’t. 
         Instead she chose to be lost. 
         She chose to stay far away from civilisation, from the  realities of her life,
from the reach of the people she used to know, from a life of drugs and
accomplice in crimes, and from her education – well, she was going to be
expelled anyway. 
        It was a suicide mission; she boarded a vehicle going up North, stopped
in the middle of nowhere, hungry and broke; she kept walking until she
collapsed on the road and an elderly lady rescued her. Mama Alo.
         Her poverty was her choice, she had embraced it, but now it was too late.
     The headache did not relent, she knew she needed help. She dragged
herself to the lounge. Mama Alo was there. She had visitors, a couple. 
        Through her blurry vision, Tara could see Mama Alo coming towards her,
with her guests towing right behind her.
       “Omotara, meet my daughter Alice I always spoke about,” Mama Alo was
talking to her excitedly, pointing towards her female guest. “She is a nurse,
from the big hospital in Lagos. When they got here yesterday, you were
already asleep. And her husband Akin is a doctor –”
    “Mama, you did not tell us she was pregnant. How could you keep a
pregnant stranger in your house all this while, and you are just telling us?”
That was Alice speaking. She sounded shocked.
        “Iya Abiye is taking care of her.” Mama Alo protested
      “Mama, my head!” That was all Tara could say,  holding her head as the
pain worsened. 
        “This lady is very sick, Mama.” The man spoke. Akin. 
         Within minutes, she felt herself lying on the sofa. 
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         Somebody was measuring her blood pressure. She couldn’t see again.
        “Ha, Mama. Two hundred and twenty over one-twenty! What?” Alice was
already screaming.
         Tara wondered if that meant that her blood pressure was too high.
         Alice confirmed her suspicion. “This BP is on the roof!”
       “Can we get her to the nearest hospital. Immediately. This lady will fit any
moment from now. She will die if we don’t do something, and fast. From
eclampsia.” Akin was saying. He sounded like he was in control of the
situation.
     Tara felt she was having some uncontrolled movements, and she was
becoming too drowsy.
        “She’s fitting!” The lady screamed. Alice.
        “Jesu!” Mama Alo screamed.
        That was the last thing she heard.

Watch out for this compelling story, the second of the Believers Assembly
trilogy!
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