
thethe

KemiKemi
OwonibiOwonibi



Kemi
Owonibi

the



BEYOND THE WINDING PATH ~ THE NOVEL
 

Copyright © 2021 by Kemi OWONIBI
 

All rights reserved.
 

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted
in any form or by any means – electronic or mechanical, without written permission

from the author, except for brief quotations in printed or electronic reviews and
articles.

 
This is a work of fiction. 

Any reference to names, characters, historical figures, places, brands, media, and
incidents, whether fictional or actual, is either the product of the author’s

imagination or is used fictitiously. 
Any resemblance to real events or actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various
products referenced in this work of fiction.

 
The Believers Assembly is a fictitious megachurch situated in the heart of Lekki, Nigeria

 
All scriptures are from 

The Holy Bible
The Berean Bible (www.Berean.Bible) Berean Study Bible (BSB) 

© 2016-2020 by Bible Hub and Berean.Bible. 
Used by Permission. All rights Reserved.

 
Cover: Anna Kester

 
Visit the author at www.kemiowonibi.com

www.realbiblepeople.wordpress.com
Email: kd.owonibi@gmail.com

@kemiowonibi @RealBiblePeople
 

3



TO ANDREW DELE 
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MEDITATION

Now we have this treasure in jars of clay 
 to show that this surpassingly great power 

 is from God and not from us.
 We are hard-pressed on all sides, but not crushed; 

 perplexed, but not in despair;
 persecuted, but not forsaken; 

 struck down, but not destroyed.
 We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, 
 so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body.

 

2 CORINTHIANS 4: 7-10
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        Tara Akinolu-Ajai woke up with a severe headache. 
       She sat on her single bed in her tiny room, holding her midsection as she
winced in pain. For the millionth time, she sluggishly scanned the delivery
list that was given to her by her benefactor, Mama Alo. 
       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 that she could not afford them.
      A tattered calendar hung on the wall across from her bed, taunting her.
The clock on the old cabinet that housed all her earthly possessions ticked
away, worsening her headache. The room was still dark, sunshine streaking
in only through the torn part of the curtain.
     She could hear voices coming from the living room; she wondered who
could be visiting Mama so early.
     Her baby was due the following month, but she wasn’t ready. She was
tired and every part of her body was bloated; she had grown bigger than
expected for the eighth month of pregnancy.
       Iya Abiye, the traditional birth attendant they consulted the previous day,
agreed to help take her delivery; she already gave them the list of supplies she
would need.
        “I can’t afford this,” she whispered to herself. “What am I going to do?”
        Regrets washed over her. Clearly, the baby had 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.
But there she was, lost, and living off the generosity of Mama Alo, the elderly
woman who gave her shelter and had since cared for her.

prologue 

6



7

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

      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 realised the stupidity in her reasoning, she knew she needed to visit
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 hurtful realities of
her life, and from the reach of the people she once knew. She fled from a life
of drugs, from being an accomplice in crimes, and from her education. Well,
she was going to be expelled anyway.
     It was a suicide mission;  she boarded a vehicle that was travelling up
North, stopped in the middle of nowhere, and kept walking until she grew
weak and crashed by the roadside. She was rescued by an elderly lady, Mama
Alo, who insisted that Tara must come to her home. 
        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.
    “Motara, meet my daughter Alice I always told you about,” Mama Alo
beamed 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! Mama! My head! My head!” That was all Tara could say. She held
her head as the pain worsened.
        “This lady is very sick, Mama.” The man spoke. Akin.
     Within minutes, Tara fell on the floor; she couldn’t see again. She was
immediately lifted to the sofa.   Somebody was measuring her blood pressure  
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while Mama Alo whimpered.
       “What? Mama! Two hundred and twenty over one-twenty! Ha!” 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 have a
convulsion 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.
     From a distance, Tara felt like she was having some uncontrolled jerky
movements, and she was becoming too drowsy.
        “She’s fitting!” The lady screamed. Alice.
        “Jesu!” Mama Alo screamed.
        That was the last thing Tara heard.



“Just as I am, without one plea, 
 But that Thy blood was shed for me. 

 And that Thou bid’st me come to Thee, 
 O Lamb of God, I come! I come!”

     Music played in the background ushering in the familiar Presence that
perfectly matched the tranquil ambience of the main auditorium of the
multicultural and multi-ethnic megachurch, the Believers’ Cathedral.
       Jude Okorie stood, emotional, as he watched people pour out to the altar
to yield and rededicate their lives to God. The sermon he preached, the one
he titled ‘a changed life’, resonated with the people, just as it had resonated
with him.
        He was the main character of his sermon.
     It was another Sunday, and he had preached in all their three services,
which was a big deal. As the Senior Pastor of Believers’ Assembly, he was
required to preach at their Cathedral for a minimum of twenty Sundays in a
year, and he always made sure he preached different sermons in all their
services whenever he was rostered to preach – for those who would attend
more than one service, a situation that was quite the norm. 
        Besides, he hated repeating himself. 
      “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute Me?” He quoted earlier from the Biblical
book of Acts as he preached to the thousands of congregants onsite at the
Cathedral and the equally uncountable viewers online.
      Jude preached with a burning passion about the man named Saul from
the Bible, the man who later became Paul, about his unquenchable thirst for
vengeance and a voracious appetite for the persecution of innocent Believers, 

chapter one 
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and how he breathed out murderous threats against the disciples of the Lord.
Paul even got an authorisation letter to travel far into another country – to
Damascus in Syria – to hunt down any men or women belonging to the Way,
so he could bring them as prisoners. 
       “But, on the way to Damascus, Jesus stepped in, and He said to Saul, ‘My
man, enough is enough! Stop persecuting Me!’” Jude added.
       His sermon made a strong impression on him because he was that ‘Saul’,
a realisation that left him both emotional and heartbroken during the long
hours he spent in prayers and preparation. But that was the Word God gave
him to preach, and he believed it was the Word for the season.
       No, he wasn’t persecuting the Church like the Saul from the Bible, but in
his past life, he wreaked havoc wherever he went, always leaving a trail of
destruction along his path. Like Saul, he was high on a demonic influence
that pushed him to ‘steal, kill, and destroy’. 
      Like the arrow in the hands of the mighty, he was used by the powerful
men of the underworld to perform their dirty jobs. He was good at what he
did, and effortlessly so. He was unapologetically vicious; stealth was his
strength, and his reflexes were razor sharp. He was hailed as the best in the
business, and no prison door could hold him.
      And like Saul, he met the Lord at a point where he could not control the
narrative. No, he was not blind, he did not see flashes of light, and he did not
hear the voice of Jesus. 
        But he had an accident that should have claimed his life. 
        It wasn’t an accident, he knew that. It was a malicious attempt to take his
life. And the people who wanted him dead did not go easy on him. But
miraculously, he survived. 
        He had brain surgery to save his life, he was bedridden for three months,
and for the next six months he was rehabilitated, spending most of it on the
wheelchair, and he had to learn the basic activities of life, from walking to
eating. But he survived.
       Like Saul, he had a new life handed over to him before he had a chance to
protest; a life that involved surrendering to the Lord, being a part of a church
community,  and a calling to become a preacher and the Senior Pastor of the 
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megachurch founded by his parents.
     He was back in the family – the family he ran away from when he was
sixteen; he got back his amazing parents, discovered that he now had a much
younger brother named Josh, and unbelievably, a son! 
        Jude Okorie II. Jude Jachike, or JJ for short.
        And his fiancée – Krystal Ejiofor – was more than a cherry on the top!
   He was all tears as his heart burned within him. He got even more
emotional when he thought about how much his life had changed, and it
wasn’t because of any input of his. It was all pure grace.
     “This is not a drill, people of God,” he spoke as more music played. “A
redeemed life is a changed life! Only God can give you this new lease of life.
When you are driving in full throttle and a self-destruct mode, only the Lord
Jesus can halt you in your tracks and turn the course of your life around! Only
the Lord can give you a clean slate and show you the way to go. But you must
surrender completely to His Will.”

“I surrender all! I surrender all! 
 All to Thee my Blessed Saviour, 

 I surrender all!”
       More music played in the background as he made more altar calls. Many
congregants trooped down the aisles, while the Leadership and Pastoral
teams spread out to minister to the people.

    “The service was powerful today!” Lady Vickie Okorie announced. The
church service was over, and her family thronged around the table in the
dining hall of their palatial home. 
     She and her husband Bishop Jeffery Okorie had for many years in that
room hosted hundreds of guests on Sunday afternoons for intimate, opulent,
and powerful lunches, where issues were also discussed; an event that had
evolved as ‘Sunday Lunch with Bishop’.  
       Over the years, they had hosted dignitaries from all over the world,
religious leaders, monarchs, ministers, governors, and presidents, chairmen
of corporations, academics, celebrities, technocrats, athletes, and the likes. 
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      However, that afternoon, it was a family affair, except for an important
person from their ministry, a man who had become a part of their family. 
        Pastor Nathan Idahosa.
   Lady Vickie always enjoyed private family lunches. She and Bishop
welcomed the family as they arrived; their son Jude arrived with his fiancée
Krystal, while their younger son Josh and grandson JJ were in their small
bubble, in the company of a Yvonne, the lady hired to protect them. 
        Nathan too arrived with his teenage daughter Shiloh.
     The tables were filled with delicacies, and their small, intimate group
chatted lightly while being served by household staffers. Lady Vickie took her
seat next to Bishop, and beside her was Krystal, and then Jude, then Shiloh
who adored Jude so much. Nathan sat next to his daughter, and there was a
vacant seat between Nathan and Bishop, apparently for Yvonne.
       But Yvonne would hardly join them for lunch, particularly when she had
to sit next to Nathan. Besides, she was busy with the boys.
        “Jude, I’m serious. You did great,” Lady Vickie continued. “You could feel
the atmosphere change in all the services. And you could just experience
God’s presence! It was so real; so palpable, and so powerful!”
       “Thanks, Lady Vee,” Jude replied, his mouth full of the salad he was busy
munching. 
   Jude often called his mother Lady Vee for no other reason than a
mischievous intent, to get under her skin. And that’s what Bishop also called
her. Lady Vickie knew her eldest son would hardly ever take compliments for
his work in ministry, even though he put lots of effort into it. 
        “I’m simply doing my job,” Jude would always say. 
     “What do we expect at this point?” Nathan responded proudly. He had
taken Jude under his wings since his miraculous return, and he had earned
the right to brag. “With Jude in charge, we can be confident the future of
Believers Assembly is safe.”
        “Jude and Krystal,” Krystal corrected. 
        “Of course,” Nathan agreed. 
    They all laughed. Well, all except Yvonne; she simply rolled her eyes.
Yvonne and Krystal didn’t get along; she didn’t like Jude’s fiancée that much.
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      “I agree with Lady Vee,” Bishop chipped in. “I could sense a shift in the
Spirit; I am convinced that things are going to be tremendously different
going forward.”
        “Amen to that!” Krystal cheered.
     “Bishop,” Jude suddenly got serious as he focused on his father. “That
shift… is it in a good way or a bad way?” he asked.
      “It can only be in one direction, Jude,” Krystal reassured, flashing in her
characteristic confident smile. “Upwards and forward.”
        “Amen to that!” Nathan replied.
        “Dad?” Jude was persistent. Lady Vickie understood the persistence. 
     “We’ll keep praying and trusting the Lord to give us direction,” Bishop
replied. “But I know, without any doubt in my spirit, that there was a
shaking today; things would never return to where they were before today.”
        “A revival, no doubts,” Lady Vickie responded.
        “Amen to that!” Nathan repeated.

       The rest of the afternoon moved sluggishly; the family laughed happily as
they enjoyed their lunch, a perfect mix between meaty steaks and cheery
chatter. Bishop might be the powerful and anointed preacher, but he was
always the comedian at family lunches. With every juicy steak served, there
was always a cheesy joke as its side.
     They discussed family events. A birthday party was on the way; JJ was
turning seven, and they were throwing a Marvel-themed children’s party for
him the following Saturday. 
       There was a wedding party to plan as well, and Shiloh reminded them of
her slot on the bridal train. Jude and Krystal would soon be getting married;
they should have done that already the previous year, but there was an
emergency in Krystal’s family, and they had to postpone it indefinitely. 
        Hopefully, they would fix another date, sooner than later.
        As the night fell, Nathan got up to leave with his daughter, Shiloh.
      “Thanks for the great family time, and thanks for the invite,” he hugged
Lady Vickie, kissing her on the cheek.
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        “Thank you, Pastor, for coming,” she responded and then hugged Shiloh.
“Shiloh, Baby. Thank you too for coming. Say hi to your brother Zach and
Mariah, will you? Tell them I miss them.”
        “Will do,” Shiloh responded.
     Bishop got up with some difficulty from where he sat and walked the
father-daughter duo out of the room. 
      Nathan greeted Yvonne briefly on the way out, but the young lady only
waved back at him, rarely acknowledging him.
       Lady Vickie watched them leave; she could be worried about the cold war
between Nathan and Yvonne, but she was more concerned about her
husband. Bishop’s back was getting worse by the day, and he was reluctant to
go for the surgery as advised by their surgeon, Benjamin Azuquo.
      Jude and Krystal were also ready to leave. Since JJ normally spent four
days of the week with his father and weekends with his grandparents at
Bishop’s Place, that meant JJ too needed to get ready to leave, and Josh
needed to retire to his room as well. 
      Yvonne demanded JJ to follow her, and soon they started their weekly
routine of chasing JJ around the room, as the little boy screamed “no! no! no!”
in protest, aided by Josh, his uncle-turned-brother, while everybody else
laughed. They’d all learned not to interfere.
      “JJ, we have to leave now. If you don’t stop right there, you are getting
socks for Christmas.” Yvonne shouted in frustration. “And you’re not getting
any gift for your birthday on Saturday.”
      It worked because JJ finally stopped, and followed Yvonne, who turned
back to give Lady Vickie a victorious wink.
     “Argh! Those two!” Jude said as he got up with Krystal, each of them
kissing her in turn as they left.
        Lady Vickie was left alone, while a staffer came in to clear the room.
        It was a poignant moment for her.
       Bishop had prophesied that a ‘shift in the spirit’ was on its way. As much
as she wanted to agree with the others that it would be a season of
breakthroughs and great revival, she shared Jude’s concerns.
        The witness in her spirit spoke otherwise.
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       What they did not realise was that a shift was coming indeed, and it was
nothing like they could have expected! Because none of them would be
spared.



        Tara stepped into the venue of her son’s seventh birthday cautiously, and
with mixed emotions. Lady Vickie Okorie – JJ’s grandmother and legal
guardian – invited her to the event. And even though she had bought his gift
since the invitation was sent, it was only at the final hour that she eventually
made up her mind to attend.
        She was too ashamed to show her face.
        What good mother would abandon her son, without turning back?
    ‘I did what was best for JJ,’ Tara argued with herself. She could still
remember how she escaped from the rehab facility, and from the burden that
motherhood was determined to thrust onto her! That was seven years ago.
      Her heart broke; her son was seven and she had never been a part of it. 
 Granted, she had had a few strictly scheduled visits and under the
supervision of one scary lady named Yvonne, and she had occasionally
attended the Believers Cathedral just to steal glimpses of her JJ – a hardly
successful exercise, but she had never had a relationship with him.
        She gave him up at birth.
     “Can I help you with that, ma’am?” a young usher asked her excitedly,
sneaking up on her, and pointing to the gift bag she was holding. He was
most likely in his late teens, dressed in the black-and-white usher’s uniform,
with a matching bow tie, and he wore a tag with “Olu” written boldly on it.
    “No!” Tara snapped back at him, holding on to her gift like her life
depended on it. It was an overpriced action figure she had saved up for. It
wasn’t much, but it was a product of her sweat, tears and blood, and
wrapped with a dash of motherly affection.
        It was her first real gift to her little boy, and she was not going to hand it 

chapter two 
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over to just any usher, not if she could help it. She watched the young man
leave, while she clung to her gift, looking uncertain. 
    Tara scanned the venue of the birthday celebration; it was beautifully
decorated with superhero themes and a Marvel-themed cake on the pedestal.
She didn’t know her son was so much into superheroes, but there was the
Justice League to one side, and the Avengers to the other, and every other one
in-between. 
        And all the kids were dressed in their favourite superhero costume.
        She heard that JJ was the Iron Man. Tony Stark. 
    Her heart did a flip; it was meant to be a small gathering, a kiddies’
outdoor party, at least that was what Lady Vickie told her. But the hall was
packed, while the adults sat in clusters around the party tables. 
        And she couldn’t find one familiar face. 
        How would she spot her son with all those costumes?
        She had it all figured out: she’d walk over to JJ, give him a warm hug, and
hand over the gift to him directly, with some “Mum loves you” whisper. In
her dreamland, she could see the boy jumping about and telling everybody
that he had received the best gift ever – a gift from Mum-dearest. 
     Now, it was time to execute her plan and she was juggled to face the
reality: that was never going to happen. First, she could not figure out where
her little boy was, and she could not see any familiar face for that matter. 
       ‘Didn’t Lady Vickie tell her it was going to be a small party for JJ, with only close
friends and family?’ she asked herself again. Well, judging by the crowd
already at the party, they had lots of close friends and family.
        She inched towards the front where lots of kids were, but she was quickly
bounced. The people wearing the ‘Protocol’ badge controlled the flow of
people, particularly because there were many children at the party and their
safety was paramount. They only allowed adults who have access cards, and
the number must tally with the kid’s tags. 
       They blocked her every move! She couldn’t blame them, and she resisted
the urge to say that she was the mother of the celebrant; she didn’t look the
part, and she did not have the access card.
       Tara returned broken-hearted, but she’d promised herself she would not
shed a tear.
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       “Can I get a seat for you ma’am?” another young usher asked, distracting
her thoughts. Her nametag read Aisha. The young usher probably noticed
that she was looking lost, and the kind usher also offered her some drink.
        “I’m looking for the celebrant,” Tara responded, defeated.
    “I’m not quite sure if you can get to JJ right now,” the excited usher
responded, “but I can find a seat for you right at the front, hopefully, you will
be able to see him from there. Look out for the Iron Man. And Josh is Hulk,”
she smiled. “But meanwhile, I can show you the gift hub where to drop your
gift, if you don’t mind.”
      “Thank you,” she nodded. She swallowed her pride and followed, feeling
humiliated and close to tears.
        The young usher found a new seat for her, by the flank exit of the venue. 
        There, from her new location, she saw “them”, every one of them. 
        The Okories. 
       It was a distance from her, but she could see them. Bishop was there, and
Lady Vickie, and a boy named Josh in green costume whose relationship with
the family Tara had not quite figured out. Jude was also there. And the new
girl. Krystal. 
        ‘Of course, there’s a new girl,’ Tara frowned.
     They were all on the same long table; most of them were standing and
enjoying constant interaction with the people who came to interact with
them.
       Eventually, she found her little boy, JJ, the boy she named after his father
Jude. But nobody ever called him Jude, particularly now that his father back
in the picture. 
      He was with the kids where they protected and cut off from every other
person, while they were being entertained. JJ held his Ironman helmet and
giggled nonstop, while Josh, Hulk, towered over him and followed his every
step. Tara watched with fascination. JJ had grown, and he looked every bit
like his father. Perhaps if he looked like her a bit, it would have made her life
a little more bearable.
        The party guests cheering along, obviously entertained as well. 
        Everybody seemed to be in good spirit, everybody except her. 
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       Her food arrived, but she hardly touched it. She had a mission, she could
stand up, close the distance, walk past the gift hub, reach out to her son, hug
him, and hand over the gift. A few people had done that. So, why not her? 
        Only that she would be bounced again. She didn’t have a card!
       She shuddered as she strategized how to reach JJ.  The room was closing
in on her, and she began to hyperventilate. Her mission was becoming more
dangerous and more unrealistic by the moment. 
        That was when they spotted her. 

        Tara watched with palpitations as Jude leaned over to talk to the new girl,
Krystal, and then he pointed towards her direction. She watched them kiss
briefly. They seemed to be in love. 
        Tara hissed.
        She had not planned to be jealous, but she couldn’t help it. 
       Jude got a perfect life! In the twinkling of an eye, he had an entire empire
handed over to him. They even displaced Pastor Nathan so that he could
become the Senior Pastor. Jude had unrestricted access to their son JJ, he
won the admiration of his wonderful parents, he had a perfect girlfriend, he
inherited a thriving megachurch and every part of their ministries. 
      It was as though his past was wiped off, and he had a new lease of life,
while she had spent the past eight years fumbling in the dark, rejected, and
abandoned, and up till that point, she still hadn’t found her way.
        How could life be so unfair to her?
        She broke a cold sweat as she watched Jude drop the glass he was holding
and walk briskly in her direction. If she was in doubt previously, now she
knew they had indeed spotted her. 
        She suddenly wished she could disappear. 
       Contrary to what she felt earlier before leaving her hostel room, she now
realised that she was not ready to deal with Jude.
        No, not yet.



     “Why didn’t you inform us that you had arrived?” Jude started without
wasting time, smiling all the way. “We reserved a seat for you.”
        Tara just stared.
     Jude looked crisp and perfect in his designer outfit and well-trimmed
haircut, a sharp contrast to her faded look. He moved with the grace of a
prowling leopard, his eyes were a-fire with a devil-may-care outlook, and a
woody scent swirled around him, giving her heart a gentle thud. He was
dishy by all accounts. There was an air of confidence around him, a tad less
than frank arrogance. 
       “Lady Vickie said you promised to come for JJ’s birthday,” Jude continued,
extending his hand to her. “We’ve been waiting for you the whole time; we
didn’t know you were already here. Come on, let’s go.”
     Tara’s stood stoic as anger welled within her. She hated the tone of his
voice; he sounded condescending to her. Ever since they both started what
Tara tagged as their ‘new lives’, Jude always treated her like she was invisible;
like she no longer existed in his world. 
        Well, she no longer existed in his world. 
      But at least, they had a son together, that should count.  Tara could not
understand how a man could discover that he had fathered a son, with a
particular lady, and never bothered to contact or have a relationship with the
boy’s mother.
     In fairness, she too had not shown interest in JJ until recently, and her
visits had been few and far apart. Five times to be precise. But those visits
were chaperoned, and she could never get too close to JJ because Yvonne
always got in the way. She was a stranger in her son’s life; she could paint
“Mom” on her forehead, and JJ still wouldn’t notice.

chapter three
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       She was not proud of herself; she could hardly blame Jude. That however
did not reduce the depth of anger she carried about, anger that was directed
at the man standing right in front of her. She wasn’t expecting him to have
any relationship with her, but at least, he could have made some efforts to
reach her, somehow.
        Tara wondered if he was avoiding her. 
      “Hey, you’re coming?” Jude interrupted her thoughts, still giving her that
look, irritating her further. 
        She suddenly realised she had been staring at him the whole time.
     Tara scoffed. That was their first conversation in years, yet he had not
found the decency of addressing her correctly or exchanging pleasantries the
way she wanted him to. She wasn’t asking for too much; a proper ‘hello’
would have sufficed. 
     Instead, he had just rushed into a conversation like the eight-year gap
never existed.
      “I brought a present,” Tara finally found her voice, handling the gift bag
over to Jude. At least that was better than giving it to an usher.
        “Don’t you want to hand it over to JJ personally?” Jude offered. “I can take
you to him.”
        Tara was not ready to grovel.
     “Is that what you call him? JJ?” Tara felt the edge in her voice. She was
afraid she would create a scene, but the pain, hurt, and resentment she
carried with her threatened to push onto the surface. She struggled to keep it
in check, but she failed.
        Jude probably heard that too. 
       Holding her hands impulsively, Jude ushered her to somewhere quieter,
away from probing eyes of people that turned to look at them when Tara
started raising her voice. 
        She followed obediently.
      “Is something wrong with JJ?” Jude tried to keep his voice low. “Those were
his initials, weren't they? And guess what, I had nothing to do with the
taxonomy,” Jude retorted, using his two hands to form inverted commas on
air, as he whispered taxonomy. “It was all your idea!”
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     She too noticed the edge in his voice. That was the first time they were
going to talk about their child or about anything in eight years, and a drama
was already brewing.
        Perfect! Just perfect!
        “When will you ever take responsibility for your actions? ” Tara fired back,
stressing the word ‘ever’.
       “You had all the names in the world to give him, but no, you had to name
him Jude!” he replied, clearly dismissing her question.
      “You have a better idea? Gosh! This is unbelievable!” Tara shook her head
and rolled her eyes in frustration. “Now, it’s my fault, right? Shouldn’t you be
happy to have your son named after you? Were you even there? Oh, I forgot.
You were locked up somewhere neither of us should be proud of. Should I
spell it out? It starts with a p and ends with an n! Does your perfect family
know who you truly are or where you’ve been? What about the girlfriend?
You’ve been living a lie, and here you’re playing the perfect daddy. What an
ingrate!” 
        “Stop it now!” Jude replied, sternly. The fire in his eyes raged.
      “I almost lost my life while giving birth to that child,” Tara ignored him,
“but you had the guts to stand here and question me about the name.” Tara
heard herself raising her voice as she fired more questions at him, different
emotions threatening to tear her apart. 
        She truly almost lost her life having this child. 
       She didn’t realise she had developed hypertension during the pregnancy,
so she didn’t treat it until she had convulsions in the eighth month of
pregnancy. Eclampsia. And then she slipped into unconsciousness. She
indeed would have died but for the couple visiting Mama Alo – Alice and her
doctor husband, Akin. They saved her life. They rushed her to the closest
hospital which was in the nearby town. There she had an emergency
caesarean section, and she was in the intensive care unit for the next few
days.
        Thankfully, she survived, and the baby was also healthy.
     Life was miserable for her thereafter because she amassed lots of bills
within that short period – bills she had no means of paying. 
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       She became a burden to the family that helped her, to Mama Alo and her
children, because they undertook the responsibility of paying her hospital
bills, not to mention that they had to take turns to stay with her at the
hospital.
       Upon discharge, Alice and Akin took the responsibility for her and took
her with them to Lagos where they cared for her and her baby. They were
even the ones who traced Okorie’s family and led her back to them. 
      Thankfully, Bishop Okorie and Lady Vickie later refunded the family all
they spent on her and JJ.
     A fresh wave of anger arose within Tara as the memories flooded her
mind. Shouldn’t Jude be grateful for that? Instead, all he cared about was her
naming their son after him!
      “I’m sorry, but I had no idea of what you went through,” Jude answered
after a while, interrupting her flashbacks. “Please, Dimples, we need to talk,
but this is not the place or time.”
        Jude had caught her off-guard. 
      ‘Dimples’ was an old nickname Jude used to call her when the going was
smooth, an upgrade from her initial nickname – Smallie, even though, at
five feet and nine, a height almost matching Jude’s, she was not smallish,
and she didn’t even have any dimples. They were just the nicknames Jude
spun out for her. 
      It brought more memories that tore her heart apart, and she was on the
brink of breaking the dam in her eyes.  But she dared not, because, from the
corner of her eyes, she could see a familiar figure approaching them. 
        The new girl. Krystal.
      “Hi! Dimples. So nice to meet you. We’ve been waiting for you all day,”
Krystal spoke nicely, flashing her beautiful smile, and a perfect set of
dentitions. Jude must have told Krystal that her name was Dimples. 
        How dare she call her that name? How dare the two of them?
     “That will be ‘Tara’ to you, Krystal,” she responded sharply, cutting the
other lady off. “And I wasn’t talking to you. So, shut up!” 
    “Tara, why are you being so disrespectful?” Jude came in between the
ladies. “This is Krystal, my fiancée.”
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       “How’s that my problem?” Tara continued with her angry outbursts. “And
what are you going to do about it? I know her, I know who she is, and I can
see now that she knows me too. So, there’s no point introducing us.”
        Tara felt there was no point pretending like she didn’t know Krystal. 
        Oh, she knew Krystal. 
       She’d been to the Believers Cathedral enough times in the past two years
to know Krystal. And being the fame-hungry, perfect-in-all-her-ways fiancée
of their much-loved and much-adored Senior Pastor Jude Okorie, Krystal
was a rather prominent figure in the church.
      Tara couldn’t argue with the reality that Krystal was the perfect pastor’s
wife material; she sometimes wondered how Jude managed to have what
Tara considered was a total package. Krystal had got everything – she had
the look, the carriage, the attitude, the height, yeah, Jude loved his ladies tall;
everything about Krystal was perfect. She spoke the right words, always
dressed for the occasion and her makeup was always on point. 
        Could Krystal ever do anything wrong? Perhaps she needed to do some digging!
        “What’s wrong with you?” Jude looked at her with utter shock.
        Tara knew her behaviour was unbecoming; she’d been rude to everybody,
and she was giving all the wrong first impressions, but she couldn’t help
herself. She was angry; the venom she spewed was evident.
       She could see that Jude and Krystal had become uncomfortable with her;
the people around were also looking in their direction. She felt the best thing
was just to leave before she did more things that she would later regret. She
would see JJ some other time.
     “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. Now if you will excuse me,”
Krystal responded politely. She collected the gift bag Jude had been holding –
Tara’s gift for JJ – and promised them that she would hand it over at the gift
hub. Then she left immediately.
        “Babe, I’ll be with you right away,” Jude called after Krystal as he watched
her leave.
        “I’m sorry,” Tara said to Jude after Krystal left. 
       Jude was not interested in her apologies. Instead, he was ready to follow
his fiancée. 
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     She thought to excuse herself and leave as well; she didn’t want to deal
with the embarrassment of being left standing, but it was too late. 
       “Dimples, we need to talk, please,” Jude said hurriedly. “Can I see you on
Monday? In the evening. Six p.m. I will be waiting for you. When you get to
church, come straight to the office complex; I’ll let them know that you have
an appointment. Ask for my office. It’s on the fourth floor. Please? Please?” 
      It was more like a done deal than a request; Jude was demanding to see
her, and she had no options. With that, he too left hurriedly, catching up
with Krystal in few long strides.
      Tara stood alone, covered in shame. She watched the couple walk away
from her without even looking backwards in her direction. She realised that
the gall in her was hurting her, and her alone. She had held on to her
bitterness for way too long; meanwhile, the objects of her annoyance were
living in perfect tranquillity, not caring if she existed. 
        She decided to transform her rage into visible actions; she would bite the
Okories where it would hurt them the most.
     For starters, she would not be seeing Jude on Monday, by six p.m. or
anytime for that matter. And she would not allow herself to be treated as an
outsider anymore. JJ was her son, and she had the right to spend quality time
with him, not just to be staring at him from the corner under supervision or
stealing glimpses of him here and there. 
        She must find a way of taking JJ back, even if her life depended on it. She
knew it was a stupid decision, but at that point, it didn’t matter anymore –
she would kidnap the boy if she had to. 
        She had become the woman scorned.
        Pulling her phone, she made a frantic call.



     Nathan Idahosa paced in his lavishly furnished church office, one that
matched the offices of the first four individuals in their ministry, with little
tweaks here and there. 
      Two dark walnut bookshelves, separated by decorative plants, lined the
entire left-hand wall, holding books written by bestselling authors, both
spiritual and secular. There was a leather sofa with creamy-brown blankets
draped over the arms, and a matching single-seater couch, separated by a
solid oak coffee table. Faux-fur rug lined the room. There was a fridge and a
breakfast nook which were always stocked with all he might need.
      A ninety-inch smart TV hung by the corner, one that was almost always
on, but he hardly watched. There was also a large decorative fireplace with a
mantle that dominated the centre of the far wall; he hardly needed the
fireplace as the stand-alone air conditioner provided the cool and the
warmth he ever needed. Over the mantle were an antique clock and other
decorative collectables that he gathered from his travels.
       His desk was a large, polished walnut piece; it was rather imposing, with
a picture of himself and his children – Shiloh, Zachary, and Mariah – over
the top, and another one of him and his late wife, Grace. The desk was
surrounded by three comfy chairs, one of which was his. Behind him were
large portraits of the first-fab-four of their ministry – Bishop Okorie, Lady
Vickie, himself, and Jude Okorie. And a hidden door for emergencies. Two
massive windows, draped with cream and brown curtains, stood to the side,
with beautiful views of the gardens that surrounded their Cathedral.
      Nathan waited impatiently, pacing from his desk to the sofa and back,
and feeling like a teenager in love. 

chapter four

26



27

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

       He had left his meeting halfway in the boardroom on the third floor and
had rushed to his office as soon as he received an unusual call.
        Tara wanted to see him. And there was an urgency in the tone.
      No, he wasn’t in love, although he was open to the possibility. Tara had
intrigued him since the day he accidentally called her two years earlier. And
each time they met or spoke, she always stirred a strange feeling in him. 
     He had not been able to describe what kind of feelings he had for that
young lady, even two years down the line. He had not attempted to fight it
either, particularly because those were not inappropriate feelings; he had
been widowed for a couple of years already, and he wished he could move on. 
   However, so far, their relationship was largely platonic, a healthy
friendship between a concerned Pastor and a church member in need. 
       ‘You can as well call it mentorship,’ he thought with sarcasm. Whom was he
deceiving?
    “Tara is here,” his assistant, Michelle, informed him as soon as Tara
arrived. Michelle had always encouraged Nathan to start dating again and
she was always excited whenever he was talking to any female, regardless of
the intention.
        “Let her in.”
      “Hi! Pastor,” Tara said shyly as soon as she was ushered in by Michelle.
She meandered to the favourite single seater couch she usually used anytime
she visited and folded into a foetal position, dropping her bag on the rug
beneath. Tara was never relaxed around him, but that evening, she looked
more anxious than ever.
      Nathan sat by the sofa opposite and watched her closely. “You sounded
desperate over the phone,” he spoke. “Are you okay?”
        “I don’t know,” Tara replied. But with no further explanation.
       Nathan brought some apple juice from the fridge with two slices of cake.
In a brisk motion, he poured their drinks into two glasses and with the cake
slices, he served them both. Leaning back, he watched her from afar. 
        “Thank you,” Tara replied. She took the cup of juice and picking the fork,
she began to munch the cake hungrily. And when Nathan offered her the
second slice, she ate it as well, downing both drinks in quick succession. 
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      Nathan knew Tara had money issues, but she would never collect money
from him. She however always collected the church funded welfare boxes,
and Michelle always sent one to her every month. Besides, Michelle often
organised an additional package for her anytime Tara visited his office. 
        “What happened?” Nathan asked after Tara finished eating. 
        She shrugged.
       Tara already informed him in a message that she would be attending her
son’s birthday that afternoon. He was aware that Tara had a strained
relationship with her ex-boyfriend and his family. He also knew that they
had custody of her son Jay and that she was hardly allowed to see him.
        “Did you see your son?” Nathan probed further.
        She shrugged again.
      He could see Tara had a lot of things on her mind, but as her habit, she
wouldn’t talk to him, which always left him frustrated. She always gave him
simple answers, and he had to probe her until he could get any useful
information. 
       “I made a scene,” Tara finally spoke, looking drained. “And I fought with
people. And no, I didn’t see Jay.” 
        “You fought with your ex?”
        “He pushed me to it.” But she refused to explain any further.
        “Tara, sometimes you must learn to take responsibility.”
        “That was what I told him,” Tara twisted the conversation.
        Nathan laughed. “I was referring to you.”
        Tara clammed up immediately. 
     Nathan looked at his young friend and wondered what he could do to
make her open her heart to him. He knew he was treading on thin ice with
that girl; hanging out with her could be damaging to his reputation,
particularly considering the secrecy surrounding their friendship. 
     However, Nathan felt he would be fine, considering that he had never
done anything that could be termed immoral or inappropriate with her.
       Nathan could still remember the first conversation he had with Tara two
years earlier. She attended their new Believers’ class. And at the end of the
introductory lessons, she decided to become a full member of the church.
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        However, on the day of the Meet and Greet, when the class was supposed
to be introduced to the Leadership and Pastoral team, Tara and a few other
participants were missing. 
     In his characteristic manner, Nathan took the personal information of
those who did not attend and contacted them directly, to personally welcome
them to church.
        Tara intrigued him since their very first call, and she continued to stir an
unusual feeling in him. A little part of him loved the feeling and honestly, he
wanted to pursue it. However, Tara proved so hard to chase. 
        He soon realised Tara did not have any romantic interest in him. 
        And he too didn’t think he should.
        She told him a lot about herself, without going into details. 
      She told him that she was the daughter of a renowned lawyer, a Senior
Advocate of Nigerian, and human rights activist, an assertion that Nathan
doubted based on her looks. She also claimed she was a law undergraduate. 
      Nathan was concerned about how she was still an undergraduate in her
late twenties, but it turned out that she previously dropped out of the
university, went into drugs, had a baby, and was disowned by her family.
However, she was trying to pick herself up again. And that even though she
was always broke, she was grateful that her mother was paying her tuition. 
      Nathan was touched by her story, and he was inspired by her dedication
to life. He wanted to jump in, be a part of her life, and support her
generously. Tara, however, would not let him; she told him she was not a
charity case, and she was too proud to allow any pity party.
    Eventually, Nathan managed to get her a part-time job at a security
company, where she made some money. The company was owned by one of
their members fondly called Marshall, in honour of his rank when he was in
active service. Nathan did not like the job; he couldn’t imagine Tara as a
security guard or a bouncer, he thought it was dangerous. But Tara loved it,
and it had been her side hustle since she got it. That gesture improved their
friendship a bit, but Tara was still a closed book.
      “You have a story, I can see it,” Nathan told her on many occasions, “but
why are you not telling me? I can’t help you if you are not talking.”
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      Tara refused to talk to him, but she kept suggesting she had it rough.
Their relationship remained stiff and guarded. And secret. An unlikely
friendship!
      In the early days, he asked for a date a few times, which she declined.
Well, not like the relationship had any future. Tara was way younger than
him. She was also a young Christian, who had little or no knowledge of what
ministry entailed. And his teenage daughter Shiloh would surely give Tara a
scare, to put it mildly. 
     Besides, as the Senior Pastor and administrative head of the church, a
relationship with Tara did not any chance.
        That did not stop him from hoping, though.
        “Can I leave now, sir?” she sliced through his prolonged rumination.
       “You invited yourself, I didn’t ask you to come. So, if you’re ready to leave,
that’s fine by me.”
      “Thanks for always listening to me,” she eventually spoke as she rose to
leave. “One day, I will tell you my story, sometime soon.” 
   She was close to tears, so close her voice shook. Nathan couldn’t
understand the enormity of the emotions she was bottling, or whatever she
was dealing it, or why she sounded desperate when she called him earlier. 
        But he could see it must be intense. 
       “Come,” Nathan said as he held her in an embrace, a rare feature in their
relationship. She did not push away, she still looked drained.
        “Thank you,” she eventually sniffed as she pulled away.
       “You know you can trust me; you can talk to me at any time. I’m praying
for you.”
     “Thank you,” she said again as she reached for her bag. “I need all the
prayers I can get before I do something I will regret.”
      Nathan watched her leave, and Michelle handed her the welfare box on
her way out. He however remained burdened for her, and the intrigued
feeling was back.
      “God, what are you saying?” he asked aloud as he returned to his desk,
letting out a frustrated breath. 
        He knew God had a reason for dropping Tara by his doorstep. 
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      He knew there had to be a reason why among all the new people joining
the church that time, she caught his attention over the phone. But two years
down the line, he still hadn’t figured it out.
        He knew he liked her, and that might have clouded his judgement.
       The feeling brought back memories of his wife, Grace. He missed her. If
Grace hadn’t fallen sick, if Grace hadn’t died, he wouldn’t be in a position of
begging a scruffy-looking twenty-seven-year-old undergraduate for a date!
        That was humiliating for him to even consider it, although he would have
loved to spoil her a little if she had allowed him, like a pet project.
        He was still burdened; he began to pray.



     Jude Okorie knew his house of card would soon come crashing. And it
scared him. 
        Tara was back, and she was not playing. 
        The few moments they spent together ruined his entire day, and it would
probably ruin the life he had meticulously built since his return.
     Jude sat alone in his official residence; the duplex gifted to him by the
church as the Senior Pastor. His office was at the far side from his living
area, a design that matched the one at the church, and next to it was a small
conference room. His fiancée, Krystal, was also somewhere in the building,
attending to some house guests and making sure they left early.
      Jude sat by in his office and gazed at his computer monitor, distracted,
and lost in thoughts. He was preaching again the following day, but he could
not focus. 
       Just a week earlier, he was operating under open heaven; with his face to
the floor, he was praying and worshipping as matched his life with Saul’s,
and as he reflected on the life that God delivered him from. 
       That was a stark contrast from his current situation, where he could not
complete any of his four sermons as they were also having an evening
communion the following day. 
     His thoughts were focused on the young lady who stepped into his life
earlier in the day. Tara. Dimples. 
        Tara made a brief appearance in his life, and she shook it to the core. 
        More than what Saul from his previous sermons could, Tara’s appearance
forced him to take a good look at his past, and to reflect on the evil he once
represented.

chapter five
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      Things were not looking pretty; he was scared that his life was about to
change. And he could not afford it.
      Krystal too was hysterical about the experience, and she was livid about
how mean and rude Tara was to her. Krystal left the scene peacefully because
she didn’t want to disrupt his son’s party, but she took out her anger and
frustration on him afterwards. He had spent the entire afternoon trying to
pacify her, while also trying to calm himself down. 
        However, Krystal was the least of his problem. 
      When things began to unravel, he knew she would probably be the first
person he would cut loose. He loved Krystal, and he knew that she loved him
as well, but he often thought of her as being fair-weathered. She might be
excellent at handling church life, but he doubted she would be able to stand
by him or deal with the rough life he used to live.
        The was the very reason he never thought it was smart to disclose his past
life to her.
       He got up and paced the office. Shortly after, the door was open, and he
could feel soft footsteps behind him. He simply turned to look at her without
moving closer. Krystal came to him and threw her arms across his neck.
     “Finally, just us,” she kissed him. “Are you coming to eat? Your food is
ready. Come on, let’s go.” 
        “I’m not hungry.” He let out a breath. 
        He felt guilty for saying that because Krystal loved going over and beyond
to portray herself as the perfect pastor’s wife. And cooking his meals was part
of what she did of her own volition.
       “I don’t like it when we fight; I don’t like it when you are angry with me,”
Krystal said pleadingly. “Come and join me, I’ll soon be leaving.”
     “I’m not angry with you. I’m just not hungry yet. I’ve not finished my
sermons for tomorrow. I’m very distracted,” he confessed.
        “What did she say to you?” Krystal asked. She was referring to Dimples.
        “I’ve told you everything she said already. She was just exploding for God
knows why!” Well, that was a lie. 
    How would he confess to Krystal about him being locked up, or him taking
responsibility for his actions, or the subtle threats made by Tara to expose him?
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       “We can’t let that girl come in between us,” Krystal pushed further. “Gosh!
Some people are toxic! She was so rude and so despicable. She didn’t even
come to say hi to the Bishop or Lady Vickie! And she didn’t stop to hug her
son or take a single picture with him. Where did you find her?” 
       Jude cringed. He hated how Krystal referred to his ex, but even he hadn’t
been able to process the entire situation. Only that he knew for a fact that
Tara was a disaster waiting to explode. But he also knew that for the sake of
peace, he dared not defend Tara, not at that point.
      “It’s okay, Kris. I agree with you! She’s psychotic! Just because she’s JJ’s
Mum does not give her the right to misbehave around here.” 
       Jude cringed at his assertion. Tara was not just anybody to him. She was
special, and even though he had avoided her for the past two years since she
started trying to re-establish contact, she would forever be special to him.
        He owed her. A lot.
       He pulled Krystal closer; he gently caressed her back and kissed her neck.
The satisfied response from Krystal told him that was strong enough to
pacify her and stop her continuous rants. 
        Her expressions softened. Hopefully, she would let him be.
       “I’m sorry I shouted at you earlier. I was just shocked about how entitled
she was, and you didn’t put her in her place.” 
        “Now let me finish my sermon, and I will join you. Please, Krystal.”

        Jude watched Krystal leave and he returned to his desk. However, despite
the reassurance that things were settling between him and Krystal, Jude still
struggled to complete his Sunday sermons. 
        What does Tara want?
      He soon realised that he was not in any shape to preach on Sunday. He
still could not focus, neither could he distract himself from the eerie feeling
that he was sitting on the last strip of calm before the storm.
      Without further thought, he emailed his four sermons notes to his best
friend and mentor, Pastor Nathan, and then he called Nathan, asking if
Nathan would help him out the following day.
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      “Sure, Jude, that’s not a problem.” Pastor Nathan graciously accepted to
preach the following day without persuasion. That man was born to preach! 
      “Thank you!” Jude responded, relief spreading through his chest. “Sorry
for the short notice, it’s a family emergency,” he explained.
        “Are you okay?” the older man probed further; concern palpable in his rich
baritone voice.
      “Everything is perfect,” Jude tried to sound enthusiastic, “I’m just trying
to recover from JJ’s party and after-party.” Being a single Dad himself, Jude
hoped Pastor Nathan would understand. 
         What he told Nathan was partially true, only that he didn’t mention what
part of the party he was recovering from. 
        Tara. Dimples.
        “No problem, Jude,” Nathan repeated. “Say hi to JJ for me.”
        Jude let a sigh of relief. But who was he kidding? 
        His past was catching up quickly on him. And it wasn’t looking pretty.

        Jude left immediately to meet his fiancée, Krystal. His sweet Krystal. She
already made dinner. It was a simple dinner of rice and beef stew, with fried
plantain and vegetable sides, and some apple juice.
        “Thank you,” Jude stated as they ate quietly, both lost in thoughts. 
      Krystal always insisted on preparing his meals as frequently as possible.
She even told the staffers who cooked his meals to respect her presence
whenever she was around. 
        “Whenever I am around, you must ask me first before you start preparing
his meals,” she told them.
      Initially, it felt like love. However, with time, Jude thought the gesture
was not about niceness; it was mostly about being territorial. He had told
Krystal that preparing his meals was not sustainable as they would both get
busier after they got married. But that didn’t stop Krystal.
        “Are you done with your sermons?” she asked interrupting the quietness.
     “Nope. Pastor Nathan agreed to take it so that I could focus on other
things in life. Like you. Hopefully, I would spend the night in prayers.” 
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        “That’s kind of him.”
        “Maybe we could have lunch with Bishop tomorrow,” he forced a smile.
        “That will be nice. But doesn’t he have other guests coming over?”
       “We can always crash the party,” Jude replied. As the Bishop’s son and the
Senior Pastor, Jude could make an appearance at Bishop’s lunches even if he
wasn’t invited.
      “I’m sorry I was so angry with you earlier,” Krystal apologised again for
their little arguments. Obviously, she still wanted them to talk about it.
        Silence. Jude wasn’t interested.
        “I’m sorry. It’s just that I didn’t think she would be so unfriendly.”
        More silence.
     “But why is your Tara so rude?” Krystal pushed even further. “I’m just
wondering. And why did her presence bother you so much? You are not
telling me everything about her, are you? I can see she’s unstable, but should
I be concerned about something?”
    Jude was frustrated. He couldn’t believe they were back on the Tara
conversation. He didn’t want his fiancée to be upset for nothing again. He
wondered what else she wanted him to say after all the discussion they had
had about her earlier.
      “She’s not my Tara, and her presence does not bother me,” he replied. “I
haven’t seen her in years, and I didn’t expect her to be so unfriendly. But I’m
seeing her again at the church office on Monday. I invited her. I hope she
comes. Then I can know what exactly the problem is, and how we can fix it.”
   Krystal did not ask any further questions, but he could notice the
dissatisfaction on her face. He was not happy about it at all. After their meal,
Krystal was ready to leave.
        “I love you,” she said, planting a kiss on his cheek.
        “I love you more. I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable in any way.”
        “It’s okay. I’ll call you when I get home.”
        With that, she left.



        Jude stayed on his bed all night, but he couldn’t sleep. 
     Tara’s words continued to echo through his mind, including the subtle
threats she made to him. 
        “When will you ever take responsibility for your actions?” she asked.
     Well, he took some responsibilities, he spent some time in jail, even
though to him, it felt more like a slap on the wrist. The more reason he
devoted his life to service, with an unusual sense of urgency, as though he
was still trying to pay for his crimes.
      He couldn’t get past the unnerving feeling that Tara was bent on digging
out the ugliness of his violent past. She had threatened to tell people that he
was once convicted of some crimes and locked up in a place they wouldn’t be
proud of. 
       She wanted him to take responsibility for his past actions; she mentioned
those exact words.
        And he knew he could not afford that.
       He thought about his sweet and innocent girlfriend, who was caught up
in a situation that could potentially explode.
       He felt guilty because she trusted him so completely. He couldn’t believe
how blessed he was to have Krystal. She could be insecure sometimes, but
she was an embodiment of perfection, a cleansing from all the negativities of
his life. He couldn’t wait to marry her, despite all the secrets. 
       Jude hated keeping secrets from Krystal, except when such secrets had to
do with his past. He knew he dared not. Those were classified!
      “I will marry her, and I will not feel guilty for keeping secrets from her.
She doesn’t need to know,” he whispered into the night. 
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      Jude continued to struggle with himself as images from his past flashed
through his memory in rapid succession. 
    He remembered leaving home as a teenager, and his life was quickly
hijacked by people of the underworld. He was a smart kid, which made him
even more valuable to them. Until they no longer needed him, and they
couldn’t wait to dispose of him. They turned their backs on him; he and a few
others were arrested, and they were facing a minimum of fifteen years to life
in prison. Their lawyers had already prepped him, that he was going to jail
for a long time, and if unlucky, he would be locked up for life – just like his
fellow accused who were already sentenced. 
       Every bad boy knew that day would eventually come when he would have
to answer for his actions. Jude knew he had come to the end of the line. He
had lost hope; he was sure his past had finally caught up with him, and there
was no escaping. He was scared; he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life in
jail. And his lawyers were already fighting for a shorter sentence.
     Then, suddenly, Tara came up as an unlikely witness and changed the
course of everything. Tara had told her truths, which were alternative
realities and as coached by their team of lawyers to save him. She provided a
strong alibi that might have been true. She cleverly manipulated the
timelines and changed the events so well and so coherently. The court
eventually had no choice but to strike out the case, not because he was totally
innocent, but because there was not enough evidence to prove him guilty. 
    He still ended up in prison, having been sentenced to the remaining
eighteen months for other minor crimes; but it was a minor reprimand.
       Then upon his release, he had a high-velocity motor vehicle accident that
changed everything, an accident that should have taken his life, even though
he was certain that it wasn’t an accident. They tried to take him out, to
assassinate him. But somehow, he miraculously survived!
        With it came a clean slate, a new lease of life. And with it also came the
regrets of the life he lived in the past, and the ongoing feeling that he never
got to pay for his crimes. He knew he had been forgiven – by God and by the
State, but he also knew that nobody in his new world would ever understand
whom he used to be, or ever accept him now for whom he used to be.
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      He decided to safely tuck his past away where it belonged, preferring to
rather stick with the “Saul to Paul transformation” narrative. Nobody from his
new relationships needed to know the fine details of whom he used to be.
Sure, they knew he was ‘bad’, just that they didn’t know how bad he was. 
        He could not afford to go dig up the past anytime soon.  
       “The church is a place for perfect people!” he spoke blankly, “you have to
be perfect like Jesus, or get ready to be judged harshly!” 
     How many times had he preached that the church was not for perfect
people, but imperfect ones striving for holiness and perfection? 
        But even he was not convinced. 
       He had moved through a long, difficult journey from the Jude he used to
be. He loved his new life; he loved being a pastor, and he had given it his
absolute best. He had also worked hard to keep his past a secret; his past was
nobody’s business! 
     He didn’t know whom to trust with his past; he couldn’t trust Krystal,
definitely not his parents, and not anybody in the church.
    He could not even trust the man who had been his best friend and
accountability partner of many years, the man who sacrificed so much for
him, the man stepped down so he could become the Senior Pastor, the man
who had stood by him and served him faithfully. Pastor Nathan Idahosa. 
       Nathan might eventually understand, but he would not be able to keep it
a secret.
       It was becoming more difficult to keep his past classified. Especially now
that out of the blues, someone from his past resurfaced and decided to
confront him with the truth. Tara had returned. And Jude could see that she
meant business.
        He panicked. 



        “She’s not coming,” Jude apologised to Nathan after half-hour of waiting. 
       It wasn’t long before Jude realised that Tara wouldn’t be coming for their
Monday evening appointment. Just two days earlier, he had asked Tara to
come and see him. He had also asked his assistant to send her a reminder.
But she had refused to come.
       The past two days had been torturous for him; he looked so worried that
Nathan quickly spotted it. Jude confided in the older man that an altercation
transpired between him and his son’s mother during his son’s party and that
he was expecting her that evening.
       Nathan then decided to hang around until her visit was over so he could
monitor the situation; he was convinced that they might need a chaperon. 
     Frankly, Jude didn’t think he needed a chaperon; he could well handle
Dimples without prying eyes, but Nathan had more experience when it came
to dealing with aggrieved individuals and church people. 
        Jude felt he should rather listen to the voice of wisdom. 
        They sat at his office and they chatted over malt drinks and tropical nuts.
        “I’m sorry to keep you waiting for nothing,” he said again.
    “Did I ever complain to you that you were wasting my time?” Nathan
stretched his feet and dropped the magazine he was holding onto the coffee
table. “It’s Monday, it’s my day off, I’m not busy, I’m not in a hurry, you need
someone to monitor the situation, and I’m here,” he reassured.
        “I guess you’re right. Thank you still.” 
      The evening also allowed them to talk and pray together. Jude suggested
that they could leave, but Nathan wanted more information, one Jude was
not keen on sharing.
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     “Tell me more about this dimpled former girlfriend of yours,” Nathan
insisted. “What exactly got you this rattled? Who is she?”
        “She’s JJ’s mother.”
        “I know that by now.”
        “Well, frankly, I don’t know much about her current life,” Jude explained.
        “Are you for real?”
    “Yep,” Jude confessed. “I am aware that she’d visited Bishop’s Place a
couple of times to see JJ, but that was about all I knew, until she rocked up on
Saturday, and made such a nasty scene.”
        “And you’re cool with that?” Nathan didn’t seem impressed.
      “Pastor Nathan, it’s a bit complicated. See, we’ve not been in contact for
years. We parted ways like eight years ago. I wasn’t even aware that she was
pregnant with JJ when we broke up. We don’t have anything to with each
other, we are not co-parenting. There’s absolutely nothing going on between
us. I choose to stay away from her because we don’t have any business with
each other.
      “Does she have a relationship with JJ?” Nathan crossed his hands across
his chest, still was not convinced that was okay.
     “To the best of my knowledge, I don’t think so. She visited only a few
times. I think maybe four or five times. She’s not involved in JJ’s life, and
that’s not my fault. And as far as I am aware, I don’t think JJ recognises her as
his mother. They don’t have any relationship with each other.”
      “That’s absurd!” Nathan replied. “I know you are involved in your son’s
life. Or am I making assumptions here?”
        Jude shrugged. He didn’t usually talk about his private affairs, and issues
about JJ have been tucked away. 
      “As I said, it’s complicated,” Jude continued. “Of course, I’m involved in
JJ’s life; he splits his week between my place and Bishop’s Place –” 
       “But his mother is not welcome, right?” Nathan replied flatly. “That’s not
good enough. Jude, I know families are complicated sometimes, but you
have a business with this lady – you two had a kid together. And as the
mother who is willing to be involved, she has the right to have a relationship
with her child!” Nathan protested without mincing words.
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    How come Nathan wasn’t briefed about all these from the start? Jude
wondered with frustration.
   “Nobody kept Dimples from having access to her son,” Jude replied
hesitantly, with a shrug. “She left. She gave him up at birth. She abandoned
him, and she left. That court granted my parents the rights over JJ had from
the beginning, and I wasn’t even a part of that deal!” 
     Nathan didn’t look convinced by his explanation, so he continued, his
voice rising with each step he took.
      “Dimples has known this kid for seven years; I have only known him for
less than five! And guess what? She made no attempts to come back until
recently. Four or five Saturdays in seven years, and she stayed only for an
hour or two. We invited her for JJ’s birthday on Saturday, and guess what?
She stayed for like ten minutes. She did not even wait to see JJ! How am I
supposed to take responsibility for her irresponsibility?” 
        “I’m not judging you, Jude.”
        “But, Pastor Nathan, you are!” Jude responded with an edge of frustration
in his voice. He paced forth and back and soon returned to his seat. “Ever
since it was determined that I was the father, I stepped up to that position.
Whenever I’m around, JJ lives with me for four days a week. I’ve been hands-
on as a father. I’m working hard to convince the system that I am willing and
ready to take up the role of the father. I’m hoping by the time that Krystal
and I are married, JJ can move in with us because currently, my parents are
still the legal guardians.” 
        Nathan gasped in disbelief. “What do you mean by that?” 
      “You knew that before I returned, JJ lived with my parents,” Jude started
cautiously. He couldn’t believe Nathan didn’t know the arrangement with
regard to his son.
        “Yeah.”
      “The reality is that for Dimples and me, neither of us has  parental rights
to JJ.” He laid out the fact in a pained tone. He hated having to spell it out
that way. “I’m grateful for the opportunity to be an active part of his life, as
the active parent, but when it comes to the real situation of things, I may as
well be an older sibling.”
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       His little brother Josh normally called him by his first name Jude despite
their huge age difference, and JJ too often called him just that. He had never
told anybody the painful truth of where he stood with JJ, not even Krystal
knew that hard truth.
        “Ouch!” Jude saw the compassion as Nathan’s expression softened.
       “Yeah. I feel like that often. As for Dimples, there’s little I can do. I really
can’t make any decision. I can’t decide what kind of relationship she must
have with JJ. It’s up to her. I can maybe recommend, but I can’t force
anything. And she’s not helping matters.”
        “I’m sure there’s a way around it. Maybe she’s just hurt,” Nathan replied.
        “I think so too, but I don’t want to force things.”
      Jude explained how hard it was to convince JJ when he returned that he
was the father, considering that JJ had grown up with Josh, thinking they
were siblings, and believing that his grandparents were indeed his parents. 
        Jude did not know how much of his family situation to expose to Nathan,
but he was not going to mention to Nathan that his criminal past was the
only factor limiting him from actively pursuing the matter and terminate his
parents’ guardianship, not while he had safely tucked away that bit of his life.
        “I don’t think your parents will take JJ from you,” Nathan encouraged.
      “I don’t think so too. But JJ is growing fast. He’s seven already. And he’s
beginning to understand the dynamics of his family. He now understands
that I’m his father, he knows Bishop and Lady Vee are his grandparents, and
he knows Krystal is going to be his new Mommy. I’m grateful that Krystal has
stepped up to play the motherly role in his life. He also knows Yvonne –”
        “The Aupair?”
       Jude smiled. Yvonne was employed as JJ’s personal protection. A bodyguard
and not a nanny. Nathan of all people should know that, but he was also
aware of the stiff relationship between Nathan and Yvonne, so he refused to
take the bait.
    “Yeah!” Jude continued. “JJ’s still confused about Josh because he still
thinks of Josh his big brother and not an ‘uncle’. But at least, he has a new
stable family. I don’t think it’s fair to introduce another person into his life as
“Mummy” at this point.”
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        “Fair to you or her?” Nathan was referring to Tara.
     Jude glanced at blankness as the nighttime crawled in. His discussions
with Nathan was unnerving, to put it mildly. Nathan was forcing him to look
at his past, something he had spent the past two days doing.
      “I don’t have any right to judge her; I’m not a saint either. I was absent
from JJ’s life for many years as well. Right from conception and throughout
the pregnancy,” Jude finally conceded. “And that was because I didn’t know.”
        Well, he wouldn’t have even if he was aware. He was in prison throughout
that period. He could still remember the first time Tara took the witness box
and spoke in his defence. 
       Following her testimony, he was briefly granted bail. He then visited her
to express his gratitude, and one thing led to another, and he slept with her.
His son JJ was the product of their isolated intercourse.
        How that happened still beat his imagination. 
        However, he couldn’t tell Pastor Nathan all those details. 
        He hated that after living a clean and responsible life for almost five years
now, he was faced with the need to even think about his past. He blamed God
for giving him a sermon about Saul, and Tara for suddenly rocking up in his
life the same week.
        The earlier he sorted these out, the better.
      “I would have loved to meet this dimpled lady, and we can walk through
this together,” Nathan interrupted his protracted thoughts; Nathan too
seemed preoccupied with something. “At least we’ll know what she wants.”
      “I think she just wants to be a part of JJ’s life if I can make that guess.”
Jude didn’t bother to clarify the dimple story.
       “I think so too. But I don’t think it’s in JJ’s best interest or any of our best
interest to operate on guesswork. The last thing the church needs right now
is another scandal.” 
        Nathan sounded serious like he meant every word.
        There! Jude knew something was eating Pastor Nathan up. 
       Now that Pastor Nathan spelt it out loud, Jude understood that what was
bothering the clergy. The reason Nathan stayed back that night wasn’t him or
JJ or Tara. It was all about their beloved church. The Believers’ Assembly!
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      Jude swallowed hard and rubbed his forehead as new memories surged.
He knew their church, the Believers Assembly, had swum in and out of
scandal since its inception, even while he was still a child. 
       He still had vague recollections of his father’s outrageous lifestyle in those
early days, the infidelity, fund mismanagements and the reports of the
enquiries that made his father jump countries, abandoning him and his
mother in the process. 
       Jude remembered how his mother took over the church leadership which
at that time was at its breaking point, leaving him lost and frustrated. 
        He even knew of his mother’s little fling with a man he now adored. 
      His father eventually returned, and his parents reunited. But Jude could
not live with the hypocrisy. He left home for good at the tender age of
sixteen, an event that was a major blow to the church, because he left a
scathing letter which somehow was leaked to the press, and which became a
topic for public dissection for a long time. 
     And he never returned until he was brought home unconscious over a
decade later, barely surviving a ghastly accident. 
      Things had settled a lot since his return, but he was aware of how easily
they always managed to land in murky waters; hence they were always on the
lookout for potential threats.
        Like Nathan had done all evening.
     Jude shook his head sadly. “I don’t think Dimples is any threat. She’s a
drama queen, but she’s not dangerous. She’s not going to cause trouble.” 
        But even he could not convince himself.
        “I hope you’re right,” Nathan was still sounding serious. “Still, we need to
be on guard, because if my instincts are right, she’s a ticking disaster waiting
to explode.”
        If only Nathan knew that Jude himself was a scandal waiting to explode.
     Jude prayed silently, hoping this time, Nathan was wrong. Because he
knew that if Tara exploded, he too would go down. 
        His secrets were not safe anymore.



       “Take care of your back,” Lady Vickie Okorie reminded her husband, “and
don’t push yourself too hard.”
       Bishop Okorie was travelling for scheduled ministry engagements, much
to his wife’s displeasure; she worried he might hurt his back again. The pain
was becoming more regular and more severe these days.  
    “I don’t have to be told. It’s probably nothing,” he winked. His team
members and ministers had already left for the airport, and his driver was
waiting for him as well.
   Lady Vickie rolled her eyes; they had been through that on several
occasions, and she was not ready for another argument. She had instructed
and pleaded with the pastoral team travelling with him to make sure he
didn’t push himself beyond the minimum limits.
       Her husband of thirty-six years would be away for the next two weeks for
an impact and impartation tour as well to provide support to some of their
partner ministries. That was assuming he didn’t call to extend it, which was
always a possibility.
     She readjusted Bishop’s garment, a habit that she had formed over the
years mainly as a way of bonding; she always found something to adjust. 
       He was travelling in a flowing African outfit, complete with his signature
headwear, two layers of beaded necklace, and a vintage walking cane with a
solid brass handle and gold fringes, an accessory that had become
increasingly relevant in recent times.
      They both knew he should slow down a bit so that he could recover fully
from the back pain, and he also needed to clear his schedule so that he could
make room for the surgery as recommended by the doctors.
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       However, her darling husband had allowed himself to be fully booked for
his ministry engagements again for the year.
        “I’m going to miss you,” Lady Vickie told him.
        “It’s just for two weeks.”
       Lady Vickie nodded. She was missing him but she was also worried about
his back. 
    Bishop previously had back surgery, but the doctors advised that for
symptomatic relief and cure of his back pain, he needed another big one, and
the earlier the better. In the meantime, he was being monitored periodically.
But her dearest husband had been reluctant; he was not ready to close shop
for half a year while he recovered.
     “Keep an eye on Jude while I’m gone,” Bishop interrupted her train of
thought. “Lately, he’s been a little jumpy.”
      “I didn’t want to be an alarmist.” Lady Vickie shared his concerns about
their son. “I didn’t realise you also noticed.”
      “It was subtle, but I noticed. Jude has been quite distracted; he’s always
tense, anxious, hyperalert, and agitated. I don’t like it.”
        “I am worried,” Lady Vickie confessed. 
       Lady Vickie didn’t like feeling worried or hopeless about her son. For the
twelve years he was missing, she lived every day with Jude on her chest. She
named him Judah as a reminder to praise God in every situation, and that
kept her going through all those turbulent years he went missing. But God
brought him back. Following the years of heartache, she received double
blessings for all her troubles.
     Things were perfect until recently. With it came the troubling thought,
that something was terribly out of place. And it started that afternoon at JJ’s
birthday party after Tara came to talk to him.
        Jude had since been edgy. 
       And now that Bishop voiced his concern, she knew she had reasons to be
worried. She wondered if there was something that he knew but wasn’t
telling.
      “That girl, Tara, she is bad news. I know you won’t believe me, but that’s
the truth,” she replied.
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        “You think this has something to do with that girl?”
       “I am a hundred per cent positive! Our people say, ‘the apple does not fall
far from the tree.’ I am not comfortable with that girl. I think she got her
viciousness from her father! Is she not Akin Akinolu-Ajai’s daughter?” It had
been a hard pill accepting Tara into their family. ‘This is hard,’ she thought.
        Bishop laughed. “Vickie, we are believers! And we have all been called into
the family of God. We have been called to love. And it doesn’t matter if the
person is Omotara or Akintunde her father.”
      “It doesn’t change the fact that there is something not quite right about
this girl. And it’s not just about her father,” Lady Vickie shook her head. “This
girl, the girl I invited personally, did not have the decency to even come and
greet us or to say hello to her son. And God knows what she did or said to
Jude that pushed him off the edge.”
      “I don’t think it’s right to make certain assumptions, and it’s not fair to
judge her based on her heritage yet,” Bishop replied. He didn’t look happy
that she dragged Tara’s father into the conversation. “Jude has made lots of
lousy decisions in the past, so we cannot blame the innocent lady for
whatever Jude has entangled himself with this time again. He must begin to
take responsibility.”
      “Argh! Of all the girls Jude could have met in his entire life, it had to be
her! It had to be from that family! And it is more important now than ever.
We both know what that family is capable of.”
        “But Tara is not her father. Or her mother. We can’t blame her for that.”
      “You are supposed to be on my side, to see things from my perspective,”
Lady Vickie protested. “Jude was okay before they met, and afterwards he
started acting strangely. Did he tell you anything during your meetings?”
        “Not really. I have asked him a couple of times what the problem was, and
but he said nothing. However, this morning, he agreed something was
bothering him, but that he was on top of it.”
        “And you didn’t tell me before now!” Lady Vickie screamed.
      “I just told you now that he finally admitted today that something was
bothering him. He didn’t tell me what that was, but it shook him. I guess he
managed to handle it and he seemed to be getting out of whatever that was.”
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        “You’re sure he didn’t mention Tara at all.” It sounded like a question.
       “No.” Bishop thought for a moment. “But if it indeed had to do with that
girl, during their ten minutes conversation or so, then it’s not a good sign at
all. Just keep an eye on him and let me know how he’s doing.”
     “I don’t know what the best strategy should be, but I think we need to
redefine our relationship with the lady. Should we let Jude in on this? So that
at least he is aware of what dangerous family we are dealing with here? And
how dangerous the girl might be? Who knows? They probably planted her as
a spy.”
        “No,” Bishop replied firmly. “At least not while I’m away.”
      Lady Vickie understood. Their paths once crossed with Tara’s parents,
and the outcome was ugly; so bad that it tore her family apart. Jeffery
abandoned her and their son Jude; he abandoned the church they both
founded, and he fled the country for a few years. 
        It was still a dark past neither of them liked to think about.
     “All right. I agree. But should we rather keep this girl closer so we can
monitor her, or we block her out completely?” Lady Vickie suggested further.
“Bishop, we cannot leave things to chances here, and we cannot let her make
the big decisions going forward. I think she’s playing on our generosity. We
don’t owe her anything, we let her in because of JJ even though she already
gave him up. This situation is stressing me?”
       “I don’t want you to get worked up about this,” Bishop got ready to leave.
“Jude is dealing with whatever is bothering him, which might not be related
to JJ’s mother. I believe we should trust his judgement. We will talk about it
more when I come back – that is if it is still an issue by then. So, relax.”
        “Okay,” she responded grudgingly. “I will make a plan.”
    “I will recommend you don’t,” Bishop teased, holding his wife in an
embrace as he got set to leave. “You know I don’t agree with any of your
schemes.”
        “But they always work.”
      “If you are trying to refer to Jude and Krystal, Jude told me he liked her
before all your matchmaking shenanigans,” he replied, giving her a friendly
tug before planting a kiss on her cheeks. “I love you.”



50

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        “Now that hurts,” she replied, returning the favour.
        “The truth or the kiss?”
        She rolled her eyes in response. 
      She watched him leave, she missed him already. She sent a quick prayer
that his back would not act up during the trip; the last thing she wanted was
to be called that Bishop was in pain because of his back again. 
      She had a busy couple of weeks ahead as well; ministry called. But right
now, she had other concerns; the little girl who thought she could mess with
her son, with her family. 
     It didn’t matter if nobody believed her, Vickie believed that Tara was a
negative influence and that she did or said something that affected Jude. And
she decided that Tara was no longer welcomed in their family. 
        Picking up her phone, she called her number.



        Tara eventually agreed to visit Bishop’s Place.
        Lady Vickie had planned to kick Tara out of their family, but she couldn’t
go through with it. Bishop’s pep talk on love softened her a bit. Besides, what
kind of mean person would stop a woman from having reasonable access to her son?
    Granted, Tara gave JJ up at birth and they’d been granted custody. 
 However, if she wanted to be involved in JJ’s life, perhaps they should give
the girl a chance. 
     Lady Vickie thought that if JJ’s parents could step up and take up their
responsibilities, she and Bishop could terminate their guardianship and get
back to being Grannies. Once the visits became consistent, they could
gradually introduce Tara to JJ, after all, Jude too had reasonable access to
him. However, Tara had made herself difficult to love. 
        And the family tree she came from always gave Lady Vickie the shivers.
      Lady Vickie swallowed her pride and put aside her prejudices during the
time her husband Bishop Okorie was away on a ministry tour, and she tried
to engage with Tara and persuaded her to come to their mansion for a
conversation. But the young woman dillydallied again. 
     Eventually, she came, but the day Tara finally agreed to come was not
convenient for anyone, because it coincided with the day after Bishop made
an emergency return. 
     Bishop Okorie pushed himself beyond the scheduled two weeks of the
tour, just like his wife predicted, and he kept at it until the back pain started
again, and he couldn’t cope anymore.
        Lady Vickie insisted that he returned immediately. 
        Bishop returned from his trip with severe pain. 
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     His back was sore again; apparently, he refused to listen to reason and
pushed himself harder than he should. Lady Vickie and Bishop ended up
spending the entire day at the emergency unit at the hospital.
      Lady Vickie watched helplessly as her husband winced in pain, wishing
she could do something to alleviate it. The pain however subsided after the
opioid injection, and he relaxed on an orthopaedic bed. 
   An MRI was ordered immediately, after which the spinal surgeon,
Benjamin Asuquo, invited them to his office for a conversation.
        “Ben! Do you have any good news for me?” Bishop asked.
        “We’ve counselled you extensively, Bishop, and we can’t force you against
your wish. You know what to do, and the earlier, the better,” Dr Ben replied.
        “Surgery!” Bishop replied. It sounded more like a question.
       “We know what is causing the pain; it’s not going to get better unless you
fix it. Just know that there is a good chance that it will deteriorate, with
resultant neurology.”
        “What does that mean?”
       “Worst case scenario, paralysis in both legs,” Dr Ben replied. It appeared
the doctor was going the fear route now since nothing else had worked.
        “You’re trying to bully me into an operation now,” Bishop chuckled dryly.
       “I said, ‘worst-case scenario’ Bishop,” Dr Ben replied. “You can have milder
symptoms, like this ongoing pain, and paraesthesia of your lower limbs.”
        Lady Vickie rolled her eyes. Why can’t doctors speak normal words, like the rest
of us?
       They finally managed to convince Bishop that he must let the doctors do
their jobs and fix his back.
       Bishop and Lady Vickie left the hospital that same day; and with optimal
doses of anti-inflammatory and opioids medications and adequate bed rest,
Bishop woke up the following morning feeling much better, much to his
wife’s relief. 
     Even then, he spent most of the day sleeping, because the medications
kept him sedated as well. They were just starting their afternoon when it was
announced that Tara was in the house to see her. 
        Lady Vickie cancelled it without a second thought. 
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        However, Bishop insisted they should see her, and see her together, after
all, she tried to come. Lady Vickie’s patient had already thinned, and she was
not in the mood for Tara’s whining.

        Lady Vickie sat next to her husband in one of the guest receptions, where
she watched Tara. They both looked shocked.
        Tara wore her usual victimhood façade, looking shabby as usual. 
    Lady Vickie thought the young lady could benefit from regular good,
healthy meals, a nice shower or preferably a holistic, full-body spa treatment,
some crisp and decent clothing, and all the tender loving care she could get. 
        Tara looked terrible. 
    Naturally, Lady Vickie wanted to jump in and care for her, but Tara
remained rude and unlovable. She even refused to touch the meal she was
served, down to the drinks.
    Tara went on and on in her now characteristic uncultured manner,
whining about how she had the right to see her son, JJ, and how the family
had blocked her and cut her off.
        “My son was celebrating a birthday and you people excluded me from the
planning; none of you thought I should have an access card to reach him. You
throw your weight all over the place, just because you can. I know my rights!”
       Lady Vickie raised an eyebrow, but she didn’t act. Bishop held her hand,
subtly telling her to calm down. But her patience was growing thin; Tara
must be smoking something strong!
        Things went south so quickly.
    “I believe you are being ungrateful here, darling,” Lady Vickie spoke
calmly. “We are offering you the chance of a lifetime to be a part of our lives
and our son’s life here.”
       “I believe we’re talking about different Judes here, ma’am.” Tara sounded
tacky. “JJ is my son; he is not the same as your Jude.”
        “I’ve got news for you, darling. You lost that right the day you signed him
over. And then you turned your back on him. You walked away without
looking back.” 
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        The audacity!
       Lady Vickie tried to stay calm, but her spirit broke within as she watched
Bishop try to reason with Tara. Her mind went back to that afternoon, seven
years ago, when she received the most incredible phone call, to the day she
met Tara, and JJ, for the first time. 
        It was a painful one, but also one that birthed hope in her.
        And it kept getting better, until now that Tara had returned to ruin it all. 
        Well, she was not going to let her!



        Bishop and Lady Vickie were revelling in the euphoria and the comfort of
their newly acquired multimillion mansion sitting in a large property they
simply named Bishop’s Place. The massive gate at the first entrance to the
property had Believers’ HQ proudly engraved onto it. 
       Their ministry had just experienced a major lift. They had completed the
eight thousand capacity new auditorium of their Cathedral, fully paid for, as
well as their office complex. They were also moving part, an annexe of their
ministry to the property at Bishop’s Place to make space for more growth.
     Vickie and her husband Jeffery had also just been ordained as Bishops
even though she refused to use her title, opting for a more feminine
appellation. The church had just been lifted onto a new global pedestal, and
they were looking forward to the new wave of the Spirit.
    They had peace round about them when the strange phone call came
through.
        It was from her private secretary, Neye, from church.
     “Lady Vickie,” Neye spoke hurriedly. “You need to come to the church
office immediately. And come with Bishop. Because there is an emergency
that cannot be discussed over the phone.”
        In a panic, she and Bishop had rushed to the church, wondering what the
emergency could be. They imagined it was another commission of enquiry
set to investigate the church’s spending. Or something just as ridiculous. 
        Vickie could not deal with the incessant attacks on the church anymore.
      However, on arrival, they were led to a scruffy-looking girl, skinny and
unkempt, simply introduced described as Tara. She held a baby and refused
anybody to touch her or move close to her baby. 
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       She came with a couple – a doctor his nurse wife who simply introduced
themselves as Akin and Alice. They were accompanied by a social worker. 
        The social worker didn’t talk much; she seemed to be monitoring them.
      A small crowd of ministers and employees from the church also formed
around the visitors to see what the matter was.
       “Lady Vee, this lady here claims that she is Jude’s girlfriend and that this
baby is little Jude, our Jude’s baby,” Neye explained carefully. Neye had been
part of their ministry for a long time; she probably still remembered Jude.
   “Who’s Jude? And how is this our emergency?” Lady Vickie sounded
confused. Nothing could have prepared her for the fact that they were
referring to her missing son Jude.
        “You mean our Jude?” Bishop was more orientated but just as confused.
        “Apparently,” came the weak response from Neye.
       Nothing made sense at that point; Lady Vickie simply stood there shocked
as listened to words that sounded too difficult for her to comprehend. 
       She didn’t realise she was crying, but she could feel her husband holding
her in a reassuring embrace.
       She hated that people, anybody for that matter, would take advantage of
her grief, and trick her into believing that Jude was somewhere out there.
She glanced at the girl, who looked like she was starving, or perhaps hooked
on drugs, but definitely, she looked mentally distant from reality.
       “Where’s Jude?” Lady Vickie asked nobody specifically, but her heart tore
apart. She wouldn’t even touch the baby, neither did she allow anybody from
the church team to move any closer to her.
      “We didn’t have any idea of who Jude was, or where he might be.” The
man – the doctor called Akin – told them.
      “My Mum rescued this lady and took care of her throughout pregnancy.
We didn’t know anything about her until we met her at my mother’s home.
She was in a terrible state, but we tried our best to help her,” added Alice.
       “She almost died from the pregnancy complications. It appeared that she
did not receive any antenatal care, which put both her life and the baby’s life
at risk, until the point when she went into convulsions and then she slipped
into unconsciousness,” Akin continued.
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     They explained how Tara had eclampsia, and an emergency caesarean
section was performed to save her life, after which she and the baby ended
up in the intensive care unit.
       “We brought her here with us to Lagos to continue care. It was unfair to
leave her in my elderly mother’s care. But they’d discharged her and the baby
now,” Alice explained.
        “Are the mother and child at home with you?” Lady Vickie probed.
     “No,” Alice explained further. “They were both discharged to the social
services. This young lady had got lots of social issues, and the social worker is
already involved.”
       “We’ve been trying to trace her family or anybody who can assist us. We
found out that her family already disowned and disinherited her. But she did
mention that her boyfriend, Jude, was your son,” Akin explained further.
     “Let her speak for herself!” Bishop too was crushed, but he had tried to
keep a brave façade. 
        They waited for her to speak, but she said nothing meaningful.
    “It’s really difficult to get any information from her.” Alice sounded
compassionate.
        “What’s your name, lady?” Bishop pushed further.
        “Motara Akinolu-Ajai.” She was expressionless, emotionless.
        “And you knew Jude Okorie?”
        “Yes, sir.” She held the same blank expression.
        “And you believe he is the daddy of your baby.”
        “Hundred per cent, sir.”
        “Is he aware of that?”
        “No, sir.”
        “Why not?”
       “He left. He went so far away. Don’t know if he’s coming back. They took
him away.”
        “Who took him away?”
        “They,” she spoke slowly. “I don’t know. I can’t tell.”
     They kept asking their questions, however, they kept receiving single-
word responses from her, and sometimes, blank stares.
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    One of the staffers was recording the situation, while Neye had also
summoned their lawyers immediately; perhaps that latest development
would link the dots and Jude could be found.
     Lady Vickie remembered standing there and wondering how miserable
their son’s life would have been for him to have ended up with that riffraff
named Motara. She refused to accept the obvious that his son too must be so
messed up, just like his girlfriend, that is, if Tara was not lying. 
        Sadly, they still could not get anything coherent from her.
        “Is she on drugs?” Vickie eventually asked the couple that brought her.
        “No, ma’am,” Tara replied weakly. “I’m clean now.”
       “She always denied it, but we do have reasons to believe that she must be
hooked on drugs,” Akin replied. “She’s currently undergoing psychiatric
evaluations. They thought she might benefit from institutional care. So, we
are checking her into a rehab centre as soon as possible.”
        “I’m not crazy; I’m not going to rehab,” Tara responded.
      Lady Vickie did not know if she could trust these strangers, or if indeed
the tattered-looking girl held any clues to finding their son. She looked at
Bishop, but his eyes held the same uncertainty. 
        However, the events that followed changed the course of their actions.
        “The big issue now,” Alice continued, “is that Tara doesn’t want this baby.
She intends to give up the baby. My husband and I thought it wouldn’t be
right to make that decision without at least contacting family, especially
considering her mental state. At least, that was the advice we got from the
child welfare services.”
     “Yeah,” her husband added. “We were told that the child would be best
cared for by the family. And since you were the only family she mentioned,
the social worker thought we should reach out to you first before they follow
their state route. And that’s the biggest reason we are here.”
       That got Lady Vickie’s attention. She gasped. She could hear Bishop gasp
as well. They were losing the child that could potentially be their grandson
before they got the chance to have him. The baby would be shipped away to
another family or lost in the fostering mace. 
        That was not acceptable to her.
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     “You’re talking about adoption here?” Bishop’s voice shook. He held her
hand tighter.
       “Yes.” The social worker replied. “She hadn’t made up her mind, fully, but
she kept saying she didn’t want the baby. That the baby had ruined her life.
She wouldn’t cuddle the baby or breastfeed unless she’s being supervised and
forced, and she is starving the baby. The baby is not safe with her.”
        Tara finally showed some emotions. She shed a few tears. 
        “The baby ruined my life,” she bawled. 
     Lady Vickie could not handle the situation in front of her, she had also
begun to shed some tears. Dragging her husband, she pulled him away into
her office and cried her heart out, glad she had a shoulder to lean on.
     “I’m taking the baby,” she told her husband. “I don’t care if he is Jude’s
child or not.”
        “I don’t think that’s a good idea. They are not the first to try to scam us.”
       “But they are the first to show up in years now. What if that’s truly Jude’s
baby?”
        “What if it’s not? Look, the church has an orphanage.”
        “I’ll hate to keep my grandchild in an orphanage.”
     “It’s a temporary solution,” her husband explained. “I’m just saying we
shouldn’t let people take advantage of our grief. There are lots of issues here,
but we need to get all the information we can before we commit.”
        “I’m having the gut feeling, that if they take that child away, we will never
see her again.”
        “I think he’s a boy. I’m not sure, but I almost sure they said he was a boy.”
        “Jeffrey! I don’t care about the gender!” she yelled. “I’m taking the baby.” 
        She watched her husband’s eyebrow rise. 
     “Okay, I hear you. We’ll go the orphanage route,” she conceded to her
husband’s cautious warning amid tears. “It’s just a long process and too
many red tapes. I don’t want them to take the baby away.”
    Bishop tried to calm her, “Honey, getting a DNA result doesn’t take
forever. In a few days, we’ll get the results, and then we can commit. We
cannot just accept because they are threatening to take the baby away. We
cannot let emotions blind our judgement. Let me handle this.”
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        Vickie nodded. 
      But she knew right there the baby did not belong to the orphanage. He
was a little light, a little ray of hope that her son was still alive and out there.
And she would not relent until she got custody of that little baby.
    After what seemed like forever, she and her husband returned to the
waiting group at the foyer of their church office.
       Tara was still crying. Lady Vickie looked past her prejudice, walked up to
her, and held her in an embrace.
        “Stop crying, Tara. We are all here to help.”
        Tara finally looked up to her, and she stopped fidgeting. Colours crept up
her cheeks, and her eyes finally held real warmth.
        Lady Vickie could even swear Tara smiled briefly.
        “Can I hold her?” Vickie requested.
        “He’s a boy,” Tara corrected, choking on emotion.
        “What’s his name?”
        “Jude Okorie.”
        “I mean the name on his birth certificate.” Lady Vickie asked again.
        “Jude Okorie II.”
        “Oh my God!” Bishop whistled. 
      “Hey, Jude. My little Jachike! Look how cute you are!” Lady Vickie spoke,
with a blend of tears and laughter, cooing at the baby. “I love you, my baby.”
     The group moved to the conference room in the office complex, where
they entertained the guests and were able to have a more productive
conversation.
      Bishop and Lady Vickie agreed, that once the grandparentage results were
out, they would pay up Tara’s medical bill, both past and present. And they
would do their best to provide adequate medical care and rehabilitation for
the troubled young lady.
     Tara told her story, where she claimed she was an undergraduate who
dropped out after she became pregnant, and Tara still could not provide any
coherent explanation of where Jude was or what kind of life he lived. 
        They all doubted her very much.
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    They felt compassion for her when they realised her parents wanted
nothing to do with her despite her frail condition. And with it came a
shocking discovery that Tara was not a stranger; her family and theirs had a
long history, not a pleasant one, and her parents were not people they would
love to associate with.
        How Jude and Tara’s paths crossed remained a mystery.
       The grandparentage DNA test result was eventually out after a few days,
confirming that Baby Jude was indeed theirs. 
     However, by that time, Tara had absconded from rehab and had gone
missing from their lives, and the couple that brought her too knew nothing
about how she escaped or about her current whereabouts.
       And they still couldn’t find a clue to their most burning question: “Where
is Jude?”



        Lady Vickie blinked back to the present. 
     She watched in horror as Tara wagged her tongues and wondered how
much longer she would tolerate the younger woman. Tara was as incoherent
as she was seven years earlier; she was talking a lot, but she was not making
any sense.
      “I regret opening my doors and giving you a chance to become a part of
our family,” Vickie repeated. “I thought we could treat you the way we
treated Jude, after all, you were both the biological parents, but you have
refused to show commitment to the little boy. Instead, you’ve constituted a
nuisance; a very entitled and unreasonable one at that.”
     Tara kept going on and on about how she had been unfairly treated by
their entire family, how she had not been properly introduced to JJ as his
mother, and how they kept restricting her access to him and vetting her
movement as if she were going to kidnap him. And they would not allow her
to take JJ out of their home.
    “I don’t see that kind of restrictions when it comes to other people,
including Jude, and especially Krystal. I don’t see you planting a chaperon
anytime they wanted to have contact with JJ. If I’d terminated the pregnancy,
there wouldn’t be any JJ in the first place. But I had to put my life on hold,
just to keep the baby for you. And this is how you’re treating me.”
      Lady Vickie cringed at the audacity; she looked at Bishop’s face, and his
face held the same shock and pain, but he kept telling her to calm down.
Bishop was one of the most longsuffering men she knew; mainly because he
didn’t like to exert his enormous power and influence. 
        Definitely not on a small girl like Tara. 
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    Bishop always believed the best in people; that was why despite the
tiredness from his journeys, his backpain, the previous day’s medical
emergency, and the effects of the meds he took, he still insisted on giving
Tara an audience. 
        Only for him to be disrespected like that.
        Lady Vickie’s anger rose.
        “When you told me that you wanted to meet JJ, I thought you were a good
person, I thought, ‘how could it hurt?’ But it’s so sad that you were not the good
girl we thought you were. You are such an ingrate.”
        Tara flared and got up, pacing forth and back, and laughing in contempt.
        “You called me an ingrate! I put my life on hold just to carry that boy!”
        “You gave him up!”
      “Yes. I was under pressure at that time. But that didn’t change the fact
that he’s still my child. I’m still the biological mother. Is it too much to ask to
be a part of his life? How does that make me ungrateful? What have you done
for me? Are you feeding me? Are you paying for my upkeep? You guys should
be thanking me! But what do I know?” she scoffed. “You sit in your high and
holy horses, and in your secured mansions, and judge the rest of the world as
ingrates.”
        Lady Vickie could not tolerate any more disrespect to her or Bishop.
      “I still struggle to understand where Jude picked you from,” Lady Vickie
spoke in anger, even though she regretted it immediately. 
       It seemed Tara too was enraged by that because she got up and began to
wag her tongue as she paced forth and back in the room.
     “Tara! Sit down! And I want you to keep quiet, now!” Bishop spoke firmly. It
seemed Bishop too had been pushed over the edge, but he remained calm. “If
you have any concerns, state your cause, sensibly and maturely. But it is
unacceptable for you to be rude like this.”
      It worked because temporarily, Tara was calm, but the irritation on her
face persisted. 
       Lady Vickie indeed found it impossible to match Jude’s lifestyle to Tara’s,
because, unlike Tara, Jude was considerate, mature and sensible. It had been
seven years since they first met Tara, and she was still the same classless girl. 
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    She doubted if there was any relationship between Jude and Tara; the
pregnancy probably just happened. That could explain why there was no
connection between their son and her.
        No spark; no interest.
        Jude didn’t seem like the person who could date Tara. 
      Well, not like she or Bishop knew much about their son’s past life. Jude
also refused to dwell on his past. Rather, he immersed himself in ministry
and service. He fell in love with a stunning young lady who was also a
daughter of their ministry; and together with his fiancée Krystal, they moved
the church forward. 
     They were like a breath of fresh air because through them being young
people, the church could attract individuals across different demography,
including those they had struggled to win over previously. 
       Lady Vickie couldn’t have asked for a better daughter-in-law than Krystal;
she was beautiful, multitalented, calm, educated, not to mention her
enthusiasm for God and her commitment to their ministry. 
      Lady Vickie took a final look at Tara and how Bishop was trying to make
her see reasons, and right there, she made up her mind it was time to slam
the door at her. Tara had refused to be a team player despite their effort to
love and accept her. She was done trying to build any further relationship
with Tara. 
      She got up and moved further away from the duo, calling her son in the
process, to inform him of the current crisis they were dealing with. 
        With JJ’s mother.
        “I need you to come over to Bishop’s Place immediately,” she told Jude.
        “What’s the problem, Lady Vee?”
       “We need to have a conversation about Tara. We can no longer allow that
rude, self-absorbed, arrogant, and uncouth young lady here anymore. You
need to send her back to wherever you picked her from.”
     “I’m on my way,” Jude replied with the same urgency. “Please don’t do
anything drastic, Mum. I’ll be there right away.”
       However, by the time Vickie returned to join Bishop and Tara, nothing
could have prepared her for the next line of attack from the younger woman.
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       “You want me to state my cause? That’s very simple. I want my son back.
Right away if you don’t mind!” Tara dropped the bombshell. 
       “You know that is not possible, at least not at this point,” Bishop gently
explained. “It’s an extremely lengthy process; you know that already.” 
      Lady Vickie gave a cynical laugh. She was livid and ready for a fight, but
she tried to keep a steady voice. 
       “Did you realise that we could get you arrested for this? Are you trying to
kidnap our son?” 
       “I’ll do that if I have to. I am only asking for what is mine, rightfully and
legally. JJ is my son. I am his biological mother. And I know my rights!”
        Vickie had had enough. “Get out!” she replied. “Get out, Tara! Right now!
You are no longer welcome in this house or any of our facilities. From this
instance. So, get out.” 
        “I will leave when I’m ready!” Tara protested.
       “Not in my house!” Lady Vickie responded firmly. “You don’t get to make
that call here. You leave when I say it, and I’m saying it, right now.”
       Lady Vickie was not joking; she had already alerted the property security
immediately, who in turn alerted the police immediately.
      Minutes later, the police arrived, but the young lady was still throwing a
fit of a tantrum. They eventually had to arrest Tara, and they led her out of
the property in handcuffs.

      Jude rushed to Bishop’s Place because his mother sounded desperate on
the phone. 
      He hadn’t seen his father since the day he went on the ministry tour. He
was, however, aware that Bishop had arrived and was at the doctor’s the
previous day for issues related to his back pain. He was planning to visit after
work that day; he worried Bishop had taken a turn for the worse. 
        He was surprised when Lady Vee called to talk to him about Tara. 
       His mother already informed him that she had been trying to get Tara to
visit, but the girl was dillydallying. Jude was not surprised because she had
also refused to honour his invitation to visit and had refused to engage him
as well. 



66

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        He did not realise that Tara eventually visited them.
    However, on arrival at Bishop’s place, there was a bit of chaos. The
property guards were there already; he could also see two police vans, with a
few law-enforcement guys around, and quite a few their household staffers.
        Nobody could give him any coherent information.
     Out of confusion, he walked briskly to the entrance, and he saw them!
Bishop and Lady Vickie stood by each other in a distance. And there was a
dishevelled lady, the young lady he nicknamed Dimples.
        Tara was being escorted in handcuffs by the police.
        He was confused.
     “What happened? What’s going on here?” he kept asking, looking lost.
What could have led to Tara being handcuffed out of his parents’ home?
What crime did she commit?
        He rushed towards Tara. “Talk to me, Dimples, what’s going on?”
        “Ask your mother!” Tara yelled angrily.
        That was all he got from her as the police took her away.
        Jude walked slowly towards his parents.
        “What happened, Lady Vee?”
        “She tried to kidnap JJ!” Lady Vickie hissed. 
        “What? How?”
       “I took her from rags, thinking she was worth it,” Lady Vickie continued,
ignoring his question. “We thought everybody deserved another chance. And
this is what we get from her?”
        “I don’t understand.” Jude looked from his mother to Bishop.
    “Where exactly did you find this girl?” his mother continued with her
monologue. “And how dare she come into my house and make demands?”
        Jude knew he wouldn’t get any answer from either woman anytime soon. 
        Bishop remained his only hope. 
    “Welcome home, Son.” Bishop welcomed him and patted him on the
shoulder. “Let your mother handle this. But we need to talk.”
        ‘Bishop is not so helpful right now,’ Jude thought.



        Jude felt the need to bail Tara out. 
      It took him two days to finally make up his mind to get her out of police
custody. Two long days and two sleepless nights. He moved to his private
residence at Lush Garden, just to clear his head, but he still couldn’t sleep. 
        Just when he thought Tara was no longer a threat, she struck again!
       Following Tara’s arrest, he had a long conversation with his parents, and
he could understand why they were angry. He apologised to his parents for
whatever pain Tara’s presence could have caused them. 
      “I am so sorry about everything,” he told them. “I take responsibility for
this chaos. But I’m sure there’s a perfect explanation.” But even he knew that
was just an excuse. Tara was way out of line. She had been rude to everybody
since they met at JJ’s party a few weeks back.
        However, his father saw through the charade.
     “I’m concerned here, Jude,” Bishop told him during that conversation.
“This lady came in here and threw such a massive tantrum. It made me
wonder if this lady knows something damaging about you, or if she has a
hold over your life in some ways.”
        “Why would you ask?”
      “Because her action is not consistent with the realities of her life. It will
take some real guts for anyone to talk at me or your mother the way she did.
It made me want to ask, is she trying to blackmail you about something?
Does she have any hold on you? Because that would change a lot of things
about our approach to this situation.”
       “I didn’t want to be an alarmist, Jeff,” his mother added. “I didn’t want to
sound paranoid. But I could not help thinking the same thing.  That was why 
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your father and I both tried to hold back when she was running her mouth all
over the place here. Her behaviour was not normal.”
       “Son, you can trust us,” Bishop continued. “If there is anything we need
to know about this lady, tell us. Or tell Nathan. Tell somebody. Look, we’ve
been through hell and back, and we are still standing. Many ministries would
have gone under, but God has kept us! So, don’t be afraid. We can handle it.
You just have to be honest with us.”
       “Your father is right,” Lady Vickie was a bit emotional. “We’ve seen it all.
You are still young in the ministry, and you’re probably thinking some things
are too difficult or too damaging. But don’t think like that. Expose any evil!
You have the A-team on your side.”
        Jude had lied to wiggle his way out of that situation.
        Tara did not have any damaging information about him. 
        Tara did not have any hold on him. 
        And no, Tara was not trying to blackmail him.
        “At least. To the best of my knowledge,” he added.
     He could have trusted them and told them the truth, but he didn't, not
when that would be damaging to him directly, and not when he didn’t have
the full picture himself. He did not know what Tara wanted.
      He wasn’t sure what Tara’s agenda was, or if she was going to blackmail
him about something. Before her arrest, they had only met once, and that
was at JJ’s birthday. That, however, didn’t stop Jude from thinking that Tara
was pushing hard at revealing the part of his life he had safely tucked away. 
       Tara was dangerous, and she had nothing to lose. He knew that now. He
had not expected things to spiral out of control so quickly. But they had, and
his innocent Dimples had proven to be anything but. 
       Regardless, Jude didn’t want to fight her. Tara was the girl who stood by
him when his strong support system failed him. Tara was the girl who fought
for him when he thought he had reached the end of the line. Tara was the girl
who opened an exit route for him when he was arrested and had to answer
for his crimes. Tara was the girl who provided the strong alibi that turned the
case over. Tara was the reason he didn’t have to spend the rest of his
productive life in prison. 
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        Most importantly, Tara was the girl who gave him the best gift in life. 
        Their son, Jude Jachike. 
        He felt indebted to her. He owed her his freedom. 
       Nobody knew about his life, his thoughts, his fears, or his ambitions the
way Tara did. He had never trusted anyone the way he trusted Tara, not in
his past life, and not in his current life. She was the one person he could be
candid with, without being afraid or ashamed. With her, he could be honest
with himself. He could be free. With her, he had no secrets.
    A lot had changed since they parted ways, and they had both chosen
different paths in life. And even though her presence rattled him, and he was
afraid of her, knowing that she could potentially ruin his life, Jude made
peace with the fact that he would never fight her.
        It took him two sleepless nights, and two days of conflicting with himself
and having to retreat from people, but he eventually made peace with it.
       Jude wasn’t ready to reveal the secrets of his past. And regardless of what
anybody thought, Jude had reached a point in his life where he would give
Tara anything she wanted just to keep her happy and stop people from
asking questions about his past.
        Nobody needed to know about the life he lived with Dimples. Tara. 
     The situation with Tara had tested his loyalty – to his parents and the
organisation that they represent, or to the lady causing troubles everywhere. 
      Bailing her out would break his mother’s heart, it was the right thing to
do. Particularly considering that nobody had come to get her out of custody
in two days.
      He knew standing by Tara might tarnish his public image; it might hurt
his relationship with his parents and with Krystal, and he might even have to
step down as the Senior Pastor, but those were scandals he could handle. 
        Worst case scenario, people would claim he was having an affair.
        What he could not handle was for his past to come to the open.
      Tara knew too much about him; she knew too much about his past. And
he knew she could use that knowledge against him and the church if she
continued to be slighted. She had enough information to ruin everything he
had worked for and possibly send him back to jail.
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     His decision was not going to be popular; it was going to be suspicious
even, but he didn’t care anymore. He must make sure he brought everybody
on board to support his decision, somehow.
       “Pastor Nathan was right,” he swallowed hard. “The last thing the church
needs now is another scandal.”
        Especially, a scandal involving the Senior Pastor of the Believer’s Assembly.
        He would not let that happen. 
        And that made him feel like the fraud he knew he was.

     Jude arrived at the police station. He completed and signed all relevant
documents. 
        And thereafter he waited in agitation.
       He had insisted in his affidavit that Tara was a friend of his family’s, and
whatever happened that afternoon of her arrest was one big
misunderstanding which regrettably shouldn’t have happened. And that all
charges have been dropped.
        Tara was eventually released to him. 
      “Don’t come back here again,” the female Sergeant who brought her out
told her.
        “I won’t,” Jude heard Tara reply. “I promise.”
    Tara walked out sluggishly to where Jude stood, hugging herself. She
looked sickly and unkempt, possibly hungry, and exhausted. 
        And humble, a sharp contrast from the aggressive lady he encountered at
JJ’s party a few weeks earlier, and the cheeky lady he met at his parents’ home
two days ago. Well, Tara had always been saucy; she had an oversized ego
and an excessive sense of entitlement. 
        But it seemed life had taught her a lesson or two.
      Tara smiled at him weakly, but Jude was too heartbroken to reciprocate
the gesture. 
        What happened to Tara?
        “Let’s go,” Jude said. 
        Tara followed him obediently.
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      They walked towards his vehicle;  he came alone because he didn’t want
anybody to be involved in his private business. 
     Jude watched her with sympathy, and he wondered what she had been
doing to herself. She’d always been lean, but fit and attractive. 
       However, now, she had grown skinny, but not in a healthy way. Her skin
was mottled, and the glow had gone. Certainly, she had been neglected. She
wasn’t the same spoiled girl he once loved, the bubbling girl he once shared
his life with. 
       He really didn’t share his life with her in that sense; he was the older and
the more powerful person in their relationship, while she was the small girl
who aggressively broke through his tough exterior, wanted to control him,
and wanted him solely for herself. 
       Their relationship lasted a little over two years. She was almost eighteen
when they first met, a first-year undergraduate; but soon after she clocked
twenty, their relationship was over. It was nice while it lasted; he loved her,
but she was not meant to be a permanent fixture in his life.
       And she shot herself in the foot when she disobeyed him and got hooked
on drugs.
       “Thank you, Jude,” Tara spoke weakly when they eventually settled in his
vehicle.
    “Dimples, you brought this on yourself, you know that, right?” Jude
breathed, leaning his head over the headrest before looking towards her.
        “I’m sorry,” she shrugged.
     “You always disobey me. When do you intend to change?” he sounded
frustrated.
      Tara shuddered. She looked sober, scared even. Her eyes were red and
puffy, hair unkempt; Jude could tell she had been crying.
        “I am sorry, I will never kidnap JJ,” she spoke weakly.
        Jude resisted the urge to ask if she was okay, or if she was hungry. 
      It broke his heart that he had to be mean to her, but there was no other
way. Tara needed to understand where they stood – that he had no room for
any more of her drama. 
        Tara nodded in understanding. “I’m sorry,” she said again.
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        Jude loved his newfound victory, but that didn’t make him happy. 
      After weeks of sleepless nights, trying to figure out when and how Tara
would strike, when he finally found her, she was weak and distraught. 
     He knew Tara was still a threat; he could take advantage of her current
vulnerability and crush any possibility of a scandal before they had any
foothold. He wanted his life back, without having to look over his shoulders
all the time.
        He just didn’t want to beat someone who was already down.
       They drove quietly, both consumed in their thoughts.  Jude was not sure
of what to do with her, but he wanted to take her to someplace, far from
prying eyes, where they could talk and move forward.
        For once, it dawned on him that he didn’t know anything about her. 
    On the two occasions they met, he had been so preoccupied with her
rudeness, her audacity, and his secrets that he ignored the obvious – she
didn’t seem so well looked after, and no matter how she tried to cover up
with her cheap makeup, everything was still off.
      He hadn’t planned to feel sorry for her but couldn’t help himself. And he
hated himself for wanting to help her. But he couldn’t bear to see her so
depressed and vulnerable. 
        ‘What had happened to the flashy Dimples?’ he sighed.



        “Where do you want me to take you?” he asked. 
   “You can drop me off anywhere. I will take a cab,” she responded
absentmindedly.
        Jude laughed despite the precariousness of the situation.
        “You’re kidding, right?” he asked.
        Tara continued with her protest, saying she knew her way, but she wasn’t
making a lot of sense.
        “Smallie, this is Jude. Okay?” Jude interrupted her arguments, calling her
the first nickname he gave her before ‘Dimples’. 
    He gave her the nickname because when they first met, she was still
underage, and four years younger than him. And she did look smallish
despite her height. She was just a girl, the houseguest who intrigued him,
entertained him, and made him laugh, but he refused to have a relationship
with him because she was underage.
      Then one night, Tara barged into his room, flimsily dressed, and said to
him, “Jude, I’m eighteen. I’m not small anymore. What’s your excuse now?”
        That was the day after he threw an eighteenth birthday bash for her.
        The girl had a mission. And they were both high on something.
        “You will always be a Smallie to me,” he responded. 
      That was the first time they slept together. It was a long time ago, but it
still felt like yesterday. With that thought came lots of memories, of the
good, and the bad, and the horrible.
      Jude swallowed hard as he pushed back the thoughts, and he shifted his
focus on the fragile girl sitting by him in his vehicle, while he tried to control
his pains.
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        “Right now, I need to know where you stay!” Jude demanded; his tone even.
        Tara sat up immediately, though grudgingly, and gave her address.
    Jude watched her as she shuffled on her seat, and his feelings were
confirmed – Tara was afraid of him. It shocked him; he didn’t know if that
was a good thing or a bad thing, but at least he could, and should use it to his
advantage. 
       If Tara still feared him, then things could work. It was his little moment
of victory, even though that didn’t make her any less of a threat, and he
somehow managed to revel in it.
     A long while later, they arrived at her place, and it was worse than he
imagined. 
        Tara lived in a hostel. A dirty, overcrowded one at that!
       He followed her through the narrow passages and up the stairs, unhappy
with the pungent smell along the way. He saw a few peering eyes who
probably recognised him, but he didn’t care. 
      Tara had a small room which she shared with two other ladies, and her
flatlet had a shared common lounge, kitchen, and bathroom. There were few
single flat mattresses stacked on the walls of the common room, and boxes
stacked over one another. Jude tried not to estimate the number of people
living in that small flat, all he knew was that it was overcrowded. 
      He followed Tara into her room; he watched sadly as she nervously and
clumsily moved around, with all kinds of stuff falling apart on her path.
      “Tara, I need you to calm down,” he spoke painfully. “I’ll wait for you in
the vehicle. You freshen up and come and join me. Take your time, I’ll wait.”
        He excused himself and left the hostel.
     He waited impatiently in his vehicle and while Tara freshened up, pain
engulfing his chest every step of the way. He could not explain how Tara got
so beaten down and out. Nothing could have prepared him for how badly life
had treated his son’s mother.
      After what seemed like forever, Tara emerged wearing what could have
been her best look. But Jude could see through her frontage. She wasn’t okay!
        “Hop in,” Jude tried to sound upbeat. “I want to take you somewhere. I’m
sure you’ll like it.”
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       She climbed into his vehicle without any protest. Jude thought she smiled
briefly, and that warmed his pained, frozen heart, albeit transiently.
        Minutes afterwards, they were on their way to his private residence.

        The drive to his home was painful; it broke his heart into a million pieces. 
     He did not know much about Tara; he stopped caring about her a long
time ago. Granted, he wanted the boundaries, and he also assumed Tara too
wanted some privacy. However, that didn’t change the fact that he should
have at least made more effort.
        Pastor Nathan was right; he should have done more. 
      Instead, he was living in his beautiful bubble with his perfect life, while
his son’s mother was sharing a hostel room, wearing faded clothes, and
looking sickly by the day! 
      Life could be unfair sometimes; unfortunately, it was obvious that Tara
had been living on the unfair side of life.
       Several questions flipped through his mind as he drove Tara through the
long-distance to his private residence. He wondered if distance contributed
to Tara’s limited visits to JJ.
     When they arrived at his estate, they stopped by the mall to buy some
lunch. He wanted Tara to interact more actively.
      “What would you prefer to eat?” he asked her before leaving the vehicle,
hoping to engage her more, but she simply shrugged, still sounding distant. 
        “You can get anything you want,” she answered absently.
        “Okay, let’s go.”
       Some forty-five minutes later, they returned with a few food boxes. Jude
ended up buying all the options he could possibly think of, hoping that Tara
would eventually decide what she wanted to eat, and she could take the rest
home as leftovers.
     “Thank you,” she replied as they returned to the vehicle and continued
with the remaining part of their journey.
       Jude was further irked because Dimples was not a ‘thank you’ or a ‘sorry’
person. She was as entitled as any other spoilt brat he had ever met.
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        He thought of the life they shared, right to the first day they met. The day
he met her for the first time, it was her irritating cries that caught his
attention.

       It all started years ago when Jude went to the sickbay at the university to
visit a friend’s girlfriend. His friend had been shot and killed during one of
their operations, and the girlfriend was so hysterical that she fainted. The
sickbay decided to keep her overnight to monitor her for complications.
        And there, someone was screaming her lungs out. 
      And everybody was irritated, believing she was just an attention seeker,
mostly because she was screaming, “Mummy” and “Daddy” the entire time.
      “She’s just an attention grabber, there’s always that one!” the two nurses
said among themselves.
        Within minutes, Jude’s patience thinned. That used to be him.
       “Can someone please attend to this girl? Give her some pain injection! Or
something to make her sleep. Just fix her!” He yelled at the nurses.
    The young nurses explained that they had given her all the treatment
prescribed by the doctor.
        “Then get the doctor to attend to her. Or get a senior nurse to help her!”
        He got up and walked up to her on her bed.
        “Smallie, what’s the problem?” he asked.
        “I’m in pain,” Tara screamed.
        “They’d given you treatment, stop yelling!” he sounded impatient.
     “It’s not working,” she held on to her tummy and screamed again. She
explained she had been calling her parents, but they were busy and wouldn’t
be coming to see her.
    Jude was sympathetic; he offered her his hand and she squeezed it so
tightly that he flinched. That was when Jude realised that she was truly in
pain, and he ended up creating a scene at the sickbay. The nurses had to rush
to their screaming patient, and they called their senior nurse. 
     He got to know that the screaming girl had appendicitis and that they
were expecting the ambulance to take her to the hospital for an operation. 
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        “I’ll take her to the hospital myself!” Jude offered, but he was declined for
logistical and medicolegal purposes.
       However, she soon began to deteriorate and there was chaos all over. She
became too weak to shout, he was told her temperature was too high, and
that her heart was beating too fast, and her blood pressure was dropping. 
        The doctors were called, and all attention was on her.
     At that point, he got panicky. He just lost a friend, and he worried the
young female stranger too might die.
      “What’s wrong with her?” Jude was worried. He wondered what was going
on, but nobody talked to him. He couldn’t believe how quickly someone could
deteriorate right in front of him. He knelt with one knee by her bed and held
her hand that had gone feeble.
        A female doctor took him to the side; she wanted to know his relationship
with her.
        “She’s my younger sister,” Jude replied. 
        “I’m so sorry about that.”
        “What’s wrong with her?”
       “Ruptured appendix, I believe,” the doctor replied. “I think she’s in septic
shock. We are resuscitating her. Our ambulance has gone to the hospital and
that’s the reason for the delay, but it’s already on its way back.”
        “Will she be all right?” he asked, panicky.
        The paramedics arrived at that point.
        “We hope for the best,” the doctor responded and returned to her patient
– Tara – the girl he was meeting for the first time.
        Jude followed them to the hospital, and somehow, he felt the need to take
care of her. He didn’t know much about her family circumstances, and there
was no way her parents could be there to support her at that moment. 
    However, he knew a few things about busy parents; his parents were
preachers who had little time for him. Instead, they spent all their free time
in their church business.
     He waited at the hospital for the surgery, which went without a glitch.
However, she was in the hospital for another five days. Tara’s parents still
did not visit, but he stayed by her throughout the admission as the ‘brother’
in her life. 
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      So, on discharge, he took her to his home so he could monitor her while
she recuperated.
       He had no intentions of dating her; he had more than enough girls in his
coffers than he knew what to do with. 
      Besides, Tara was a small girl, she was underage, and he was four years
older. She a first-year law student; her parents, the Akin Akinolu-Ajais were
famous lawyers and human rights activists. 
      Even though he was mostly on the wrong side of the law, and she was a
lawyer from the family of lawyers, he still wanted to protect her. However, it
wasn’t long before he realised that Smallie wanted more than just being a
houseguest.
        She wanted him.
        “I don’t do small girls,” he would tell her. 
      He threw a big eighteenth birthday bash for her; it was loud and filthy,
and yes, he was the boyfriend. Then on the night after her birthday, Tara
shoved her way into his bedroom. 
        It was obvious she was drunk. He was drunk himself.
     “Smallie, why do you like doing this? I’ve told you that you cannot be
barging into my room anyhow. What if I had guests?”
        “Jude, I’m ready. I’m not a small girl anymore. I’m eighteen now.” 
       Tara was all over him. And Jude was not interested in pushing her away;
he needed to be with someone, and she was available. They ended up
spending the night together. 
        That was the beginning of their whirlwind romance.
        And then the impossible happened. He fell in love. 
       Jude never thought he had the capacity to fall in love; he used girls. And
all the girls in his life knew he was using them to warm his bed, and that he
no intention of dating them. 
        But that girl won his heart; they were even exclusive for almost two years,
the first time in his old life when he had a stable girlfriend and the first time
in his life when he dated only one person. Before her, he always had them in
droves, and they never complained. It made sense the other girls didn’t like
Tara because she refused to share. 
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        She marked her territory and guarded it with all viciousness. 
      It still amused him when Krystal marked her territory by deciding who
cooked his meal or by trying to set gadgets around him because all her efforts
were still child’s play compared to Tara. 
      Tara was the small girl who had to deal with the wild hawks who would
stop at nothing to have him. But she managed to do it well, and she drove the
other girls away until they broke up!
       Tara made him happy, he couldn’t deny it. She understood him, she was
interested in him and not his money, and she knew just how to massage his
oversized ego. 
        And he just loved spoiling her.
     But she soon became too pompous and too self-absorbed for her own
good; she had an entire horde of followers and fake friends; well, they both
did. She grew stubborn and refused to listen to him, she stopped attending
her classes, she was always drinking, she turned to drugs. 
        In return, he too became physically and emotionally abusive to her. 
        And he got himself some new girlfriends.
     Their relationship became rocky, on and off, until eventually, it turned
sour, at which time he too was beginning to have serious problems with the
law. His sponsors were setting him up because they were done with him!
        Jude let out a ragged breath.
        It seemed like forever ago when he was living a reckless life. He could not
even recognise himself living that life. He was filthy rich, he was powerful,
but in exchange, he had to sell his soul to the devil. 
        Things were different now. 
      He’d since shunned a lifestyle of crimes and violence; he now channelled
all that energy into serving God, and into building his community. It was a
big transformation for him now as a Senior Pastor of a church their size, a
dad and soon-to-be husband to Krystal.
       Thinking about his changed life brought a sense of overwhelming peace
to him, but it also made him think of the lady sitting next to him.
        What happened to Dimples?



      Jude arrived at his private residence with the young lady he just rescued
from police custody. They drove through the giant front gates that led to the
complex, with “Welcome to Lush Garden” boldly written on it. 
       They then drove through the remote-controlled gate that led to his home
and parked under the covered parking outside his house. 
        He turned on his seat and looked towards Tara as he studied her closely. 
       “Tell me, Dimples, why are you living in a hostel, and in that place?” Jude
asked for the umpteenth time like he couldn’t reconcile with it. It was already
eight years since they fell apart, and he didn’t have the foggiest idea of what
was going on with her.
     “I already told you. I had to be in an academic environment, so I could
focus,” she explained.
      “Tell me more,” Jude encouraged her to talk, and the more he listened to
her, the more he realised he should follow through with his plans for her.
That way, the truth could hide in plain sight. He too would stop feeling
guilty. Hopefully, Tara would also stop being a nuisance.
       Tara explained to him that she was now a final year law student, hence
the reason for staying with other students at the hostel. Jude was aware that
she dropped out of college previously, but he didn’t know she went back to
her education.
     “But are you not too old for that? Living in an overcrowded hostel?” he
asked before he could stop himself. If he remembered correctly, Tara would
soon be twenty-eight.
      “Well, I guess at this stage of my life, I’ve got to do what I have to do to
achieve my dreams. The hardest parts are behind, I hope. I’m now a final
year law student. With my LLB, I can think of what next to do with my life.”
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        “You’re so brave!” Jude replied with admiration.
        “This is not about bravery. This is about me trying to make something out
of my life and taking responsibility for my past wrong decisions.”
        “But why don’t you ask your family to help you, your parents?”
        “Ah! No. They disowned me a long time ago.”
        “But that was a long time ago. Before we broke up.”
     “Yep! My Dad is stubborn. And my Mum always listens to him. So, I’m
practically on my own. It’s called consequences. I brought it on myself,” she
added sadly.
      Jude knew the story; he was aware of Tara abandoning her studies. Her
furious father had disinherited her for being a disgrace to the family. But
Tara didn’t care because she had a rich boyfriend. She was finally given
another chance and switched from Law to Gender Studies, but she continued
to drop her grades until she finally dropped out. 
        By that time, their relationship too had gone sour.
        It hurt him that she went through the rough patches of life all alone; Lady
Vee informed him that even after JJ was born, they tried to mediate a
meeting with Tara’s parents, but they still didn’t want to see her. Or the baby! 
        ‘How long can people hold grudges?’ he wondered. His parent could not hold
a grudge to save their own lives.
        He couldn’t believe Tara and her parents never mended their relationship
after all these years, and the poor girl had to face the harsh realities of life all
alone. Meanwhile, he and his family were living prosperous lives in their
multiple palatial homes, and from their holy pulpits, while also pointing
accusing fingers at a lady who was already trodden down by life and blaming
her for not being involved in JJ’s life.
        “I’m sorry,” he finally spoke.
        “Me too,” Tara sniffed. “But don’t feel too bad about me. At least they pay
my tuition every year directly to the university. I suspect my Mum is doing
that. And I get my textbooks and stuff couriered to my department. But
that’s the only help I get.”
        “So, how do you manage?”
        “I work. I have to survive somehow.”
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        “What work?” 
        “Any work. I got a job as a bouncer.”
        “You?” For the first time, Jude found himself laughing.
        “Yes. I have a black belt in Karate, remember? So, I’m not that weak.”
       “When was the last time you trained?” Jude laughed. “I still can’t imagine
you doing that kind of job. Don’t you get beaten up by angry mobs?”
        “I need the money; I have to figure out how to make ends meet. So, a little
punch now and then is worth it, I guess.” She too smiled a bit.
       “Are you doing drugs?” That was the only idea on Jude’s mind. He hoped
not, but he thought she must be high on something to dabble into something
that dangerous.
     “No,” she confirmed. “I’ve been clean for almost eight years since I was
pregnant with JJ. I think JJ cured me.”

      Jude watched Tara as she sluggishly pulled herself out of his vehicle and
scanned the environment. She remained expressionless, but Jude waited
patiently for her. 
        He then reached to pick the supplies they bought on the way. 
      He led her into the building, and she followed, still not talking, but the
colour had begun to seep onto her face as she turned around and looked at
the vicinity.
    “This is such a beautiful house! So grandiose!” Tara finally spoke with
admiration, temporarily knocking him off the balance. 
        “Thank you, Dimples,” Jude replied.
       It caught him off guard, the genuineness and the excitement in her voice
tickled him, but also made him sad as well. The Tara he knew was difficult to
please, she was self-absorbed and entitled, and she never appreciated things
so easily. 
        Jude blamed himself for spoiling her.
       He dropped the items he was carrying and returned because she was still
by the front entrance. He swallowed hard and found himself smiling because
Tara was lost in her world as she explored the outdoors, monologuing. 
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        Finally, someone paid attention to the details!
      The rugged stone walls that he loved because of their character and the
greyish aesthetics they added to the house. The layered concrete canopy
overhanging the front entrance, matching the wide concrete steps that led to
the main door. The three modern outdoor planters of varying heights that
stood on the topmost step, abutting the full height floor to ceiling door that
gave the entranceway a seamless grandeur. The horizontal timber boards
that line the side corner of the house up to the roof. 
       The well-manicured lawn with the peddled sides that lined the concrete
pathway that led to the poolside. The patio with a contemporary patio swing,
a double seater hanging chair, and a matching single nesting pod, the twin
trees sitting within stony flower planters, opposite to each other, and
guarding the side entrance to the building.
      Tara was running commentary, mostly to herself, as she admired every
little detail. 
        Jude loved the house too; he bought it because it took his breath away. He
hoped to find happiness there with his wife and children someday.
        “You have any plans to come inside?” Jude asked, trying to hide his smile.
     “Oh my God! Are you serious, Jude?” she gasped as she walked towards
Jude. “Is this where you live?” 
        “You like it?” he smiled.
        “I love this place, it’s so beautiful. You’ve got great taste,” she exhaled.
    “But I don’t live here, I have an official residence given to me by the
church,” he replied nicely. 
        “Oh! What a shame! That’s true! You’re the Pastor. I forgot. My bad.” Tara
responded. Admiration was still plastered on her face.
       “But it’s my house,” Jude added. “My secret getaway. I come here when I
need some privacy, or when I am hosting important personal guests, like
you, now.” 
     “Well, that should make me feel special,” she joked lightly. “It’s a big
house, but at least it’s within a complex. So, it will not be deserted.”
      “That’s the idea,” Jude winked. “Would you like me to show you around
the house?”
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        Tara nodded; she was back to her quiet self.
     They walked around the house and chatted lightly. Jude explained that
while he spent the most time at his official residence, the Lush Garden house
was his private residence; he bought it a while ago. It was a five-bedroom
contemporary duplex with a pent floor.
      “Krystal and I come here quite often; we have plans to spend more time
here once we get married. That was why we decorated it to our taste, more
like what the décor guys recommended, we just approved it,” he chuckled. 
        “But it is nice. Why don’t you both just move in here?”
       “Yeah. Krystal too felt we should rather move in here. I agree with her, if
just for privacy. I’ve also made lots of beautiful memories here. So, we’ll
probably move here immediately after our wedding.”
     It felt nice that they talked about his fiancée; he needed Tara to know
where they stood. He could see that Tara too understood that he had no
interest in her in that sense.
   Tara loved the house; she gasped at every turn, flashing genuine
admiration. And even though she didn’t talk much, she pointed at the
striking, attention-grabbing facades of the house. 
     The flowing, open-concept floor plans, lots of open spaces with lots of
natural lights, the effortlessly clean feel of its living room, the dining room
that flowed seamlessly to the living areas, the industrial feel of the kitchen,
its large, daring windows, the dramatically angled rooflines, its
asymmetrical design, the bold, geometric shapes, the bold and geometrical
wall arts. And the large, framed portraits of people special to him, mainly his
family, and his fiancée Krystal.
        “This is such a warm place,” she confessed.
     He loved Tara’s intelligence and how she now noticed every tiny detail.
Well, she had always been a smart girl, just that she made lots of wrong
choices. Like meeting him. Especially meeting him.
      However, Jude didn’t bring her there for small talks, for an architectural
excursion, or for her obvious attempts to stroke his massive ego. He needed
information, and the earlier they got to it, the better. After a while of
roaming the house, they returned to the open space downstairs.
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        “You’ve got to decide what you want to eat now, because we need to talk,”
Jude insisted as soon as they returned from their tour of the house. 
      Well, he didn’t have to force her, because she quickly served herself and
settled to eat. He watched as she ate hungrily, further breaking his heart.  
        She was hungry. It finally made sense that she had grown so skinny. 
        “Are you not going to eat,” she asked after she finished her meal.
    “No, I’m not hungry,” he responded as he reached for the fridge and
brought some drinks and headed for the living area. “I bought everything for
you. You can take everything home with you when I take you back to your
hostel.”
        “Thank you.” She did not even argue.
    He invited Tara over to where he was sitting; she joined him without
hesitation, sinking into the single-seater couch not too far from Jude.



       Tara cowered as she sat face to face with the man who had caused her so
much pain, physically, mentally, and emotionally. She had dreaded the time
Jude would decide to interrogate her. 
        And when it finally came, she grew breathless. Speechless.
      Jude had been nice to her all day, and she loved the short break she took
from reality into the world of designs. But Jude maintained a stance with her
the entire time, showing her clearly where she stood where he was
concerned. She did not belong anywhere around him.
        And she was still afraid of him. 
       Beyond that, she was afraid of his family. They had arrested her and sent
her to police custody without batting an eyelid. She should thank her God
that Jude came to rescue her. 
       “Thank you for coming out to bail me,” she started. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t
mean to cause any trouble.” She was still avoiding Jude’s eyes.
     “I don’t need your apology, Dimples. I need answers. Talk to me.” Jude
dropped the glass he was holding and looked straight into her eyes.
        “I don’t understand.” She looked away.
       “Look at me, Dimples. You and I both know that you have come to cause
trouble. So, don’t play games with me. What exactly do you want?”
        “I just want to have more access to JJ. That’s all.”
        “Why is it suddenly important to you to have a relationship with him?”
    “I don’t know. I guess I just miss him. Is that not a normal maternal
instinct?” she replied, fidgeting. 
      “Don’t go all ‘maternal instinct’ on me, Dimples. We both know you don’t
have a single maternal bone in your body.”
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      “Why would I lie? I just want to be close to him. That’s all. Sometimes, I
wish I could have him. Is that too hard to believe?”
        Truly, that was all she wanted. 
      She didn’t want to be the outcast, she didn’t want to have to wait two to
three months appointments before she could see her son, and she wished she
could be introduced properly to JJ as the biological mother. 
     That, as well as what they were doing now. Talking. She thought Jude
should have contacted her and talked to her all along. Instead, he treated her
like she was not relevant to their scheme of things.
        “Are you serious about life?” Jude scoffed after a while.
        “Yeah. I guess.”
     “Did you realise there’s something known as a phone call?” Jude asked,
picking his phone from the table next to him and pretending to make a call.
“You could have called me, ‘Hey Jude, this is Dimples, I want this, this, this,
and this. Can you help me?’ And I would have made it happen!”
        “I didn’t realise that I could call you.”
        “Why not?”
      “Because I didn’t realise you wanted me to contact you. You never asked
for me.”
     Just laughed sadly. “Was that what you think? You sincerely thought I
found JJ and I did not ask for you? Dimples, you jumped rehab. For years,
nobody knew where you were. And even when you started coming back
recently, you would come one month and leave for six months. How were we
supposed to keep track? And whenever you showed your face, you always had
this angry aura around you. Perhaps I should have tried harder, but you
didn’t want to be found either.”
        Tara looked surprised. She didn’t think that Jude made any efforts.
        “I do not want to not be found,” she replied. “Will you help me now?”
     “I don’t know,” Jude shrugged. “Look, you need to understand that you
cannot have JJ,” he said to her clearly. “You gave him up; you abandoned him
and disappeared. The court granted us custody, so, you cannot have that
relationship you wish for.”
        “I know. I know now,” Tara replied, fidgeting with her hands.
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       “Even if you want to,  you are not in a position to ask for it. Or to demand
it. It’s a long process before you can even raise that suggestion – you need to
clean up your life and prove that you are fit to be a mother. But currently, you
are neglecting yourself, you don’t have anything to support yourself, let alone
a kid. Nobody will take you seriously, and nobody will hand over a child to
you, because it’s not safe. You will be jeopardising his life and giving him
instability. That’s the last thing JJ needs right now.”
        “I know,” she nodded.
       Tara listened and sobbed softly as Jude spoke. It was reassuring that she
could show appropriate emotions, emotions she had bottled in for so long.
She felt compassion in Jude’s voice, it was comforting to her. 
      She finally met his eyes. She felt so small before him. She had not been
that close to him or so alone with him since the time they last met, almost
eight years ago, on the day JJ was conceived.
      She used the opportunity to study him. He had grown a lot, but so had
she. He looked calm, confident, and compassionate. 
      But she knew better than to be fooled. She knew better than misbehave
around him ever. She knew that beneath that innocent-looking frame laid a
physically dangerous and extremely violent man. And being a pastor would
not erase that past. Being a pastor didn’t change the fact that if he hit her
right now, she would probably pass out. 
        How many times had she passed out from a single slap on her face?
        In the unguarded moment, she let her mind wander to the wrong places.
She studied his attractive features, his confident look, and intelligent mind,
his well-sculptured build, his balanced weight, expensive taste, polished
manners, and the manful, gritty stubble. 
       She wondered if he still trained so hard; in their former lives, he used to
go to extreme extents with his body to remain physically and mentally fit. 
        Judging by his physical form, he still did. 
        ‘Krystal is a lucky girl,’ she sighed. 
        Tara was jealous; she wasn’t ashamed to admit it.
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     Tara swallowed hard and let her mind linger,  torturing herself in the
process. She could walk up to him and show him how she felt about him. 
        That would inappropriate, she thought. 
       Besides, things had changed; she was no longer that girl, she had lost her
shine. Jude too was now a Pastor, while she had morphed into a nobody.
       Life had been unfair to her. How did Jude manage to have things working out
for him so perfectly? And not her? 
     She blinked herself back from the drooling world into reality, and she
blocked the thoughts immediately. ‘God forbid,’ she thought. If she found
Jude attractive after all the experiences she had, she probably hadn’t learnt
her lesson.
        She fell so hard from grace, all because of Jude! 
     Even her parents disinherited her. The news of JJ’s birth did not cheer
them either; they turned their backs on her on their grandchild. 
        Her father named JJ ‘Degree’ and her mother named him ‘LLB’! 
    Tara could not blame them; she blamed herself. She was a straight-A
student until she met Jude Okorie, but she got carried away, thinking she
would remain at the top of the world forever. 
        How miserably wrong she was!
        And she also lost the man she sacrificed her life for. Jude!
       Well, she would visit her parents again one day, after she had bagged her
LLB degree, and she would rub it on their faces! But in the meantime, she
would continue to fight for her life, one day at a time.
    She watched with unsteady breath and Jude walked towards her. She
wondered what he was going to do, or if he found her attractive as well.  
        Jude pulled a seat and sat right in front of her so their eyes could be at the
same level. Jude held both her hands in his and massaged them gently while
still holding her gaze. 
        She trembled but she tried to keep her breathing steady.
        She sat, unsure, and wondered what he was going to do. 
       Jude just sat and looked at her, but for the longest time, he said nothing.
It seemed he was struggling to put his thoughts together or weighing
different options, whatever those were. 
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        The uncertainty in his face bothered her as well.
    “Dimples,” he finally spoke. “Listen to me. Neither of us currently has
parental rights over JJ, but we can earn the rights again and be a part of his
life. Causing drama as you did will not help; it won’t help you, and it will put
me in a lot of trouble.” Jude finally released her hands. 
        Tara choked as she nodded.
      “I want to help you; I’ll see what I can do to help you to be in JJ’s life,” he
continued. “But it’s not going to be easy. I don’t know how to make that
happen without ruffling feathers. If you want to be able to spend time with
JJ, you need to work hard and convince people that you can. You need to
make them like you. Make people love you. You need to earn that spot, up
your game, stop being difficult, and be a good person. Be a nice person.”
        Tara nodded, her eyes tearing up again.
      “Don’t cry, Dimples,” he wiped her tears. “You see, people like us – like
you and I – we naturally don’t belong in some certain… places and settings,”
he stammered. “Like the church for example. It’s a ‘us versus them’ situation.
They are holy and pious and religious people. While we are the outcasts who
do not deserve a chance to be delivered from hell. But we cannot give up on
ourselves. We just need to prove to them that we can.”
    Tara’s eyes widened. She finally found the courage to touch him. She
gently touched his face for a few seconds, searching his eyes. 
        “Are you for real?”
       Jude caught her hand and held it. “Yeah. The church is a place for perfect
people, no matter how much they sugar-coat it!” he spoke frankly. “You have
to be perfect like Jesus, or they will banish us to hell, without mercy.” 
     She wondered what Jude was all about. Why would Jude ever think he
didn’t belong to the church? Jude was made for that spot as the Senior Pastor
at Believers’ Assembly, and everywhere else for that matter. 
        People worshipped the grounds he walked on. 
        Was he having struggles or insecurities she knew nothing about? Had she put him
in trouble?  Tara kept wondering but said nothing about it.
       “I need you to try and convince them. To be nice to them. Pretend if you
must. That is the only way I can help you.”
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        “Did you have to convince them too?” Tara asked with sincerity.
        “Yeah.”
        “And do they allow you to spend time with JJ?” she probed further.
        “JJ lives with me. For four days in a week, I try to be an active dad.” 
        “Really?”
      “Yeah. But he spends the weekend at Bishop’s Place. But I also get help
raising him. Yvonne. She had been in his life since he was born, and she
controls everything about JJ.”
        “I know Yvonne. She would never let me get too close to him.”
        “Yvonne is overprotective of JJ. We owe her. She’s the main help I get, the
main person I can fully trust with JJ. Otherwise, it’s just me and him. Krystal
also helps.”
        Tara pulled her hands away from him, but he held her hands back.
        “Please be nice to Krystal. She has been good to JJ.” 
        Her expression softened. She had been angry, not knowing that Jude had
not been irresponsible. He had been hands-on. The emotions tried to drown
her, the pain and anger she had for Jude began to disappear, instead, just
lots of respect.
    “They did not know who I was before the accident,” Jude continued,
sounding more cautious. “They were cautious initially, so, yeah, I needed to
convince them. But then it was the easier choice… I was tired of running.
There comes a time in life that you just surrender, and you stop fighting, and
you stop running.”
        “I know. I’ve been there a million times.” Tara wiped a stubborn tear.
     “That was why I decided to stay, and stop fighting it, and follow their
ways. It turned out to be the redemption I needed. And I never regretted it. I
love who I am now, I love what I do now. It is a whole lot of responsibility
being the Pastor of such a big church, but I love it. It’s about bringing
comfort to my parents after the distress I caused for them all these years, and
it’s also about making right what I’ve done wrong in my past life.”
     Tara nodded again. And then shrugged. And nodded again. She could
understand. 
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       “So, Dimps, I’ve told you all that I think you should know about me,” Jude
suddenly turned serious; he dropped her hands and sat up. “I’m begging you
now, and I’m going to say it only once: I don’t want you to mess anything up
for me. It took me years of hard work to get to where I am today. So, I don’t
want you to cross me at all. If you try it, I will be angry with you. And you will
regret it. So, please, for the sake of everybody involved, especially JJ, let us
maintain basic decorum, mutual respect, and courtesy.”
       Tara could not miss the obvious threats in Jude’s words or the fire in his
eyes. She hated that she had to be so restricted. She was right to think she
could not trust Jude. 
        She weighed her options, and she felt stuck; stuck with people who didn’t
like her too much. She knew better than try to cross Jude as he threatened;
she knew what Jude was capable of. Yvonne was also a no-nonsense nanny.
She had no business with Krystal; they would never get along. And she knew
she could not afford to upset Bishop or Lady Vickie again. She also didn’t
want to lose her security job so she knew she couldn’t afford to be arrested a
second time by Bishop or Bishop’s wife. 
    Perhaps she could run again and forget about being in JJ’s life. That
sounded like a smart decision to her. Only that she knew she wouldn’t.
     “I promise. I am not here to cause trouble,” she replied, taking up the
challenge.
        “I believe you,” Jude responded and got up.
      It was time for them to leave;  she had a lovely day despite the tension
between them, and despite having spent the past two days in police custody. 
    She wished it could go on for longer; she could pretend to be Jude’s
girlfriend and update her Instagram feed posts with new pictures, and she
would gladly live forever on the comfy couch she had been sitting on since. 
        But it was time to face her reality and return to her hostel. 
     She watched Jude pack all the food they bought earlier for her to take
home. She was grateful; at least she wouldn’t go hungry for the next couple
of days.
        But first, she needed to get something off her chest.
        “I need to tell you something, Jude.”
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        “What’s that?”
     “What happened to you… it was not an accident that you had. It was a
malicious attempt to take you out. I suppose you should know by now.”
    Jude smiled and shook his head. “Thanks, Dimples. But I know that
already.” 
        “Just be safe, that’s what I’m saying.”
        “I can take care of myself.”



      It wasn’t long before Jude realised that his decision to help and support
his ex-girlfriend and the mother of his baby would not work out as easily as
he anticipated. 
        His current girl was not having it at all! 
      Jude hated it when he and Krystal argued; and while Krystal tried to be
polite about the entire situation, the passive aggression had escalated to a
breaking point.
       He knew his actions were bothering his fiancée, and the fact that Krystal
had gone out of the way to bring Pastor Nathan to his official residence to
mediate showed how frustrated she was. 
        However, he had made his decisions about Tara, and he did not intend to
change his mind. Hopefully, with time, people would see reasons. 
        “You don’t understand,” Jude tried to explain to her.
       “Then make me!” Krystal was frustrated. “Why is that girl controlling your
life?”
        “She is not controlling my life–”
       Krystal let out a frustrated grump. “This relationship is getting crowded.
Pastor Nathan, please help me out.”
       Jude looked towards Pastor Nathan from the corner of his eye; he sat on
the couch behind them leisurely and focused on the boxing match on the TV;
seemingly apathetic towards them. 
       If he didn’t know Nathan too well, he would say his older friend was not
interested in their argument. However, he knew Pastor Nathan heard every
single word, and he was monitoring them closely. 
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        “Krystal, please listen to me. Dimples is a ticking bomb,” Jude explained.
“Whatever arrangement I am making for her is temporary, to make her
happy for a few months, and then she goes away.”
      “Only that she wouldn’t,” Krystal insisted. “You don’t know girls. I know
these ladies a lot more than you do. She will never leave, not when she knows
that you are now her cash cow and that she can milk you for the rest of her
life. And with JJ in the picture, you’ve got no chance! These girls are vicious;
she will never leave!”
        “You don’t know that!” Jude argued.
        “You don’t either. What do you know about women?”
        Jude was getting frustrated himself. 
      They had been through that conversation a million times already, and it
was driving a wedge in his relationship with his fiancée. These days, all they
ever did was argue, and all they ever talked about now was Dimples! And he
was not happy about it.
        “So, what do you suggest?” Jude threw the options open.
        “I’m not saying she should be shut out of JJ’s life,” Krystal responded. “I’m
just saying let Lady Vickie handle it. Don’t get involved. Let your Mum deal
with her. The girl knows that if she ever misbehaves around Lady Vickie,
she’ll be arrested. Again.”
        “You know very well that she is no longer welcomed at Bishop’s Place.”
       “So, now she wants to use you, right? Or you want her to use you, isn’t it?
If she is rude to the First Lady and she is banished, that’s her problem, not
mine. Let her go fix that relationship. I cannot inherit her troubles.”
        Krystal stomped out in frustration; she was angry because Pastor Nathan
was not getting involved, and he was not picking sides. Jude stood at the
same spot as he watched her leave. He had tried to make her understand his
situation with Tara.
      Tara had nothing to lose, and she wouldn’t bat an eyelid to pull down all
they’d spent years building. He knew Tara too well. She might look humble
currently because of personal crises, but he could not be fooled. 
        Jude knew he could never take her for granted.
        Tara was a scheming, articulate, and highly manipulative girl!
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        The stunts she did, nobody in their rights mind would dare.
     She was the same Tara that defied the Bishop and Lady Vickie right in
their home. She was the same Tara who made a scene at her son’s birthday,
and she left without saying a word to JJ. And yeah, of all the jobs she could do
on the planet, it would take some crazy guts for such a skinny girl to work as
a bouncer and joke about a few punches on her face.
       He knew Tara when she was a wild girl. He knew how self-absorbed and
how self-centred she could be. In his past life, Tara was the first and only girl
ever who owned him completely while they were dating; he could not even
cheat on her. She was that territorial. 
    The same Tara singlehandedly changed the course of a high-profile
criminal investigation, and she did it with the grace and calmness of a god!
      And now, he had more reasons to be worried, because Tara had planted
herself again in his new world. She knew too much about him, and she
wouldn’t hesitate to use that knowledge if necessary. 
        Tara was unstable. She was the enemy. 
        And to win the battle against her, he must be smarter.
        He had tried to make Krystal understand without making much fuss, but
she would have none of that, even after weeks of explaining. He had expected
some resistance from his pastor girlfriend, but he had not expected a flat
‘no’. 
       Obviously, Krystal didn’t understand the precariousness of the situation.
      Krystal wanted her out of their lives; that Tara should apologise to Lady
Vickie so that she could continue to access JJ at the Bishop’s mansion like she
had been doing ever since she decided to be visible in JJ’s life. 
        Jude knew that was not going to happen again; Tara had overstepped her
boundaries at Bishop’s Place and had been banished, locked up in police’s
custody for two days and she was not welcome there anymore. 
       He’d tried to mediate between Tara and his parents; Tara had apologised
to Lady Vickie, she had even written a letter of undertaking, admitting she
was wrong, and that she recognised her current legal position with JJ, and he
would never try what she did on the day of her arrest again.
        Despite these, Tara was still banished. 



97

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

       It seemed there was nothing he could say to make Lady Vickie change her
mind. Tara was no longer welcome in their home and that was final. 
      “If Tara had any objections, she must take the legal route and talk to her
lawyers,” his mother told him.
        Jude hated that he was stuck among the three strong-willed women.
    “This is so complicated, dealing with these women!” he confessed to
Nathan earlier, “I temporarily hate my life!” But the older man wasn’t so
helpful, then. Just like he wasn’t being helpful now!
      He looked towards Nathan again, and he was still busy with the boxing
match. He knew his fiancée had been talking to Nathan behind his back, and
he wasn’t too happy that Krystal had to bring him to personally intervene. 
     It was a good thing that Nathan wasn’t being helpful because even he
wasn’t sure of how he wanted Nathan to intervene. The last thing he would
want was for his older friend to take sides with Krystal.
       Krystal returned, an air of resignation hanging on her shoulders, and she
looked much calmer than she was when she left. 
      Jude could tell she was still hurting. He reached out to her and held her
close, his hands hanging lightly on her waist.
        He looked at the woman he planned to marry, she’d had been an amazing
woman and a strong dependable person in his life. He loved her. It was a
shame that they had to postpone their wedding the previous year, otherwise
they would have been married. 
      He wished they could get married already. Hopefully, they would be no
interruptions to their wedding plans going forward.
      “I’m sorry, Kris,” he said, briefly planting a kiss on her lips, and then he
pulled her into an embrace. Krystal leaned snugly on him.
        Nathan cleared his throats, bringing them both back to reality. 
        It appeared Pastor Nathan finally decided to get involved.
        Jude ignored him. 



       “I think my work is done here,” Nathan cleared his throat again as he got
up, watching them from a distance. 
       “You can as well leave,” Jude chuckled. “Not like you’ve been so helpful to
me, and not to Krystal who invited you. You’ve been stuck by the TV since
you arrived.”
     “Well, I was just monitoring you guys.” Nathan laughed out loud as he
approached them for the first time since he arrived. “It’s not my duty to fix
your issues.”
      Jude did not respond. He ignored Nathan and shifted his focus back on
Krystal. He tucked his arms into her back and tried to comfort her. 
        “I hate it when we disagree, but you’ve got to trust me in this.”
       “You, I trust. But I don’t trust her. I believe she had some hidden agenda;
I just wish we could find out what those were. But I believe she’s trying to
worm her way back into our lives, into your life. She wants you, Jude. You’ll
soon find out if you haven’t already.”
       It was Jude’s turn to laugh out loud. He knew it would eventually come to
that; it would get back to the issue of trust and fidelity, but he had no plans of
having an affair with Dimples, not in a million lifetime. 
    “Seriously now, Krystal? Me and Dimples? Not in a million years. The
relationship we once had, it was good, then it was bad, then it was over. It’s
eight years already; I feel nothing for her. It’s just unfortunate that I have to
deal with her now because of JJ. But I promise you, we will get over this soon,
and we can have our lives back.”
        “Pastor Nathan, please say something.” Krystal was not satisfied.
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        “Me? Well, I don’t think you should worry about Jude. He had no plans of
being with another person. You can take my word on that.” Nathan added.
        “Thank you, Pastor Nathan.” Jude sounded relieved.
        They migrated back to the living area where they all settled down.
        “Then why does he want her to move into his house, our house, our home
at Lush Garden?” Krystal shifted uncomfortably. “Why is Jude behaving like
he has two girlfriends now? I mean, that house is our private getaway. I love
to spend time there every now and then. Now she will be staying there like
she owns the place.”
        Nathan appeared surprised. 
        “You didn’t tell me you were moving her so close,” he said to Jude.
     “That’s the new spin our dear Pastor Jude Okorie is throwing into this
entire mess,” Krystal protested, rolling her eyes. “He is now crowding our
relationship by bringing her so close.”
        “I have to agree with Krystal on this!” Nathan replied. “That’s a bad idea.”
        “Thank you!” Krystal retorted.
      Jude shrugged. He had made up his mind. He still couldn’t understand
why nobody agreed with his plan, but too bad for them, because that was
exactly what was going to happen, and nothing would change that.
        He went through the whole plan again with Krystal and Pastor Nathan. 
      “I’ve decided – and I’m not changing my mind – that Dimples would be
the primary carer for JJ for the next few weeks to months,” he explained. “But
under whatever circumstances, my son cannot stay with her at the hostel
where she stays currently. And I’m not ready to secure any personal or
private accommodation for her. I don’t want to get involved in her life.”
        He could see interest on Nathan’s face and resignation on Krystal’s.
     “So, my solution is to take Tara out of the hostel into the Lush Garden
house as a temporary measure. But she will not be there alone with JJ;
Yvonne will also move in with them.”
        “Have you spoken to Yvonne about it?” Nathan asked.
      “Yeah. I’ve discussed this with Yvonne because she is pivotal to making
this entire plan work. It will be more demanding on her, but she agreed, and
she had no problems with the arrangement.”
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        Jude noticed some agreement from Krystal and Nathan. ‘This is good,’ he
thought.
    He further explained how the arrangement would work; he would be
spending his free Mondays with JJ and Yvonne; from Tuesday to Thursday, JJ
would be with Tara at the Lush Garden house, under Yvonne’s supervision,
and then the two would leave for Bishop’s place as usual for the weekends.
      “As you can see, this whole plan is not about Dimples; it’s about my son,
and what is best for JJ, I don’t want any disruption in his routine,” he
explained. “During the weekdays, JJ would be staying in a familiar residence
– in his Daddy’s house – and there would be a familiar face, Yvonne. So, he
wouldn’t feel so much of a difference. Tara too could have a relationship she
wanted with JJ under Yvonne’s supervision. Trust me, this would be a win for
everybody. Especially JJ. That way, everybody will be happy.”
    He had managed to convince his parents, Tara, Yvonne. And now he
needed Pastor Nathan and Krystal to be supportive. They disagreed and
poked through his explanations at every point, but he was insistent and
ignored their passionate disagreements.
        At least they now knew his stance. He was going to give Tara a chance. 
       He also compromised when he agreed that giving her upkeep money was
a bad idea; however, all her needs would be catered for through Yvonne.
Eventually, they grudgingly agreed to what Krystal called his idiotic plans.
      “We’re going to try this for a school term only,” Krystal insisted. “I don’t
want to see her in my house during the holidays! And once we get married, I
want her gone, for good. I don’t want to ever have anything to do with her,
ever again!” 
        She did not sound happy at all.
        Jude grudgingly agreed.
     With decisions made, and all three of them exhausted from the heated
arguments, they all retired for the night.



        Tara sat on her favourite single-seater couch in Jude’s Lush Garden home,
not believing how quickly her life had changed. She fell in love with the house
the day Jude first brought her there a few weeks earlier, she couldn’t believe
that would be her home for the next couple of months.
        It still felt like a dream. 
      And even though that was a temporary arrangement, it was a welcomed
break from the life of hardship she had known for the past eight years. 
       She had a lovely home, and all her needs would be cared for. She had also
been given a transportation voucher with a chauffeured cab company; Tara
could swear she had enough trips to last for a year!
       The offer was more than generous from Jude and Krystal, and Tara knew
better than take it for granted. 
    She took a glance at the medium-sized box that held all her earthly
possession; she was grateful she could finally escape from the crammed
hostel, but she was also overwhelmed by moving into the oversized duplex;
she didn’t look the part.
        But she was not complaining; she loved her new life.
        She and Jude hadn’t spoken since the day he broke the news to her about
his and Krystal’s decision to release the house to her temporarily. They
informed her that she would be contacted by a rental agency and that the
agency would act as the middlemen between her and them. 
     The ladies from the agency, Joyce and Moyo, had since communicated
with her, and they were the ones who brought her to the house from her
hostel. She recognised them from church; they were from the protocol unit,
but they hardly had any interaction at church. 
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        Well, she hardly talked to anybody at church. In the past two years of her
irregular presence at Believers’ Assembly, she had maintained a low profile. 
     Tara watched as they made a detailed inventory of the contents of the
house, even though she was aware they would have done it earlier.
     The ladies were professional, but with no small talks at all. She didn’t
know if they were just doing their job, or they were just being mean and
snobbish. It was obvious that they didn’t like her, and they were not hiding
their displeasure like they didn’t want her in the house, or perhaps they
thought she did not belong there, or that she was from a lower social class. 
     Well, they were right. She looked so bare, so ordinary for such a fancy
home. She couldn’t even look the part. And she didn’t know how to afford her
new life. 
     All those didn’t matter. She was getting help. And for three days of the
week, sometimes four, she would be at home with JJ. She wouldn’t have to
stress about where her next meal would come from. Her transportation was
covered for the rest of the year. Yvonne told her that she too was studying
part-time. Theology. That meant they could motivate each other to study.
      How did her lot suddenly change overnight? She wished to say she loved
the Lord and wished to think God was making a way for her, but she didn’t
think God was interested in having anything to do with her.
        She knew better than to trust her sudden change of status. One thing was
sure: good things like that hardly happened to her, and when they did, there
was always a catch. 
    Joyce and Moyo eventually completed their inventory, talking to each
other, without talking to her, unless they wanted to ask her questions or give
her instructions. And when she tried to engage them in a conversation, they
cut her off.
       “Do you work for the church?” Tara tried again to chat with them, as she
collected the documents handed over to her.
       “Nope. We own a property business,” Joyce replied curtly. “We are done
with the inventory, and you know what that means? Nothing must be lost,
broken, missing, damaged, or mishandled. If any of these happens, you will
have to replace them. If you have any issues, report to us immediately.”
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        “Okay.”
       “Were managing this place for the period of your lease; we are done with
the inventory, and we need you to sign those documents before we can hand
over the keys to you,” Moyo replied.
        “Okay.” Tara signed the relevant places.
        “How long is my lease?”
       “We already emailed the agreement to you, which you signed. You mean
you didn’t read it through before signing?” the mean lady replied.
        Tara smiled awkwardly.
   “Anyways, Pastor Jude thought you could move in immediately. So,
welcome to Lush Garden.” Moyo was nicer.
        They were ready to leave, just in time for the party to arrive. 
        “The family has arrived!” Joyce announced excitedly. 
     And within minutes, the house was full and cheerful again. The guests
arrived to give Tara a warm welcome party.
    Tara watched as the two ladies’ demeanour changed; they weren’t so
snobbish to the new people coming into the house. She was the only person
worthy of the snub.
        Tara soon realised that it was all a show.
        No, she wasn’t welcomed!



     “This is the perfect house-warming party for our august guest!” Krystal
announced as the family settled in. They brought all the party favours, as
they welcomed her to the new abode.
   Tara smiled uncomfortably; she was the houseguest, the one being
celebrated, only that the party had nothing to do with her.
        It was just an opulent display of what perfection they exuded as a family.
      Jude arrived in the company of his fiancée Krystal. They brought JJ with
them; Yvonne was there as well. Tara finally realised that Josh was the much
younger brother of Jude. There was also a bespectacled girl with a striking
resemblance to Krystal. She was simply introduced as Rose. 
       Rose was Krystal’s sister, and just like Josh, Rose was also much younger
than Krystal. Both Josh and Rose could have easily been their children.
        She looked at them, a picture-perfect family. 
        At least, that was what Krystal was trying to prove to her.
        Tara was made to realise that by moving in, she had successfully evicted a
happy family that used the Lush Garden house as their second home; Krystal
did not attempt to hide that vital information. 
       “Once we get married,” Krystal told her as they both had drinks together,
“Jude and I intend to move in here, together with JJ. Possibly with Rose and
Josh if their parents allow. And our official residence will become the less
used home.”
        Tara was not in any mood to argue. 
     She was almost done with her law degree; once she graduated, she too
hoped to leave their Lush Garden for them. She tried to be positive; that the
world would open, and opportunities would be limitless. However, in reality,
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she didn’t know what she would do with her life upon graduation.
        “Your family is really cute and beautiful,” Tara responded to Krystal.
       Tara tried to hide her jealousy; she even obliged Krystal’s request for her
to help take their family pictures. She watched Jude and Krystal as they
interacted; they seemed perfect for each other; their relationship looked like
it was packaged right from heaven. 
     She envied Krystal – she did not know Jude when he was a terror. She
didn’t know him when he was violent and dangerous, and physically abusive
to her. Krystal had met a transformed man, the born again, God-loving man,
the Senior Pastor of an extremely wealthy church. 
        Tara was invited to join the family pictures, but she had politely declined. 
        She eventually took one picture with her son JJ. In her past visits, she was
never allowed to be so close to him, so it was a privilege to have a fair
mother-son picture; she knew it would be the first of so many to come. JJ was
however more interested in playing, and since he didn’t know her that much,
he avoided interacting with her altogether.
       She watched from the sidelines, and she hoped one day she would have a
happy family of her own. The familiar inferiority complex crept back to the
surface. She knew her low self-esteem was going to be the death of her.
      After a full hour of parading what a happy and perfect family they were,
Krystal felt it was time for them to leave, all six of them. They promised they
would be coming back in a few days, by which time JJ and Yvonne would be
staying back. 
        “Okay,” Tara replied. At least, she would have the home all to herself for a
few days.
     Yvonne left with JJ who was her ward; and later, Jude and his fiancée,
together with Josh and Rose were also ready to leave.
      “I’ll join you in the car,” Krystal informed Jude that she would be staying
for a few moments to show Tara through a few things she forgot, a gesture
Jude appreciated profusely. 
      But Tara could not be fooled. She knew Krystal had stayed back to mark
her territory. She was right.



106

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        “This is not your house. Do I make myself clear?” Krystal started.
       Tara swallowed hard as Krystal spoke to her like the madam of the house
that she was.
    “I understand,” Tara made herself respond. She stood obediently; she
hated the smirk on Krystal’s face, but she also understood how difficult it
must have been to accept one’s fiancé’s ex-girlfriend.
       “So, if I were you,” Krystal continued, parading herself all over the place,
“I would be making other plans, like getting another accommodation, and
making efforts to leave as soon as possible.”
        “I am sorry if I am such a burden to you.”
       “Oh, yes, you are!” Krystal did not mince words. “You have no idea of what
burden you have been to me. This is my house. This is my property. Our
property. We are leasing it out to you temporarily; you are here under
supervision. I will be monitoring you; I will be making regular unplanned
visits. So, get that right upfront.”
     “I wouldn’t be a problem to you, you can be sure of that.” Tara tried to
convince her. “I am surprised and grateful for the generous offer. I intend to
use it responsibly. All I wanted was to be close to JJ.”
       “Yeah, of course, all you wanted was to be with JJ,” Krystal gave a sinister
laugh. “But instead, you managed to wiggle your way through. You put my
Jude under unnecessary duress. You put all of us on the run, just so you could
have your way. You even ticked the Lady Vickie off. So, I agreed that all you
wanted was to be with JJ. Ever since you stepped in, nothing around here has
remained the same. So, thank you for being such a killjoy!”
      Tara listened carefully. She knew she hadn’t planned to be a killjoy, but
she had done just that. Her respect for Krystal went up a notch higher. She
had opened her door to her, she had sacrificed too much.
        “I’m sorry, Krystal.”
     “You better be. And know that you are being watched. No visitors. No
smoking. Manage this place with care. One wrong move, you will be evicted.
Jude and I are getting married, and soon. And once we get married, all these
shenanigans of yours will end. Very abruptly. So don’t begin to have ideas. It
is not going to work.”
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        Tara always knew it would come to what her intentions were, but she had
no plans for Jude. Coming to church and see how much Jude had changed
was a motivation for her, and an encouragement that perhaps her own story
too could have a happy ending.
       And even though she had a fleeting crush for him the day he brought her
there, it was short-lived. The possibility of her being back with Jude never
crossed her mind once.
     “I do not have any plans to interfere with your relationship. I am not a
threat.”
     Krystal walked straight to her like she was sizing her up. Tara watched
intently and saw the fire in the other woman’s eyes. She always wore heels,
which made her always a few inches taller, but otherwise, there wasn’t too
much of a difference in their features.
       “Jude, I trust. But I don’t trust you. I don’t trust any of you church ladies,
especially you, Tara. I see a lot of myself in you, so yeah! You are a threat.
You’ve been messing with his mind lately. So, I am telling you again, back
off. And in your interest, don’t start having any ideas.”
    Tara swallowed hard. She and Krystal did share few similar features,
similar build, same height, pretty faces, and all. She noticed it too, but she
never gave it a thought. Perhaps, that was because she knew from their past
relationship that Jude preferred certain kinds of women. 
        It seemed he still did.
      “Jude and I have a strictly transparent and honest relationship,” Krystal
continued marking her territory. “I track him, I track his vehicles, I track his
devices, I know where he is, at any given time. I have access to his messages
and call history. I know who flatters him, I know who flirts with him. I know
who begs him for money and airtime. I know who reports me. I see you all.
And he knows that I am monitoring him. It’s our form of safety net, and it
has helped many times in the past. It is not out of distrust, but you church
girls have left me with no options. I am telling you in advance, scratch that, I
am warning you in advance, so you know what you are up to. Just don’t!”
       Tara did not like this Krystal at all. Why was she so hectic? Why all these
monitoring strategies? To what end? 



108

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        The Krystal she knew was generally a calm and cool-headed girl, but Tara
didn’t like the one standing right in front of her, staring at her, ready to
shred her into pieces.
        “Not every church girl close to your boyfriend is interested in sleeping with
him. I, for one, am not,” she fired back in exhaustion.
        “Fiancé,” Krystal corrected.
        “Fiancé.” Tara was too tired to fight.
        After throwing her weight around, Krystal eventually decided to leave her
alone and go join the others. Tara watched them as they left, from the tinted
glass wall that led to the patio. 
        Good riddance.
        She was finally alone. She wanted to scream and jump in excitement, but
she held herself. Who knew? Madam-the-house-owner might be watching
her on some device and would be laughing hysterically if she dared to express
any happiness.
        “Thank you, God,” she said, hiding her excitement. 
       It was a temporary arrangement, maybe for one or two school terms, by
which time she would be completing her studies. All things were working
together, and no matter how short her stay would be, at least it was better
than nothing.

        Krystal felt slighted. 
      Never in her life had she imagined competing with an ex-girlfriend for
any reason, particularly, someone as shabby as Tara.
    It seemed like she and Jude had reached a defining moment in their
relationship. She had refused to let Jude see her break down, she had tried to
be calm and understanding, even though deep down, she was broken. And
even in the middle of an argument, she always left the room to go shed some
needed tears and then she would return looking perfect.
        But she was reaching a breaking point; she couldn’t take it anymore.
        As she drove home after dropping off Rose at her parents’ place, she let it
out, and she didn’t bother to stop the tears. 
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        She was losing Jude, and he didn’t seem to care about her feelings.
        She needed something to calm her nerves. Something strong. 
     She wondered where to go for the night. All her options seemed to be
wrong; she was trying hard to be the good girl she is known to be, but that
night had tried her resolve. 
       After a long while of struggling with herself, she eventually decided to go
home. 
        Minutes later she was home and got herself a glass of wine. 
        She drank into the night, a secret habit she had managed to beat. 
        In her drunken state, she knew she needed to talk to someone; she picked
her phone and called the one person who understood her, more than any
other being.
        “I’m losing Jude,” she yelled through her tears. “Please come.”
        “Stay calm, I’ll see you right away.”



        Jude was visiting Tara, but this time, in the company of Pastor Nathan. 
       It was a lazy Monday evening, his day-off, and Yvonne and JJ had gone to
his official residence as scheduled. He and Pastor Nathan were hanging out
together, and they had a conversation about his domestic life. 
      Jude explained to his older friend that the new arrangement had kicked
off, and after the initial turbulence, they were back on autopilot, and things
were running smoothly. And they had Yvonne to thank for it. 
      Jude further requested if Pastor Nathan could accompany him to see JJ’s
mother and to see how she was settling in the new house.
        Pastor Nathan obliged. Soon afterwards they were at the Lush Garden.
       Jude was glad to see that Tara looked better and healthier than the day he
first brought her, and colour had seeped back on her face. Finally, he saw a
Tara that he could recognise.
    It was still upsetting to him that he could not directly provide for her
financially, but at least she got everything she needed from Yvonne, and he
had instructed Yvonne to be as generous as possible to her.
      “How are you coping here?” Jude asked Tara after the initial exchange of
greetings. She appeared distracted, withdrawn, but then, Tara could be like
that sometimes.
        “I’m coping well, thank you,” she answered slowly.
      “You know Pastor Nathan from church, right? I brought him with me so
that I could introduce you both properly and welcome you again to our
family and our church family.”
       Jude was however going to meet a bigger surprise he wasn’t ready for. As
soon as they settled in the living area, Jude realised that Pastor Nathan and
Tara knew each other; they were not strangers at all. 
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     The shocked look on Pastor Nathan’s face told him something was not
quite right. It bothered him. And before long, he became the stranger in the
conversation.

      “Are you the ‘Dimples’?” Nathan asked Tara before looking back at Jude.
He edged forward on his seat, excitement flashing across his eyes. 
        Tara did not answer. She simply nodded.
     “Are you JJ’s mother?” He narrowed his eyes. “And Pastor Jude’s former
fiancée.”
        Jude almost laughed because Nathan would not mention a girlfriend. 
        Tara nodded slowly again.
       He turned to Jude to ask the same questions. “Is she the lady you’ve been
talking about all along? The one with the dimples?” 
        “It’s just a nickname,” Jude answered uncomfortably.
       Jude didn’t like the sound of that at all. He didn’t like what was going on,
especially the excitement in the eyes of his older friend. And the look of
familiarity in Tara’s eyes.
        “Guys! You’ve got to be kidding me!” Nathan finally responded.
   “Have you guys met? Do you know her? Do you know him?” Jude
stammered. He knew he wasn’t making sense, and he hoped he was wrong.
      “Yes, we met already. She attends the church. I knew her from church!”
Nathan still sounded surprised, like he knew her more intimately.
        “She attends church?” It was Jude’s turn to be surprised.
        “You didn’t know?” Nathan was still surprised.
     “No. She never mentioned it.” Jude looked from Tara to Nathan. How
could Tara be attending their church, and nobody knew from the family? Not
even the ever-versatile Krystal who seemed to be everywhere and seemed to
know everybody.
       “Yes! She’s been coming to church for a while now, at least I’ve known her
for over a year, almost two years now. She’s volunteering with the traffic and
security; that was where I met her.”
      “Really?” Jude just couldn’t wrap his head around the information. 
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       Tara was a member, a worker, and someone who was personally known
to Pastor Nathan! 
        He looked at her where she stood, hugging herself. Pastor Nathan too got
up to where she was standing, and he was talking to her. Jude found himself
also moving closer to join them.
       “So, JJ is the same as your Jay, you were the one that caused some ruckus
at his birthday, and you are the same person arrested at Bishop’s house. Tell
me where I’m wrong.” Nathan focused on Tara and spoke to her gently.
        “You’re right about everything.”
        “You’re so strange, you know that!” Nathan continued, still maintaining a
gentle voice. “When were you planning to tell me? Why were you keeping all
these to yourself?”
        “I was going to tell you sometime.”
       “Two years down the line, and you’ve not reached the point of telling me.
I’ve told you that I can’t help you if you can’t open up to me.”
        “I’m sorry,” Tara nodded.
        “So, talk to me. What is your endgame? What do you aim to achieve by all
these stealth and mysterious moves? I’m failing to understand.”
      “I don’t have any agenda.” Tara’s eyes were also focused on Nathan.
       The evening dragged along slowly. Jude watched Pastor Nathan and Tara
in slow motion, and he was almost sure Pastor Nathan was flirting with her.
     He loved and respected Pastor Nathan, but he did not like how Pastor
Nathan looked at his ex-girlfriend, how he spoke tenderly to her, or how he
made her feel special. Every sense in him screamed in protest. 
        No! that couldn’t be happening. And whatever it was that might be going on,
it had to end, right away.
      Jude didn’t have any issues with Pastor Nathan trying to move on; ever
since he met that man, he had been without a woman in his life. No wife, no
girlfriend, nobody. He knew his wife died a long time ago, and Pastor
Nathan had been raising their three children alone. 
       Pastor Nathan was the most eligible bachelor around, but he had refused
to allow any woman in his life. Jude had never seen Pastor Nathan speak like
that to a woman or act silly around any female the way he now spoke to Tara.
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        Clearly, Pastor Nathan liked her. At least, that was how it seemed to him.
       And by some twist, he suddenly became the stranger. They excluded him
as they spoke. Tara wasn’t telling much; every question Pastor Nathan asked
was evaded, and she was wasting his time with vague or one-word answers. 
    Jude knew Tara did that a lot when she wasn’t willing to release any
information – she would keep the person engaged, fabricate answers, but
she would not answer the question. It was a skill she had developed for a long
time; he could also notice the growing frustration in Pastor Nathan’s voice. 
       “You know what?” Pastor Nathan said after a while. “We have to talk. We
need to talk. I’ll ask Michelle to call. Make an appointment to see me, okay?”
        Tara nodded.
      Jude was confused; he didn’t know if he should be happy or sad, and he
had not planned to suddenly grow jealous. He shouldn’t be jealous of an ex,
she deserved to move on as well. But certainly, he could not handle the
relationship between Tara and Pastor Nathan. 
        No, not in a million years. He would never be ready for it.
        Eventually, Pastor Nathan had to leave, much to Jude’s relief.
     “It is so nice to meet you again, Tara. I hope I see more of you in the
coming weeks.”
        “Yes, Pastor Nathan.” Tara smiled, a twinkle in her eyes.
        “Don’t forget to make an appointment to see me.”
        Jude tried to read Tara’s expression after Pastor Nathan left. He could see
that the twinkle had disappeared; she seemed to like Pastor Nathan too. If
only a little. Who wouldn’t like Pastor Nathan?
      He walked Pastor Nathan out to his vehicle, and soon he was back with
the woman he once loved. He needed answers. And she had better not waste
his time as she did to Pastor Nathan.



     “What was that all about?” Jude tried to be as calm as he could, but the
jealousy had a better hold of him. He couldn’t help himself.
        “What was what about?”
        “What’s going on between you and Pastor Nathan?”
        “Nothing.”
        “That didn’t look like nothing to me.”
       “You should ask him. I’m sure he too will tell you nothing as well. There’s
nothing to see there.”
        Jude was not ready for the mind game, or the kind of mental torture Tara
just gave Pastor Nathan. So, he took over the game.
        “I think he likes you,” he stated as a fact.
        “I don’t know. I don’t think so. He’s just really nice.”
        Jude was not happy about the way she stressed ‘really’. 
        “How did you guys meet?”
        “We met at the new members class,” she stopped abruptly.
        “I’m listening,” Jude responded after a while.
        “Actually, we did not.”
    Jude was losing it already. “Did you or did you not?” He asked with
frustration.
      Tara continued, “I could not attend the Meet and Greet with the Pastors
because I didn’t want people to see me, so I sent a message to the church
office that I was busy and I wouldn’t be able to come, but that I would love to
be a part of the church. So, he contacted me. He was very nice. He invited me
to his office.”
        “He what?” Jude’s mind raced.
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        “He just wanted to talk to me. He asked me the regular church questions.
Have you accepted Jesus? Can you share your salvation experience? Why do
you want to be a member of this church? And so on. You know, those regular
church questions. I thought they were boring, I had to make up lots of stuff
so he could let me go. I felt very guilty of that.”
        “What happened after?” Jude was burning with jealousy.
      “Nothing. He always invited me to his office. Just like he did now. Now
and then.”
        “For what?”
       “For nothing. Just to ask about how I am doing, if I need anything, about
my personal life, personal problems, my studies, and so forth.”
       “Was he ever inappropriate with you? Did he ever touch you strangely or
inappropriately?” Jude could not believe he was so angry at Pastor Nathan.
He also felt bad for thinking Pastor Nathan was capable of being
inappropriate with any church members, particularly his Dimples.
       “No! He’s not that kind of person. But he always speaks nicely to me; he’s
one of the reasons I decided to stay in the church. He just asks about my life.
He’s very caring.”
        That Jude knew. Pastor Nathan was caring. But where Tara was involved,
he didn’t know what to believe. He didn’t want Pastor Nathan to be so
‘caring’.
      “He encouraged me to be active in the Church; and advised that I could
join the prayer team. I did for a while, but I was in church one day and there
was a problem with the power supply. The usual technical guys were not
around, so I helped to fix the problem. Pastor Nathan was around and
introduced me to some of the people there. That was when I found out that
there was a security team and I joined them ever since. And sometimes the
security assists with traffic.”
        Jude was already on the edge of his seat.
      “When I told him about my financial problems, he offered to assist me,
but I said no. So, he introduced me to the head of the technical crew. They
called him Marshall.”
        “I know Marshall. What about him?”
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      “Marshall has a security company. That was how I got the job with him,
part-time. I also did some of their accredited courses. And I get called now
and then if they need my services, that way, I get to make some money to
support myself.”
        Then, she clammed up. Jude couldn’t get any word out of her again. 
        That frustrated him even more.
        “You like him, admit it!” he finally blurted. He was angry with himself for
sounding like a jealous boyfriend. Tara had told him a lot of things that he
was still trying to wrap his head around. But there was no way he was going
to allow them to be together.
        “What if I like him? What is that to you?” Tara sounded upset now.
        “Nothing. I just don’t see you two together.”
        “It’s none of your business.”
     “It’s every bit of my business. Pastor Nathan is my best friend. Pastor
Nathan is my mentor. Pastor Nathan is the Senior Pastor of this church.”
      “I don’t think you guys are close enough if he cannot trust you with his
feelings!”
       “He trusts me all right! There are lots of ladies who like him who want to
be with him. And there are ladies I think he might like. I just didn’t think any
of those could be you. Tara, Nathan is the Senior Pastor of this church, you
need to stay the hell away from him!” 
        He hadn’t meant for it to be as demeaning as it sounded.
        “Why couldn’t you believe he might somehow like me? The high and mighty
Pastor Nathan saw some value in me, and you couldn’t deal with it? He’s too
good for me, right?”
        “Look, I never meant it that way,” he tried to apologise.
      “Too late, that was exactly how you meant it. Maybe this will be a bit of
comfort to you; I have no intention of dating him. I like him. A lot. He’s nice
to me without even judging me. He believes in me, he helps me. So why
won’t I like him? But for now, I don’t like him enough to date him. I’ve got a
lot going on in my life. I’ve got too much baggage.”
        Jude finally managed to exhale in relief.
        “So why are you wasting his time?”
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    “I am not wasting his time. You just mentioned that there are many
amazing women in the church, who loved him and desperately wanted him.
And apart from inviting me to his office, we’ve never done anything
personal, we’ve never even had a single date. Yes, he had asked me like twice,
but I declined. And that was two years ago. So, as I mentioned, there’s
nothing to see there.”
        Jude felt stupid. How did things manage to happen, and he didn’t notice? 
       He looked at Tara; she looked sad and angry. He recognised the look, her
angry face. Lately, she had been calm and happy, particularly with JJ in her
life, but he seemed to have made her angry.
       “I am so disappointed in you right now, Jude,” she started. “You guys sit
on your high and mighty seats and judge the rest of us. Pastor Nathan saw
some value in me, and you suddenly cannot handle it. Like I’m not good
enough for him. I have been so committed to your church, and you should
thank him for that.”
        He tried to apologise but she stopped him with her hands out.
      “I don’t know if you realise,  but your old colleagues from your previous
life have been visiting your church. You’ve got to be careful; you are being
watched.” Tara replied as she walked away from him.
       “What?” Jude was alarmed by the abrupt change in topic. He reached for
her shoulder and pulled her back.
      “You heard me. I don’t know what they are looking for. But they are still
after you. Maybe they’re just trying to monitor you or see how you are doing;
maybe they are planning another accident, I don’t know.”
        “You’re making it up.”
     Tara scoffed. “You seriously think that I will make things like that up?
Anyway, I managed to chase them each time I spotted anyone of them, and I
made them realise we had the rights of admission, and they were not
welcome. I’ve created the impression that I am working for you, undercover.
I’ve been trying to help you, working for free. You should thank me. Let’s
keep it that way. Don’t cross me, and I won’t cross you! We’ll all be happy!”
      Jude’s jaw dropped. Tara always had some wicked ways of making him
beg for more, and the whole evening had been a testament to that.
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     He wanted to believe she was wrong, but somehow, he assumed there
could be some truth in that. It was scary that his colleagues from his old life
had been coming to scan the perimeter, he needed to take it up with the
security team, but he also needed to discuss with the security company to
beef up the protection in church. 
        Nobody else needed to be put in harm’s way. 
     Nobody needed to be hurt because of the life he lived in the past. His
accident was still fresh in his memory. And the scar on his skull was a
constant reminder.
       “Thank you so much for your selfless service, and for letting me know,” he
replied, swallowing his pride. “But we need to talk.”
   “Not today, Jude.” She turned around and walked away again. Jude
followed her, pushing her back to face him.
        “When Dimples?”
        “When I am ready for you,” she held his gaze defiantly.
        “Nobody threatens me.”
       “Tell that to your girlfriend,” Tara scoffed. “Jude, sometimes, I think you
are getting carried away with this Pastor business, and it’s scary. You need to
stay alert. When you think there’s peace, they might strike.”
        She was right. 
      “Don’t worry about me. I can well take care of myself,” he replied, more
like he was trying to reassure himself rather than her. 
        “I see.”
       “But Dimples, why would you put yourself in harm’s way?” he reached to
hold her hand to stop her from leaving, still holding her gaze. “Those guys
are dangerous.”
     He could not read her expression, but he knew she was all out to rattle
him. Tara looked at him and with a smirk on her face. He hated when she
gave him that smile. 
        Tara was becoming strong again. He could see that now.
     “Let me use the usual line all of you have been throwing at me at every
chance you get. ‘I am doing it for JJ.’ You see, I also do things for JJ. And you
see, we all don’t deserve some favours, if not for JJ. Right?”



119

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        “I never thought you were less deserving. I’m sorry if I ever made you feel
that way.”
        Jude let a deep sigh as he watched her leave.
        “See yourself out,” she called out to him.
       Jude watched her leave. He won the first round; now she’d floored him,
flawlessly. Tara was having her sweet revenge, and she had placed him
exactly where she wanted him. 
        He didn’t like the way she had flustered him the entire evening. 
        Well, she had stirred something in him ever since she came back, but that
evening, she moved up a notch. He tried all he could to make the feeling go
away, but it didn’t. 
        After a while, he stopped trying; instead, he let it overpower him. 
     His past was catching up quickly on him, and he didn’t know how to
handle it. However, there was one upside. 
        He could just have found a way of putting Tara on a payroll. She worked
for the church as a volunteer, she worked undercover for him, and she
worked part-time for the security company hired by the church. Perhaps if
he could convince Pastor Nathan, they could make her contract official. 
       The church paid some of their volunteers; Tara might just have qualified
as one of such.



      It was already dark by Jude left the Lush Garden, but he returned to the
church office complex, and back in his office. 
        He needed time to be alone. 
       The conversation, more like the confrontation that he just had with Tara
was still heavy on his chest. He fell with his face to the floor and prayed.
       His father Bishop Okorie had a few months back prophesied a shaking; a
shift in the spirit. It began to dawn on him that the shaking had begun, and
he was right in the centre of it.
        The prophecy was about him.
        And he knew for a fact now that it had something to do with Tara. 
    And with his past, but that was a part of his life he wasn’t ready to
surrender. He never would!
   He continued to pray until he lost track of time. He wanted mercy,
guidance, direction. 
      He was just a young pastor who had been entrusted with the enormous
responsibility of leadership over a large congregation. He had support; he
had the spiritual guidance and mentorship of his parents. And the protection
of Pastor Nathan who took Jude under his wing, and he was intent on
handing over the office of the Senior Pastor to Jude.
       However, he was unsure of how to reconcile his past with his present and
future roles, and he was not sure how or when to disclose the secret he had
tucked away so perfectly, whom to talk to, or even if he was supposed to
mention it at all. 
        God had spoken to him, that “as far as the east is from the west, so far has God
removed our transgressions from us”. So why should he keep digging out his at
every chance he got? However, he still couldn’t find comfort.
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       He had hoped that supporting Tara and providing for her would take the
unsettling feelings away; he was surprised how easily a simple conversation
that night could take him right back. Tara told Pastor Nathan that she did
not have any agenda, but he did not believe that for one moment.
        ‘God, why did you send her into our lives at this time?’ He prayed. 
       By now, Jude already understood that nothing had happened by accident
and that God was orchestrating something, if only he could know what that
‘something’ was. Only that he knew that Tara meant trouble; her presence was
not good enough; her timing was not right either.
        He wished he didn’t have to deal with her. Ever.

     Jude did not know how long he had been praying, but then the all-too-
familiar ringtone came through, juggling him back into reality. 
        Krystal!
     He had been so carried away by the events of that evening, and by his
heartfelt prayers that he lost track of time and didn’t realise how late it was. 
      He knew Krystal had only one question: and that was if he was still with
Tara. He was not disappointed. 
      Krystal knew he was seeing Tara; he had mentioned it to her earlier. He
loved Krystal, and he knew his soon-to-be wife had good intentions by the
way she monitored him so closely. But honestly, it was beginning to choke
him. And he did not like the feeling.
      Krystal keeping a tab on his movements or exerting her territory around
him never bothered him before Tara wiggled her way into his life; he had
always allowed Krystal to do things her way, and to monitor him as he had
nothing to hide. 
      Now, all his actions were aimed at scheming and trying to tuck away his
past. And he was beginning to get irritated by his fiancée’s constant
interference. Well, he knew he didn’t have to worry about Krystal digging
into his past life. She was a typical church girl; she wasn’t as streetwise as she
imagined herself to be. If she were Tara, he would have been worried, but
with Krystal, he didn’t have to stress.
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       But now, Krystal’s obsession with his movements had begun to grate his
nerves.
      “Where are you?” There was genuine concern in her voice, a concern he
didn’t need.
       “I’m at work. At the office,” he responded, exhausted. He paced back and
forth in his office, raking his hand through his head and down his face.
        “It’s half-past ten in the evening, Jude.”
        “I see that now. I think I lost track of time.”
        “I can imagine. How time flies when we’re having fun,” Krystal scoffed.
        “Quite the opposite,” Jude replied, defeated. 
     “I called Pastor Nathan,” she started. Jude knew where this matter was
going, and he was not ready for the nag.
        “Pastor Nathan left already. A while ago already.”
      “I know Pastor Nathan left. He told me you were still at the Lush Garden
when he left, and that was like three hours ago.”
        “I’m not with her. She’s not with me.”
        “I didn’t ask about anybody.”
     “I told you I was meeting her and Pastor Nathan. The meeting is over.
Pastor Nathan left. I left. She’s probably sleeping now.”
        “You don’t have to explain yourself,” Krystal replied.
        Silence.
        “Do you want me to come and pick you up?” she continued.
        “That will not be necessary.”
        Awkward silence. 
       “Listen, Babe,” Krystal broke the silence. “You are giving this girl too much
power over you, over us. You can see she feels powerful. I think this is the
time to take that power from her. You can make the problem go away,
disappear, forever. You need to be the stronger person in this situation.”
        Jude broke a cold sweat. 
        No, he would never ‘make’ that problem go away. 
    In his previous life, he knew how to make any problems of any kind
disappear without a trace. Why would Krystal use such a word? 
        He stood still and felt like everybody was messing with his mind.
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        “Can we drop this already, Kris?” He breathed uneasily. He still could not
understand why anybody would want him to make the ‘problem’ disappear. 
        He knew Krystal didn’t mean it that way, but it bothered him still. 
        And no, he didn’t want to be the stronger person in that relationship. 
        He just wanted Dimples to be close to their son, like he promised her, for
a couple of months under close supervision, and then she would leave and
subsequently things would go back to what they used to be – she would be
having direct contact with his parents, and they could schedule the visits. 
     For now, he needed to keep her happy, so she wouldn’t ruin his life and
ministry.
        “You mean you don’t want me to pick you up?” Krystal was insistent.
        “I’ll see you tomorrow Kris.”
        “I can wait for you at your place.”
        “It’s too late now.” Jude shook his head. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
        “Okay then,” Krystal responded grudgingly.
       Jude paced back and forth. He was so stressed that he craved something
strong. A sudden passion engulfed him, overwhelmed him. 
        Perhaps he could tell Krystal to wait for him at home.
     He and Krystal have been practising a Christian courtship, abstinence,
which involved having several boundaries, such as not be passing the night
alone together, unless when it was necessary or beyond their control. So far,
they were a poster couple for holiness and chastity in Christian relationships,
and that had been one of their strengths. Well, he was simply trying to be a
better Christian. And he couldn’t have done it without Krystal’s support.
      However, right there, he wanted her, wanted in ways that would not be
appropriate. He needed some comfort from the chaos Dimples brought into
his life, and he couldn’t understand why he suddenly wanted more from his
relationship with his fiancée. 
       Well, it was a normal feeling to want to be intimate with someone one
loved, but he wondered if his sudden desire for a woman had anything to do
with how Tara had been slicing through his emotions in recent times.
        “I love you,” Krystal said.
        “I love you too, so much, Babe.”



        Krystal slumped into the couch. 
        “I’m losing him,” she sighed.
        “What did he say,” her friend Boye seemed curious.
     Boye was the man in Krystal’s life who liked to call himself her sinful
pleasure, mainly because he was a bad influence on her. He always gave her
all the wrong suggestions and always pushed her out of her comfort zones. 
        However, whenever she had any personal crises, he was always her go-to
person.
       “What do you expect?” Krystal was close to tears now. “He said he left her
already when I did not even ask him. I didn’t expect him to say he was still
with her. Argh! I’m so worried I am losing him. Why is he still at the office, by
this time? He didn’t want me to come to his office, he didn’t want me to come
to his house.”
        “All men eventually cheat.”
     “That’s so encouraging!” Krystal responded, rolling her eyes despite the
pain rising in her chest. “But Jude is not that kind of person.” 
      She had not planned to go back to Boye for help, but if she truly needed
help, and if she hoped to maintain her sanity through this turbulent phase of
her relationship, she didn’t have a choice.
       “That’s what everybody says. I know you’re still in denial. Otherwise, why
are you worried if you trust him completely?” Boye replied, pouring her a
drink. “Take and drink, it’ll do you a lot of good.”
        “Thank you.”
       Krystal took a long look at the drink. She probably shouldn’t be drinking.
But then, Boye had always been a bad influence on her. He was supposed to
tell her to stop her binge drinking, but he had fuelled it. 
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        He was always such bad news!
      She would have to kick the habit once she regained her sanity, but she
needed it, for now, she justified herself as she downed the glass.
        “You see, I told you it’d make you feel better,” Boye joked. “Look, I am not
trying to agitate you or something, but I have always known that this Pastor
boyfriend of yours cannot be trusted.”
        “Fiancé.”
        “Whatever.”
     “He is not that kind of person, seriously. I’ve never had to worry about
him. I monitor all his devices as you recommended, and so far, he’s been
good. Until his baby-mama arrived. He closed her up completely. There’s
nothing to find, no communication, no secret codes, no calls, nothing at all. I
can’t get through to her. He completely sealed her off.”
        “And that’s suspicious.”
        “Like hell!” she replied as she downed another glass.
       “She’s not talking either. Yvonne refused to be a spy. She said she would
prefer to be ‘neutral.’”
      “But you ladies don’t get along in the first place. You and Yvonne.” Boye
interrupted. “So, why would you ask her that kind of favour?”
       “I know, but then, Dimples is the enemy here. Not me. I can’t access the
security camera to the house anymore, and they have changed all the codes.
Even the cameras I planted in the house have all been removed.”
        “Let me guess, Yvonne found them.”
     “That Jezebel! And she threatened to report me to Jude if I ever did that
again. The only camera left now is the one that overlooks the place where she
is always studying. That is all she does most time. I cannot just sit and watch
her read all the time. So, there’s nothing to see.”
      “Man! That Yvonne is wicked!” Boye cussed. “But let’s think about it the
other way. Perhaps there’s nothing. You still think she’s a threat?”
     “I can’t make myself think otherwise. I know her type. They will never
leave until they get what they want!”
        “You think Jude still loves her?”
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       “I think he’s hiding his feelings for her. Jude is in denial! He hasn’t been
himself ever since that girl planted herself in the centre of it all!” Krystal let
out a frustrated sound. “When I see this girl, I see a lot of myself in her, like,
Jude was dating me to remind himself of her.”
       “You are being paranoid, you know that? You ladies don’t even look alike
in any way.”
        “I know what I am saying. Feature-for-feature, we look similar.”
        “No. You’ve got class, she doesn’t.”
        Krystal laughed. She hated when Boye flattered her. 
       “There’s something special about that girl, Tara!” Krystal blurted. “She is
like a rough diamond. Polish her a bit, and you will be shocked.”
    “Oh, interesting! So, she has gone from being your clone to being a
diamond!” Boye held her face between his palms. 
        “The other day, I took her to the beauty shop, just to clean her up a bit.”
        “Why would you do that?”
     “It was her birthday and Jude wanted me to be nice to her, and I also
wanted to see his reaction. So, I took her somewhere for a sort of makeover,
got her some nice outfit, nice perfume; and even I was surprised by the
transformation. It finally made sense why they dated in the first place.”
        “You are kidding right now.”
     “No, I am not. Anyway, when it was time for the big reveal later that
evening at the Lush Garden, Jude struggled! He tried to play it down, but he
couldn’t stop looking at her. Eventually, he got up and started following her
all over the place. That was when I realised that he wasn’t over her at all.”
      “Are you out of your mind?” Boye sounded shocked. “Listen to yourself.
You are not making sense. Why would you tempt the guy like that?”
       Krystal agreed that she probably was not making sense, but she couldn’t
make herself stop. At least, she now knew that the competition was real.
        “Can you help me to dig some dirt about her?” she begged.
        “I’m not so good with digging, but I will try.”
        “Thank you.”
        “It may cost you a limb.”
        “I’ll do anything.”
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        “Now that’s music to my ears.” Boye gave her an annoying grin. 
        Why must this guy be so annoying?
        “I think I need to meet this boyfriend of yours,” Boye announced.
      Krystal was too shocked to respond to him. Boye wanted to meet Jude?
Nothing good could come out of that.
        “Nothing good could come out of that!” She finally found her voice.
        “I’m your cousin now, that’s what I’m going to tell him,” Boye continued.
“He needs to know that you’ve got people watching him, and he should be
very afraid if he ever tried to misbehave or hurt my cousin-sister. You think
that’s not going to scare him enough?”
        “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
        “I am meeting him. You either introduce us, or I am doing it myself.”
      “Boye, this is not going to end well. But I can introduce you guys If you
insist.”
     “I insist. Or I can tell him I am your strictest uncle, and that you are
precious to me.”
        “Now, that’s taking it too far.” 
       “Or your old boyfriend, ready to take you back if he dares to misbehave,”
he teased, pulling her close. “That should scare him a bit more.”
        “Cousin Boye!” Krystal was screaming now.
        “Ok, I hear you. Don’t bite me.”
        Krystal checked her watch; it was already way too late to drive back home,
and she had been drinking. She could as well spend the night there. 
        Cousin Boye wouldn’t mind.



        Jude did not like Cousin Boye. He was bossy and reeked of entitlement. 
        And he had never heard of him before.
      He did not expect to know all the members of Krystal’s extended family,
but if someone from the would-be in-laws would poke their noses into his
relationship and personal life, at least they shouldn’t be strangers.
       He and Krystal were out on a date when she informed him that a cousin
of hers would love to meet him. Shortly after then, Boye joined them.
        “So, you are the Pastor?” That was his opening statement. He had a smirk
on his face. 
        Jude took offence. 
      He had not expected hero worship from the other man, but at least Boye
could have been polite to him like he had been polite to Boye.
       “I understand you were planning to cheat on my beautiful sister here. I’ll
give you some advice. Don’t do it. Otherwise, you will have me to answer to.”
   He went on and on, catching Jude unawares. What exactly was his
business? Why was he so rude and uncultured? And where exactly did he fit
on the family tree?
      He endured Boye during their short meeting and tried to be nice, if just
for Krystal’s sake who also seemed to share his discomfort. Boye must be that
relative that everybody hated but nobody could do anything about. 
      Whatever his concerns were, Jude decided to sort them out with Krystal
later, but he must give it to her – she was distressed about the Tara situation,
and getting that uncouth Cousin Boye onboard simply showed him how
desperate Krystal was. 
        He realised he needed to reassure her that all was in order. 
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     After having to withhold their wedding plan the previous year, and the
interruption Tara’s presence brought into their lives, Jude decided that they
needed to start working towards getting married again.
        It was about time.

      Krystal knew telling Boye to meet with Jude was a bad idea, and seeing
how disrespectful he had been to Jude, she knew she had to make things
right as soon as she possibly could.
      However, later in the evening, she was in church teaching her Believers’
mentorship class when she received a single sentence message from her
father. 
        “Are you completely out of your mind?” her father wrote to her. 
        It was then that she knew there was a fire on the mountain.
       Her father, Chief Ejiofor, popularly addressed as Elder, was not a part of
their church Eldership, however, he got the honorary Eldership title being a
titled man himself, for his roles in their church community, and for being
the prospective in-law to Bishop. 
      Her father hardly got involved in any of her shenanigans, but when the
man sent the message to her, she knew one thing was sure – someone had
spoken to him, and it was either Boye or Jude. Or both!
        Most likely Boye; he must be bragging again. 
     However, when her father refused to pick up her call or return it, she
ended her Believers’ Class early and made her way home to see her parents. 
        Her mother fumed.
        “You are either brave or dumb. Most likely dumb!” the woman yelled.
       She couldn’t blame her mother. The woman had done so much for her in
the past, helping her through her poor choices up till the time she could
stand on her feet, and everything was right again.
      However, her world came to a screeching halt when she realised that it
was Jude who called her father.
        “What did he say?” her eyes popped in horror. “Was he angry?”
        “Jude didn’t sound happy!” Her mother was unrelenting. “But what were 
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you expecting, Krystal? You are bringing in people to interfere with your
relationship. Not everybody is dumb like you! You are mounting pressure on a
man simply because he’s trying to make things right with a woman who had
a child for him. By now you should understand that if a woman has a child
for a man, she’s no longer a stranger in his world!” 
    “But Mum, you did not intervene when I asked you to help.” Krystal
protested.
        “And you didn’t think you could inform me?” her father interrupted.
        “Dad?”
       “Yes! you could have spoken to your father what your concerns were,” her
mother replied, making Krystal feel more miserable. “You know I’m close to
Lady Vickie; Jude might not take me seriously, but at least he would have
listened to your father if he approached him with your concerns, but no, you
must go and wake sleeping dogs.” 
     By now, Krystal was a mess. She was afraid. She had not thought her
actions would backfire. How would she make things right again?
      “You’ll ruin just your relationship because of your insecurity,” her father
added. “That man loves you, Jude Okorie. He’s a good man! He’d given you
everything you needed to make you happy. Is this your best shot? Is this how
to thank him? Krystal! Don’t make the same mistake, again. Do you hear me?
We’ve lied for you repeatedly; we’re not doing so again. If you think we will
continue to do the wrong things to cover your track, forget it. You are on
your own now.”
       Her mother paced back and forth. Krystal knew she was in for a tongue-
lashing of her life, again. She hated it when her parents turned against her
like that. And they did that all the time, ever since she was a kid. And now,
that she was already thirty, they still hadn’t stopped.
      “So, you expect a young man, in his thirties, to have a completely clean
slate, really, Krystal? Do you have a clean slate yourself?” her mother
continued to bark at her. “You that you almost ruined your own life, if not for
God, if not for us. Now, you are running from pillar to post because he has a
Baby-Mama, and of all people you could ask for help, you went to Boye. Boye!
Look at you, you are over thirty,  and  you are busy postponing your wedding. 
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Do you think Jude will wait for you forever? He’s young, he’s rich, legitimate
old money, he’s successful, he’s good looking, he has got prospects.”
      “Don’t mind her,” her father took over. “Think about all you can benefit
from marrying Jude. Did you realise how much effort it took to get you both
paired together, to move you up the ladder in the church so he could notice
you? You are taking it for granted. A smart girl would have married him
within one year, but you, you are wearing a ring up and down. Lord of the
engagement ring!”
       Krystal broke down in tears as her parents tongue-lashed her. They sure
knew how to shred what was left of her self-worth. She had grown up with
low self-esteem, and despite trying hard to be perfect, she had continued to
make wrong choices.
        However, in this instance, her parents might be right.
     Many years ago, her parents went out of their ways to cover up for her
poor choices, and they made sure she was back on the right track. They even
helped to arrange her current relationship for her, even though Jude did not
need much convincing. And she had tried to make the best of the situation
and help. But it seemed going forward, she was on her own. 
        “What exactly did Jude say when he called?” Krystal asked her father.
       “He wanted to know where Boye fitted in the family tree.” The older man
spoke again.
     Krystal blinked. She had not thought that far. She never thought Jude
would talk to her father about it.
        “And he wasn’t happy you could not trust him,” he continued.
        “When did you start having Yoruba cousins?” her mother interrupted.
        “And what did you tell him?”
        “The truth.”
        Krystal almost fainted.
     “That he was a distant relative, and he’s such bad news. And that you
would never make such stupid moves again.”
        Krystal breathed slowly. “Thank you.”
      “Don’t thank me. Think about your life instead. Think about all we have
benefitted and all that we stand to benefit by being related to Bishop.   See all 
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the connections we have made, the people we have met, the progress we have
made as a family. Your mother and I are titled today because of it. But you
want to ruin everything. Now, go back and save whatever is left of your
relationship. Tell him to see me so we can fix the wedding date immediately!”
the man barked.
     “I thought you wanted me to first talk to him about the past.” Krystal
looked at both his parents, sounding uncertain. 
     It was a family secret, and she understood why they had both been so
upset about the Boye situation. And about all her tantrums and insecurities.
But if they were not going to be so insistent about her talking to Jude about
some of her poor choices in the past, then maybe she could relax and enjoy
her relationship.
        “See, your father and I have agreed to keep the past when it belonged – in
the past. And let’s move forward,” her mother reassured. “It’s a small
sacrifice, compared to what we stand to benefit when you become Jude’s
wife. All things are fine now. Just make sure you don’t ruin it.”
      For the first time in months, Krystal finally relaxed. She rushed to hug
both her parents one after the other, tears of relief streaming from her eyes.
Her wedding was going to happen, and her parents were going to love and
accept her. Suddenly all was well again in the world.
        “Your secrets are safe with us,” her mother reassured her, smiling.
        “Now, go and bring our son-in-law.” Her father smiled as well.



        Tara was pleasantly surprised. Completing her final university exam was
more than surreal. Following years of determination and hard work, and a
long, painfully tortuous journey, it finally happened.
        She completed her education; she was going to graduate!
       She sat in the chauffeured cab that drove her back home and reflected on
her life. Many years ago, she dropped out of university. Her parents wanted
her to study law, for nothing more than a status symbol – as the first child,
she needed to carry on the prestigious Akinolu-Ajai family tradition: bag a
law degree like her father and mother, and like her paternal grandparents
before them. 
        They had so much faith in her, and she was such a bright girl.
        Everything was going great. 
        Until she fell in love with the wrong guy. Jude Okorie. 
    She was young and plain stupid. She lived with a man who gave her
everything she needed. She lived big and partied every day. She abandoned
her own goals in life. She couldn’t focus on her studies; she was hooked on
drugs; her grades began to drop until she eventually dropped out. 
       Her parents found and cut off her funding; her father was so livid that he
disowned her. However, Tara was unfazed; she still had her rich boyfriend,
who spoilt her with everything she needed anyway. So, she didn’t care. She
even swore she would never go back to her family. 
        “Good riddance,” she told her father.
        Then one day, she realised it was over for her. She was deep into drugs,
her boyfriend left her, so did her sanity, and her studies came to a complete
halt. She had no family to go back to. Jude stopped providing for her. And at
that time, Jude too started having problems. He had been arrested, locked
up, and he was facing a minimum of fifteen years to life in prison. 
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      She didn’t know why she helped him, considering that they had a nasty
breakup, but she did it anyway. And her testimony in court was the game-
changer in the case. He still went to jail though. 
        And that was when she found out that she was pregnant. 
        It was over for her; she knew it, and that was an understatement.
        She left the university one final time. 
       It was a suicide mission: she boarded a transport heading North, and she
stopped somewhere in the middle of nowhere. She continued walking until
she had no energy to walk again. 
     She was weak and tired, broke and hungry; she was going to starve to
death. And she craved her drugs. She was having bad withdrawal symptoms
and acting irrationally on the street. She finally crashed somewhere on the
roadside and passed out. By the time she woke up, the small luggage she took
with her was gone. Someone must have stolen it.
       That was when the unexpected had happened; an elderly woman found
her and nurtured her back to health. Mama Alo, her benefactor found her
lying on the street so early in the morning. She was alarmed what such a
young lady could be doing there on the road, and she insisted Tara must
come to her home, at least to clean up while she continued with her journey.
       It wasn’t long for Mama Alo to realise that Tara had nowhere to go. She
had no money, no food, no clothing, and no shelter. And she was pregnant.
The alarmed woman took her in and cared for her throughout her pregnancy
and reintegrated her back into society. 
     Tara found new meaning in life. She found herself a grandmother; she
found love, joy, and happiness. And faith.
      It was a long torturous journey, one that almost costed her life, because
she slipped into unconsciousness at the end of her pregnancy. She decided to
give up her baby, and she was checked into a rehab facility. But she escaped!
       She was on the streets for a while, but eventually, she found the courage
to pick up her life again. She dusted her certificates and academic records
and went back to pursue that law degree. Again.
      Completing her law degree wasn’t just a good thing, it was a testament
that she had defied all odds and made herself great again. 



135

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

       And there she was, a day she never thought would ever happen. The five
years of her studies had come and gone. She had to pinch herself. She tried
to hide her excitement, but she couldn’t! She was hyperventilating.
        She tried to focus as the cab driver drove her back home. 
      A phone call from Yvonne distracted her; Yvonne called to congratulate
her and to ask for her location. And she thought they could meet at the mall
within their estate, just to celebrate her success.
        “Let me spoil you today, baby girl,” Yvonne spoke to her.
        Tara smiled. She couldn’t wait to see Yvonne and share her joy.
       Yvonne remained the only constant person in her life, just as Yvonne had
been the constant person in her son, JJ’s life since he was born. 
        For reasons Tara could not explain, Yvonne loved her.
        “You can stop by the mall,” Tara told the cab driver. “Thank you.”

        Hanging out with Yvonne was a happy place for her. 
        When Tara started visiting Bishop’s Place some two years back, she hated
Yvonne because the older lady would not allow her anywhere near JJ. It was
when they lived together that she realised how protective of JJ she was. 
    She also found out that Yvonne was not the Aupair that she always
pretended to be. She was a senior staff at the security company where Tara
worked part-time, and she was hired as personal security for JJ.
    However, Yvonne always went beyond the call of duty, and she often
watched over all the family members, including Bishop and Lady Vickie,
Jude, Josh, and JJ. And now her; all, except Krystal. 
        Yvonne and Jude also shared a close bond, like they were siblings; it made
sense, considering that Yvonne also lived in Jude’s house four days a week.
        “Congratulations,” Yvonne held her in a tight embrace. 
      The excitement from Yvonne seemed bigger than hers; she thought they
would probably settle down and eat, but Yvonne took her shopping, changed
her looks, bought new clothes for her, and told her she was taking her to
someplace more highbrow to celebrate her success, hence, the makeover.
        But she wanted them to stop by the house to pick some items.
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        Tara obliged.
    They got into Yvonne’s new four-by-four truck and drove home. Tara
noticed a few vehicles not far from the familiar stone walls of their Lush
Garden home, but she put no thought to it. 
        Perhaps someone from the complex was having an event.
     However, it was when she entered that she realised they came for her.
More than a dozen people were waiting in the house for her to arrive.
        There was a surprise party for her. 
        And Yvonne managed to pull it off effortlessly.

        “Surprise!” they screamed!
      Tara scanned the room, her eyes doing a doubletake; she did not realise
she was crying. She didn’t think people noticed her or cared about her, let
alone going out of their way to celebrate her like that.
     They were all familiar faces, mostly from church, but she just couldn’t
believe they would come to wish her well. And they all brought gifts for her. 
     She spotted two of the tutors and a few friends she made from Vickie
Okorie Mentorship Forum; Yvonne had encouraged her to join the group and
Tara genuinely enjoyed being a part of it. 
    Her supervisor and some of her best pals from work came; Tara even
spotted two of her colleagues that they just finished writing exams together. 
      A few members from the security team where she had served since she
joined the church were present. She also spotted some faces she knew from
Bishop’s household who helped with the catering also joined the party.
        Tara was also surprised that Pastor Nathan also came.
        She knew Yvonne must have organised it, but it just blew her mind.
        The group spoke kind and encouraging words to her, prayed for her; they
also gave her nice gifts. She gave an awkward speech but she cried for the
most part. She was just too overwhelmed. 
       Thereafter, everybody mingled, thankfully, because Tara had not been in
situations like hosting a party or being the centre of attraction for years. It
felt good to be part of a community where she was recognised and honoured. 
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        It also felt good to party again.
    “Thank you,” she kept saying as she mingled with the guest that had
formed different clusters and were mingling in the open living area, while
music played from the streaming channel of their larger-than-life TV. 
       She found herself looking for Yvonne, and she also found Pastor Nathan
was missing. She wondered if he left already; he probably did. 
      She didn’t think much of it until she wandered to the kitchen area that
opened to the undercover patio and the side entrance to the building. There
she saw them, through the tinted glass wall that led to the undercover patio. 
        Yvonne and Pastor Nathan. 
     They were walking together away from the building and were having a
conversation. It made sense; they probably planned the surprise party
together. 
        After watching them for a while, Tar began to wonder what was going on
between the pair. They would walk and stop to talk and walk again. There
were no awkward moments, and their infamous cold war seemed to have
fizzled out. 
        Pastor Nathan even held Yvonne shoulder for a while.
        “Wow!” Tara thought. “So much for a cold war!”
      How people who were perfectly suited to each other like that were not
even considering it beat her imagination. Particularly considering that they
were both eligible singles and available.
    But then, it wasn’t her business. However, she soon heard her name
coming from the living area, and she went back before she got missing from
her own party.



        “Come with me, please,” Nathan spoke to Yvonne.
        Yvonne followed him without any argument. 
      Nathan had many questions to ask her, including why she invited him,
but it was also an opportunity for them to talk. Most times when they were
together, it was in the company of the Okorie’s. 
        They never really got the chance to talk.
      They walked quietly down the patio, then down the concrete slab stairs
that led away from the building.
        “I’m glad you could make it,” Yvonne broke the ice.
        “Thanks for the invite. I’m just wondering why you did that.”
     “Why I invited you?” Yvonne laughed. “Well, let’s just say I know what’s
happening.”
        “What?”
       “Between you and Tara. No, she didn’t tell me, and yes, you were discrete
about it,” she added quickly. “But I know you.”
        “And you think it’s a bad idea?”
      “Yes. I think it’s a terrible idea,” Yvonne did not mince words. “Let it go! I
don’t like the way you’re going about it. You must decide. You cannot be a
mentor and still have a romantic interest in your mentee. It compromises you.
You see, it creates an ambiguity, and it confuses your mentee; and altogether
it’s messy.”
        “I know.”
       “I’m glad. Look, this girl is deeply troubled; she needs spiritual guidance,
you’re helping her, you’re supporting her. That’s impressive and  I commend
you. But don’t let her think you’re in it for what you want to take from her.”
      “Just so we are clear on that, I have not spoken to her in a long time. She
didn’t get back to me, and I didn’t want to impose,” Nathan defended.
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      “Great then. You have a massive pool you can pick from. Leave Bishop’s
family alone.” Yvonne was not joking.
        “And just so we are clear. I have no intention –”
      “No, Nathan,” Yvonne cut him off. “You do have an intention, and it is
legitimate. But it will affect your relationship with the family. That’s what
I’m saying.”
       “Did Jude speak to you about this?” Nathan felt that was Jude’s voice.
        “Jude is my brother.” She responded. “We discuss a lot of things.”
      That was all he needed to know. He always wondered if Tara was after
Jude, but now it sounded like the activity was in the opposite direction.
        It seemed the young Pastor still had a little interest in the girl!
        They stood together for a while to discuss and then turned back.
      “Look, Nathan, I am not saying an absolute ‘no’. I’m just saying that it’s
tricky. Jude respects you a lot, and whether we like it or not, this girl is a part
of Bishop’s household. Don’t ruin your relationships. Let it go.”
     Nathan smiled. It always felt nice to have people from church who still
addressed him by his first name without thinking they were insulting the
anointing that he carried.
        “Thank you,” he replied.
       “Besides, this girl is young, and obviously, a young Christian who has no
idea of what ministry entails. She’s still trying to discover herself. She’s just
graduating now, and she doesn’t know what direction she’s heading. I think
it will be more honourable for you to maintain that mentorship role in her
life.”
       Nathan nodded. The Holy Spirit had already spoken to him about it, and
he hated that Yvonne had to spell it out loud like that. And he did not like that
chastisement. And he hated to be floored like that by Yvonne. 
     Tara was not the right person for him; he knew that already, but she
helped him to realise the kind of woman he would love to marry.
       Grace had a prominent ministry persona before her demise. But now, he
would prefer a woman who was not deeply into ministry, an unfamiliar face,
and not the regular pastor’s wife stereotype. 
        He just wanted a breath of fresh air.
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      “I’m going to help you convince her to go on a date with you so that you
can have closure on that,” Yvonne continued. “But if you still think you want
to go ahead, I can’t stop you.”
        “Thank you.” 
      They both stood under the concrete ceiling of the covered patio by the
door that led to the side entrance. Nathan let out a sad smile as he thought
about the long history he and Yvonne shared, and it made him miss his wife
even more. He still remembered the faceoff, the genesis of their cold war.
        If God ever blessed him with another good wife, he would never take up a
public stance against her. Like he did to Grace.
        The door opened slowly, distracting them. Tara emerged.
        “I’m sorry; I hope I didn’t interrupt something important,” she spoke.
        “Actually, no!” Nathan replied.
        “I was just leaving,” Yvonne added.
      “Okay,” Tara said awkwardly. “You’ve been gone for a while. People are
already leaving. I thought might want to know.”
      “I see. Pastor Nathan here also wishes to have a conversation with you,
that’s all,” Yvonne added as she took a step away from him. She whispered
something to Tara; with that, she disappeared into the house, leaving him
alone with the younger woman.



         Everybody who knew Krystal saw the part she wanted people to see. 
       She was sweet and delicate, an epitome of beauty and elegance, and the
queen of etiquette. She always wore nice looks, always on heels, expensive
outfits, well-tailored suits, expensive hair extensions, expensive jewellery,
and cologne, an absolute perfection, the future queen of their kingdom.
      However, only a few knew about her deep-seated insecurities and low
self-esteem, or how desperately she always wanted validation from people.
        Especially from Jude.
     Krystal had spent the past weeks trying to get Jude’s attention. He was
always there beside her, but the little sparks that were left in their
relationship had disappeared. She thought he was just being polite, but he
wasn’t the same Jude that was once begging her for marriage.
       They stopped arguments about Dimples, but they had little to talk about.
And after Boye’s interference, he clammed up. Now, all they had left were
talks about ministry or going to fancy restaurants to eat.
        Like they were doing now.
        “You look distracted, Babe,” Jude told her.
        “I don’t know. We stopped talking about us.”
        “What do you want to talk about us?”
       “You feel so distant. We no longer talk about our wedding, or how much
longer Dimples will be staying at Lush Garden. I want to start preparing the
place for us again.”
       “I didn’t realise I was distant. I’m sorry,” Jude apologised. “And I’m sorry I
talked to your father about you and your Cousin Boye. I should have asked
you directly. About Dimples, I don’t know her plans, I’ve not spoken to her. I
will probably ask her, or you can ask her directly if you prefer that; I presume
you ladies are getting along better now, given the circumstances.”
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        “I think I should rather speak to her,” Krystal jumped in.
       Krystal had the feeling that Jude and Tara were in contact somehow even
though he always denied it. She continued to monitor Jude’s call logs and
conversations, but they didn’t seem to have anything to do with Tara. And
since she could no longer access the security cameras at the house, because
of Yvonne’s interference, she had planted trusted neighbours, the cleaning
guys that went there every week, and the Joyce and Moyo from the agency to
act as spies. So far, nothing.
    “We can start talking about us,” Jude continued, slicing through her
devious scheming. “We should get married; I want this marriage too; you are
the one delaying us, and we have delayed for too long.”
     “Yeah!” Krystal could finally exhale. “You’re right. I don’t want to delay
anymore,” she smiled. Jude smiled back, giving her a flirty look.
        Even then, she was not happy.
        She postponed the wedding a year earlier because her parents threatened
not to support her if she went into the marriage without disclosing her past
errors to Jude. She couldn’t afford to, not after all the house of cards they had
built over the years, to cover up the lies. 
      It happened a long time ago, but there was a constant reminder of their
failure as a family, and her father felt Jude had the right to know. Her
parents threatened to tell Jude themselves if she refused to, but she was
scared, scared that Jude would use it to dig out more truths about her past.
        It would break her if the truth ever came out.
       She hated lying to Jude; but she hated herself more because she continued
to make the same mistakes for much longer than her parents realised, even
though it was not her fault. She was being blackmailed. 
        Even then, she didn’t want to lose Jude.
        The blackmail stopped until lately when Tara’s presence and Jude interest
in the other woman broke what was left of her resolve.
        The lies she could live with; the lies were told many years ago, not by her,
but by the same parents who told lies after lies to make themselves look
good. And now that they also wanted the marriage, it was nice for them to go
ahead with the wedding plans again.
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      If God would just let the marriage happen, she would cut ties with her
past, including her parents, and she would stick to Jude for the rest of her
life. He’d been the only one who had been good to her unconditionally.
        “Why are you fidgety?” Jude held her hands like he was calming her.
        “I’m just thinking about how nice you’ve been to me.”
        “You’ve been nice to me,” Jude replied. “I can’t believe how blessed I am.”
      Krystal could finally smile. Jude was still into her; she had been worried
for nothing. Her appetite came back. Flashing her best smile, she leaned over
the table so that she could be closer to Jude. The warmth of his hand on her
face spread all over her. She wanted to marry immediately so they could end
the abstinence nonsense.
      “Should we fix our date? Or should we go through the whole traditional
process of visiting the family?” Jude continued. “Your father is a Chief now; I
assume he would want to the traditional route.”
        They both hailed from neighbouring states of origin in the eastern part of
the country, and Krystal’s father, Elder Ejiofor recently became a titled man,
and her mother by proxy.
       “I think you should see my father to set the date for your parents to visit,
and for the list of what they would want. But I must warn you, my parents
are a little demanding; so, you must make sure you come with people who
can negotiate well so that they don’t take advantage of you.”
        “I hate the culture of negotiating women at the point of marriage. You’re
not for sale, but now, we have to go and price you because of tradition.”
        “It is what it is,” she shrugged, then lean over to kiss him briefly. “But we
have to influence the date. We can make it like six weeks or two months, or is
that too early? We just need to alter the church’s calendar to accommodate
us, please. I can’t wait anymore.”
       “Makes two of us. Everybody is already itching for the announcement to
be made!”Jude laughed.
        Krystal was sure her heart would pop out of her chest. She had a wedding
date, more or less, and she couldn’t believe it.



        Tara finally agreed to go on a date with Pastor Nathan. 
       He did not mention a date; he simply asked if they could go out together
for lunch, but the awkwardness between them already ruined any romantic
feeling that could have wanted to happen.
      A few days earlier, Yvonne took her shopping again. It had been a while
since Tara had that kind of luxury shopping, but Yvonne bought some
outrageously expensive things for her. It made Tara wonder; she couldn’t
decide if security business was so lucrative, or if Bishop’s family was paying
Yvonne well, or perhaps she was just rich.
        Well, Tara was not complaining.
       Particularly when she found herself in outfits that suddenly transformed
her from the bottom-feeder that she used to be. For the first time in years,
she saw a semblance of her old spoilt self in the mirror. Life indeed humbled
her. But it seemed things were going to work out, eventually.
      Pastor Nathan took her out shopping first, and they ended up in one of
those fancy restaurants she had never been to in ages since her infamous
split with Jude. 
        She was back in the game, hanging out with the rich and famous.
        She didn’t want to ruin it, not after the hard lessons of eight years.
       She tried to stay calm as she sat to eat with Pastor Nathan, but she could
not overcome her anxiety. She and Nathan were not in the same league.
      ‘Whoever said age was just a number had not thought about dating someone old
enough to be your ancestor,’ a cheeky thought crossed her mind. 
        Pastor Nathan would conveniently be ten years older. 
        ‘Fifteen, if not more,’ another annoying thought flashed.
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        However, before long, she began to feel comfortable in his company. 
       The food was good, her companion was a kind man, mature, handsome,
Godly, and rich. She should count herself blessed and privileged to have such
a man wanting her in his company. 
      She felt like she could step up into that role; just like she did with Jude
many years ago when she established herself as the main girlfriend and
chased away all competitions, including those dating Jude before her, and
those who seemed more qualified. 
       But things were different now, and she knew she was not the woman for
the Pastor.
     Pastor Nathan was kind to her; well, she knew that already. She could
finally see the man who brought her to church; the man who made her stick
around. She stayed for those two years because of how Pastor Nathan made
her feel welcomed. 
      When she told him about the circumstances of her son and his father’s
family, it was Pastor Nathan who gave her the boost of courage to reach out
to the Okorie’s family, even though for a long time, Pastor Nathan did not
realise that the story she was making up was about the most prominent
family in the church. Bishop’s family.
      She was grateful; she wanted that Pastor-relationship with Nathan and
not someone who wanted a romantic relationship with her. She never
believed in spiritual fathers, but Nathan was that person to her, and she
wanted to keep it that way.
        She told him upfront.
        “Is that how you feel about me?” Nathan asked.
        “I don’t want to waste your time, sir,” she stammered.
        “I am not complaining. I never said you were wasting my time.”
     “I am sure there are lots of amazing and more qualified women from
church who would count it a privilege to sit at the same table with you.”
        “I think you are a wonderful lady; I think you are amazing as well.”
      “I don’t want to be that distraction for you, sir, and I also don’t want my
presence around you to generate rumours or disapproval for you,” she
insisted.
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    Tara could never have thought in her entire life she would catch the
attention of someone like Pastor Nathan, not to mention going on a date
with one. She felt hurt and disappointed when Pastor Nathan agreed with
her decision reluctantly.
       “I respect your decision; we can put that behind us now,” Nathan replied
after a while. He seemed to have realised how intimidated she was by him.
“But I would have loved to know you better.”
        Tara knew there was no way that would happen. 
       “I asked you to book an appointment to see me so we could talk about the
situation between you and Jude, but you never did.”
       “Because there’s nothing to talk about, sir.” Tara could notice the sudden
switch. She worried she’d hurt the Pastor’s feelings and they were back to
talking other stuff. “I’m sorry if I hurt you, sir,” she quickly added. “I think of
you as my Pastor. You’ve helped me for these past two years; you’re always
there, and I’m forever grateful. That’s all I want from you.”
   They weren’t making any progress, but they did enjoy each other’s
company. She liked his company. She finally let out a relieved breath when
Pastor Nathan switched back to his Pastor mode, and they could relate the
way they used to.
        Even then, she could still see that he was struggling.
       When the evening was over, Pastor Nathan threatened to create a scene if
she ever brought out her card to make any payment, because she had insisted
she would go out with him only if they split the bills. 
     Tara smiled. Now, that was the Pastor Nathan she used to know. She
would gladly let her Pastor pay. Not like she had money, anyway. And when
she saw the bills, she was glad the Pastor insisted on making the payment. 
        What was she thinking? 
        They drove back to Lush Garden. 
    The dynamics had changed considerably; obviously, they wouldn’t be
talking about a romantic relationship anytime in the foreseeable future.
       She sighed with relief when she found Yvonne sitting on the nesting pod
under the covered patio by the side entrance to the house. She was reading.  
        It appeared she was waiting for them. 
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      That was her chance to escape; it would be difficult for the Pastor to be
inappropriate with a tough woman like Yvonne lurking around the corner.
       “Welcome back, Gorgeous,” Yvonne spoke to her, but Tara just hurried in
without saying a word, and she did not stop until she reached the security of
her room, with her door locked and her phone switched off.
        She did not even turn to pick up her shopping bags.

      Nathan saw Yvonne sit up on the nesting pod where she was reclining.
She seemed to be reading under the glowing light of the covered patio. 
        He joined her.
    “Tara did not wait to pick up her shopping bags,” Nathan started. The
whole situation was embarrassing. He dropped the bags for Yvonne.
        “Argh! That girl!” Yvonne replied.  “Never mind; I’ll take them in for her .”
     Nathan picked the book Yvonne reading; it was a biography of selected
notable ministers of the gospel within the country over the past century. He
read and as he waited by the hanging chairs opposite from where she was
reclining. The evening was calm and beautiful, and the ambience out there
brought with it a sense of peace and tranquillity.
        Soft footsteps distracted him.
    “I didn’t realise you were back,” Nathan responded, looking towards
Yvonne as she returned to the hanging pod where she previously sat. 
        “How did it go?” Yvonne whispered.
       “It was a disaster,” he confessed, “but I managed a damage control. It was
worth it though. I just hope we can all put this behind us, for good.” He hated
to talk about his relationships, and the mischief on Yvonne’s face hurt his
already bruised ego. Because Yvonne just burst into laughter.
       “Okay. Judge me.” Nathan dropped the book on the seat beside him and
folded his arms across his chest. “Go ahead. It can’t get any worse.”
     “Nathan, I’m not judging you. I’m sorry I laughed. I didn’t mean to be
insensitive. But don’t slam the door yet. Wait it out. Who knows?”
       “That door is slammed already. But thank you for your help. I appreciate
it. Now, we can all pretend that none of these happened.”
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       Yvonne kept laughing but said nothing.
       Nathan watched her until an image formed in his field of vision, the same
image that formed the last time he and Yvonne spoke. They were in his old,
small, and crowded office again. He and Yvonne. Grace was there too. And
Yvonne was crying hysterically. He had just threatened his wife, and Grace
had agreed to withdraw her support from Yvonne. 
       A heartbroken Yvonne then walked out of the office, while he mocked her
in a way he knew would hurt. Intentionally.
       It happened a long time ago; he was a young minister then, and he didn’t
know better. Things had changed now; they’d all grown and gone separate
ways. And Grace too had died. He and Yvonne never talked about it; they
never got close; they just moved on. But the awkwardness remained; creating
a chasm that could not be bridged.
        Nathan blinked the image away. “I suppose that’s life.”
        “What’s life?” Yvonne got serious.
        “Argh! Never mind.” Nathan replied.
     He thanked Yvonne for her help and turned around to leave. When he
reached the end of the concrete steps, he turned around towards her. Yvonne
was still there, leaning on the nest, and watching him. It was dark despite
the glowing lights, and Nathan wondered if those were tears that he saw
flowing down her cheeks.
        She smiled and waved at him in her characteristic way. He waved back as
he walked briskly towards his vehicle. The remote-controlled gate opened,
and he drove out of the driveway.

        “What do you always talk about?” Tara spoke, sneaking up on Yvonne. 
       Yvonne was the toughest, meanest girl Tara had ever met; and definitely
not a cry baby. Tara assumed whatever she and Nathan talked about must
have been intense. She had been watching them through the tinted strip
glass wall; they talked, they laughed. And now, she wiped a tear.
        She told Yvonne she wondered if something was going on between them.
        “I don’t know what you are talking about.” 
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     Yvonne was back to her usual self, snapping back from the temporary
vulnerable state.
        “I just thought maybe you and Pastor Nathan are secretly a couple.”
     “What?” Yvonne laughed. “Nathan? Of all billions of people on earth? Nah.”
Yvonne must have found her question hilarious.
        “You mean you don’t like him?”
        “No, I don’t. And he knows it.”
      “But you always look so cosy with each other. The way you look at each
other is always so intense. Maybe there’s a part of you that likes the other
person. You look like a cute, perfect couple to me.”
       “Oh! Please! Babe!” Yvonne rolled her eyes dismissively; she seemed angry.
“Don’t project your insecurity on me. And please, don’t talk about us in that
sense ever again.”
        Tara sat up. Yvonne’s niceness was over; she had better stop baiting her.
        “How was your date?” Yvonne changed the topic.
        It was Tara’s turn to roll her eyes.
     “Terrible!” she said. “Do you know anybody who is in love with Pastor
Nathan in this whole wide world? Let me trade places with her!”
      Yvonne laughed. “I believe there are lots of people! He is quite likeable.
But I agree with you; I also don’t think you should date him. Just let him go.
You don’t need that distraction. Neither does he.”
      “I don’t want him to like me. I don’t want to break his heart; I just want
him to back off.”
        “Then, give him a soft landing, something that will console him.”
        “Will you help me?”
     “I don’t think so. I’ve used up all my niceness on him. We are not on
speaking terms.”
    The finality in Yvonne’s tone told her not to push it any further. She
decided to drop the subject; the last thing she wanted was to be in Yvonne’s
bad books! However, she knew without a doubt, that there were unresolved
issues between the two. 
        They were both in denial. 
        And it was not her business to get involved. She had been warned.



       Bishop Okorie’s lower back pain continued to deteriorate until it became
quite debilitating. He finally agreed he needed to do something about it. 
        And fast.
       He’d been postponing the surgery for years now, even though his spinal
surgeons continued to counsel him for surgery at each check-up. He was
reluctant, mainly because, being a major surgery, he would be required to
stay away from any work for a prolonged period. 
        That was what the doctors said.
       And he was not willing to be bedridden, dependent, or redundant in that
sense.
        However, as the back worsens, he started to acknowledge the fact that he
would need to go in for the surgery.
     Bishop was in severe pain daily, and his ant-inflammatory and opioid
medications were not working anymore beyond a few hours, and his
physiotherapy was not so helpful either. The numbness of the leg was
starting to bother him, and he occasionally needed mobility aids to move
around the house. 
   Lady Vickie colluded with his caregivers to order both a standard
wheelchair and a motorised wheelchair against Bishop’s wish, just so at least
he would be able to move around the house with minimal distress. However,
he never used them! He used his walking canes though, mainly because they
made obvious fashion statements. 
    Lady Vickie was always pained that her husband now struggled with
normal daily activities, and needed assistance with donning his outfits,
walking, or even stepping into his shoes!
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    “Why are you so stubborn, Jeff?” she asked him as she and his carer
supported him, and they walked the short distance to the living area.
        “I’m not stubborn, I’m just waiting for the perfect time,” he joked. 
      Bishop had cancelled all his close speaking engagements,  and his team
had stopped accepting new invitations, a situation that could potentially
continue for the next year. There were also ongoing conversations about the
need for Lady Vickie to step up and become more visible.
     “The world has missed your voice, Lady Vee,” Bishop had been cajoling
her. “We can’t keep cancelling our ministry engagements and invitations;
you need to get out there. You can do this.”
      Of course, she knew she could. She however was not interested, not yet;
her husband was her top priority for now.
      Bishop settled on his comfy seat, assisted by his carer, while his wife sat
across from him and they chatted. Jude had promised to come and see them,
just to spend time with them ahead of the surgery. He called them earlier to
inform them that he was seeing Krystal and her parents regarding their
forthcoming wedding and that he would be visiting thereafter.
      “I can’t bear to see you in so much pain,” Lady Vickie told Bishop. “You
know we could have done this surgery a long time ago.”
        “We’re doing it now. Better late than never.” Bishop wasn’t so repentant.
     The surgery had now been scheduled for the following week; they were
already counting days. He was finally getting the help he refused all along. 
     “Do you want me to cancel the Sunday Lunch? We can have it after the
operation,” she asked her husband. They had cancelled all Sunday Lunches
for a while now, but Bishop had made an exception for an unlikely guest.
      “Argh! No. The poor girl would be too heartbroken. We invited her. And
it’s just lunch, honey. I can eat!” Bishop joked again.
       Lady Vickie nodded in agreement. She just didn’t want the girl to see her
husband in pain. Or her in emotional distress.
        “And what do you think about the wedding?” Lady Vickie asked again.
       “You mean Jude’s wedding? Of course, the wedding plans must continue.
They postponed it before, and it took like forever for them to get back to the
point of fixing another date. We cannot stop their progress.”
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        “We also can’t have the father of the groom on a wheelchair.”
        “Ha! Crippled, right?” he joked. “Don’t worry, I will be fine,” he reassured.
      “I hate for them to postpone it again, but let us think about the greater
good here.”
     “The greater good here is for Jude and his wife to get married and live
happily ever after,” Bishop explained.
        Despite Bishop’s attempt to be in good spirit, Vickie could see the pain.
     Seeing her husband in constant pain had been stirring all the negative
emotions in her; and while she was upset that Bishop delayed for so long, she
couldn’t be angry with her husband; she loved him way too much. At least,
now, her darling husband was finally getting help. 
     She was however upset with the timing of it all. And the implication it
would have on her. And her family. Jude might need to cancel his wedding.
Again. And she couldn’t bear that either.
      They’d invited their son to come over so that they could talk about it, as
well as have other conversations about the future of the church for the period
when Bishop would be unavailable. 
       Lady Vickie had thought that Jude and Pastor Nathan would manage the
affairs of their ministry, as per normal, but Bishop had other ideas.
        Bishop wanted it to be down to her and Jude again. 
      The last time the ministry was down to the two of them was a long time
ago, some two decades ago, at a time when her husband abandoned them
and mysteriously disappeared from their lives. 
        Jude was only in his early teens. Poor kid!
      She hated thinking about those dark periods of their family life, but the
thoughts she had successfully pushed away for several years kept popping
up, sending shivers down her spine; and her discomfort worsened with each
passing day. 
      Thinking about that season of her life always traumatised her; she was a
single mom, who was recently abandoned by her disgraced husband, and she
was aggressively fighting for the survival of their church, the Believers’
Assembly, in a world that was dominated almost exclusively by men.
        She stood no chance.
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       Everybody wanted to take the church from her, from within and outside
their ministry. Even though they had a capacity of just over two thousand
then, many saw it as a thriving church. The location was also great, and it
was situated on a large property with potentials for growth. 
        The men of God in dark suits and native outfits, agbadas and bubas fought
hard to steal her precious little church from her; some by fair bargain, but
mostly by crook. 
        But she was not selling, and she was not giving it up without a fight. 
        Some ministers told her to go back to the East where she hailed from. 
    Others declared her unfit for ministry and wanted her ousted; “If the
Reverend Okorie was found guilty, why not the Reverend Mrs?’ they argued. 
        And they crushed what was left of her self-esteem. 
      The women that her husband was involved with were also used to make
her life unbearable. 
      The Akinolu-Ajai commission of enquiry set up by the government also
continued to investigate them, their church and their personal lives, and the
commission also threatened to close the church. 
        Her son Jude too was a scared little boy who spent every day in the homes
of different family friends and other random people. 
        Everything around her was chaos.
     It took years of damaged lives and reputation, but her husband Jeffery
eventually returned from his wandering, a repentant and a redeemed man. 
        They were healing together as a family, before being dealt another blow. 
        Jude ran from home at sixteen. 
        In retrospect, she could hardly blame Jude.
    They eventually bounced back, she and Jeffery. However, she was so
traumatised that she decided to step back a little, leaving Jeffery at the
forefront, while she worked and shone under his covering. 
     After an initial rejection, Jeffery eventually turned to the younger man
named Nathan who became the Senior Pastor of the church during his
absence for support. They’d all worked together as a team ever since.
        Vickie pushed the traumatising thoughts away, knowing that they would
soon pop up again.
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     Bishop was pushing her back to the forefront; he wanted her to be in
charge of the church while he recuperated, and not Nathan or Jude.
        But she wasn’t keen; no, the world didn’t need to hear her voice again.
       She was deeply troubled in her spirit; she’d prayed, and God had spoken
to her in clear terms. God told her to be strong! 
        However, strength was a virtue she always avoided. 
        For her, strength meant warfare.
      The warfare was around the corner; she didn’t know the details, but she
knew that God would not let that cup pass over them. 
        Her biggest fear was God taking Jeffery from her. 
        “I will be strong,” she whispered.
      “When is Jude coming?” Bishop asked impatiently, distracting her from
the thoughts that were tormenting her.
        “I’ll call him to find out what the delay is,” Vickie replied.
      She saw through her husband’s impatience; she saw the pain. Her heart
broke. And she couldn’t take it anymore. She excused herself, and she left for
her home office. There she broke down and wept.

        Vickie Okorie returned to sit beside Bishop, and she leaned on him.
        She didn’t like how much her husband’s illness jumbled her mind. 
     She kept thinking about the church and their past errors; she was sad
about the present trials, and she was afraid of the future doom, whatever
that was! 
      What if something went wrong during or after the surgery? What if her husband
got paralysed for life? What if he died? How would she go on without him?
     Bishop looked a little more comfortable; it seemed he had taken some
meds for pain while she was away. 
      “Are you scared?” Bishop joked, pulling her close. He must have noticed
her agitation. “Don’t be. It’s just for a few days at the hospital, and I will be
back, stronger and better. And I’ll be here to support you.” 
      “Then why are you bent on pushing me out there, back onstage?” Bishop
must have seen something that she hadn’t seen yet.
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      “Because you have taken more than enough break,” Bishop replied. “It’s
time for you to get back in the game. This back pain thought me something,
and that is the need for me to trust you, and to believe that you can do it.
Vickie, we can’t close shop like that; we’ve got work to do; we have to remain
relevant. The people already know that their Bishop is sick.”
    “And we can’t let them think that their Bishop’s wife can’t handle the
ministry. They will lose confidence in us, right?”
        “Now that you’ve said it out loud!” Bishop replied. “You’d be fine, darling.
You know that already, right? I’m not going anywhere; I’m not bedridden, I
will be fully alert with you. I’m simply obeying the doctors’ orders.”
       “And just like that, we are back to the days of ‘Pastor Vic,’” she frowned.
      Lady Vickie sighed. There was no more hiding; the ministry was back on
her shoulders. Bishop’s order! She pastored for all her younger years; what
she liked to call ‘conveyor-belt pastoring’. Or the days of ‘Pastor Vic’! 
       At the current stage of her life and ministry, she’d taken up an Apostolic
role – as an overseer. She’d also been ordained as a Bishop, a title she hardly
used. She focused on running her Ladies in Leadership centre of excellence,
the Vickie Okorie Mentorship Forum which she started at the beginning of
their ministry, her charity that focused on helping seniors to be productive in
old age, and her side business which was mostly fragrances and luxury
decorative items for living spaces. She was not looking forward to jumping
into day-to-day conveyor belt ministry anymore.
     “The reality here is that,” Bishop continued. “I cannot trust Nathan the
way I trust you. Or Jude, so you don’t get me wrong.” 
     Lady Vickie nodded again and smiled uncomfortably. Now that Bishop
had pulled out the ‘Nathan card’ again, she could see what the problem was.        
     It was the insecurity that had quietly plagued their marriage and their
ministry over the years. 
        The man named Nathan Idahosa. 
      And even though they claimed they trusted Nathan, they also knew that
Nathan had grown powerful within their ministry; Nathan Idahosa Ministry
was already a force, and he was under immense pressure to pull out and
become independent. It was all a matter of time.
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        And while she knew Bishop meant well, she couldn’t get past the issue of
trust. Fear gripped her; she gently massaged her husband’s arm.
      “I shouldn’t have said that, right?” Bishop noticed too. “I’m just trying to
say that I don’t know how long this will go on, and I trust you more than any
other person. And if I am vacating my position for any period of time, I want
you there, not anyone else.”
        Lady Vickie swallowed hard. “I hear you loud and clear, Jeffery.” 
        Hands down, they were both insecure!
        “Come on, Vickie, I didn’t mean it that way.”
     “Do you want us to talk about trust now? What are we afraid of? When
does this end? Why don’t we just talk about it and end the misery? Are you
really concerned about the world hearing my voice, or is this about some
deep-seated insecurities?” 
        Her lips quivered. But she did not move away from Bishop.
        “Lady Vee.”
     “Please, don’t ‘Lady Vee’ me!” she replied softly, still leaning on him; she
was exhausted by all the roller-coaster of emotions. “It’s all about the motive
here. And the motive is not right. Your motive is not about the ministry, but
the distrust of someone. I don’t regret bringing Nathan into the ministry.
And anytime he wants to leave, he can as well leave. But one thing is not
going to happen, he is not going to ruin the ministry, neither will you, nor
Jude for that matter.”
        There were uncomfortable moments of silence.
     “I should be proud. It sounds like Lady Vee is back.” Bishop eventually
responded.
        “No. She’s not. She’s only going to try.”
      They had not discussed Nathan in that sense for a long time, and it was
becoming more obvious to Lady Vickie, that the shaking Bishop prophesied
was only going to affect their family; a storm that would pass through them.
        She braced herself.
        It was only a matter of time.



      It was years ago when the responsibility of the church unexpectedly fell
squarely on Vickie Okorie’s shoulders, some two decades ago to be more
precise. She and Jeffery were much younger Pastors at that time.
     Jeffery was not there, because her darling husband had been disgraced
following findings by a commission of enquiry; there was strong evidence to
suggest that he might be guilty of a series of impropriety – of fraud, money
laundering, infidelity, and everything in-between. 
         So, he abandoned her, their son, their ministry, and fled the country.
      The church was falling apart; they’d lost members, those who remained
were disappointed and discouraged. And there were contentions to take over
their church. She had to fight and fend them off, while she was still grieving
over her personal tragedy. 
    After months of warfare physically, mentally, and spiritually, she was
tired. She was distraught, exhausted, and frustrated. She eventually decided
to close the shop. 
        She was determined to abandon the call of God and the Godly life she had
lived, and she was going to risk it all. 
       Ministers of the Gospel were supposed to be squeaky clean, and live holy
and Godly lives, considering that they carried the anointing; they should be
above reproach, if not perfection personified. 
     However, it was an open secret that some ministers loved to engage in
what was not up to par with the Gospel they preached so rabidly.
        And in her wandering, Vickie Okorie met a young man. A younger man. 
        Nathan Idahosa.
        It was her minister friend, Maryam, a Reverend, who introduced them.
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       Maryam often helped her to watch over Jude, and they often talked about
their challenges as single-again women in ministry. Her friend was widowed,
but she managed to keep her late husband’s ministry going. 
        One day, she told Maryam of her decision to risk it all.
     “I know of someone who can spice things up for you in many different
ways,” Maryam told her. “You know these young pastors; they’ll do anything
to get a platform to preach.”
        “Like sleep their way up with the boss?” Vickie cringed.
      “Women have been shamed for that same thing for centuries!” Maryam
told her. “But this one is discrete. He’ll help you ease some tension. This one
can fight as well. He is fierce. He’ll be your attack dog. I promise you. But I
must warn you, he’s also ambitious. So, you must be smart.”
        “He’ll want to take the church?” Vickie was a novice.
     “If you let him. He has a track record. But the trick is simple. Reverse
psychology. Raise his expectations but dash his hopes every single time.”
        “Lie to him?”
      “Lie is a lesser sin, my dear. You both know that you are deceiving each
other. But Pastor Vic, God understands; you did not force your husband
away. He ran away of his own volition. What were you supposed to do? Wait
for him forever? Oh, please!”
     Vickie knew she was stepping out of God’s will, but nothing mattered
again to her at that point. She agreed to a meeting with the new man, and
Maryam set up the meeting at her home.
        “Enjoy! Don’t be in a hurry,” she told them before leaving.
      Nathan was in his mid-twenties; a hunky male species, he looked better
than she expected, and his sleek, silky baritone voice did something to her. 
        Vickie went into her usual interview mode conversation. 
        “Are you related to the archbishop?” she asked him.
      “Not remotely,” Nathan replied. He looked at her seductively, so intense
that she could hardly concentrate.
    She found that Nathan was an up-and-coming minister who had no church
or ministry of his own. Actually, he had nothing, other than the fact that he
was anointed and on fire for God. 
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        However, he was also ambitious; and potentially, he was ready to ‘steal’ or
take over any ministry that was willing to take him on. He had a track record
of that; he was fired from his latest employment for doing just that. 
        Nathan too had been prepped for the meeting; he didn’t hide the fact that
he was willing to explore and do anything that would put food on his table.   
      They hit it off; he agreed to give Vickie the pleasure she had gone out to
seek. Vickie was already in her late thirties, with a young teenage son, and a
ministry that was thriving. She had never stepped out of her marriage or her
calling, so that entire process of meeting a man who looked at her strangely
or touched her inappropriately was awkward and strange to her. 
      However, Nathan tried to calm her; he set to work immediately, giving
her the best massage that she had ever had in her entire life, in a way her
husband never would, taking her breath away.
       “I need this job, and I need a place to stay. I heard you have a big house,”
Nathan whispered to her ears. “I can move in with you and make you very
happy. I can be discrete too. We can pretend that this between us is strictly
ministry-related; nobody will question us. I can help you. And I can fight for
you. We need each other.”
      Vickie could not think straight, not when she was still hyperventilating,
fully under the spell of a young man who knew just what to do and say to her. 
       Finally, she found a cub that would keep her happy. She knew she would
regret it, but she was tired; tired of fighting, tired of the ministry, tired of
serving God, tired of it all.
       She brought Nathan to her home that night. She tried to justify her little
fling; after all her husband did worse than that before he abandoned her. But
spending the night with Nathan and waking up in his arms tainted her,
scarred her till date. 
     It was the start of a brief affair; it took long for her to repent though
because, at that time, she wanted Nathan. She still cringed at the thought
that they would have quiet time and devotion together in the mornings
following nights of adultery. 
        However, after some time, Nathan was determined to break up with her,
and she found herself begging him not to.
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     “I’ll do anything. I’ll give you the church. I know how badly you want a
ministry that’s already established. I have one. Everything in our ministry is
now in my name. This is now my church. Think of the great things we can do
together. You will be in the limelight, and I will work behind the scenes.”
     “And when you’re tired off me, you’d throw me away, isn’t it ?” Nathan
responded in his characteristic baritone voice. He was considering her offer,
which was a good thing. “I want to be the Senior Pastor.”
        “Done!” she agreed. 
        That gave her more time with Nathan.
    Nathan kept his end of the bargain; he protected her, fought for her,
followed her to all the meetings and engagements, and protected the interest
of the church. Gradually, the opposition began to withdraw when they
realised that she now had a new no-nonsense Senior Pastor to fight for her.
       However, despite the new wave of revival in the church, they couldn’t end
their affair. It lingered for the next three months. She lusted after him. She
and Nathan would spend long hours praying and planning and strategizing
about the church, and then they would end up sinning some more.
    Not long after, she realised her new Senior Pastor was serious about
breaking up with her. 
      “I’ve been thinking about us, and this needs to stop,” Nathan confronted
her. “We cannot continue in sin and be leading the people of God. They
deserve better than that. You can take your offer if you want to, I don’t want
it anymore. But we cannot have this relationship because it is required of the
servant of God to be holy!”
        “What are you talking about, Nathan? Are you trying to break up with me
again? What do you want this time? Do you want more money?”
        “Pastor Vic. We have sinned and we need to repent,” he replied. “I am not
willing to do this with you anymore, I came for the church. Now you are
making me sin.”
        “So, you used me to gain prominence within a short period, and now, all
of a sudden, I become a sin to you, right?”
        “Pastor Vic, you should know better, you are my boss! You’re using me
too.” Nathan fired back at her. “I need to move out!”
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     Nathan kept talking about sin and repentance until it registered in her
mind, that she needed to repent from her backsliding. That meant they
needed to end their affair. And she didn’t want to.
       Their breakthrough eventually came one day, when Nathan told her that
he needed a house for himself, and she got his first house for him. It turned
out that he had been looking for a way of escape from her grasp. He also fell
in love with Grace, a lady from their ministry, who was also one of the ladies
from her Vickie Okorie Mentorship Forum.
     Vickie was hurt by the betrayal, but it also meant an end to her sinful
adventure. 
        The experience led to her repentance and forced her back into ministry. 
      Nathan had since been a part of their ministry; he stayed, submitted to
her leadership, supported her, and helped her to build the church. 
      They remained friends and ministry partners, grew the church together,
travelled together, and they worked together, even though the first few
months were built on the altar of sin.
       Nathan had since grown from the conceited young man she brought into
their ministry. She too had. She was grateful for God’s gracious forgiveness,
and her own redemption story. 
     How many ministers continued to lead doubles lives?! How many of them still
alternated between the altar of God and the altar of sin? 
        She had been there, and she was not proud of it.
        It broke her heart that Bishop was pulling out the ‘Nathan’s card’ now and
using it in the context of ‘trust’. The only time they talked about it was shortly
after her husband returned, and Jeffery wanted to fire Nathan.
     “He cannot be the Senior Pastor, or any Pastor for that matter, in our
ministry,” Jeffery demanded.
        “Unfortunately, you cannot fire him. He is here to stay!” Vickie insisted. 
        Nathan was just an unemployed and hungry young man, looking for food
and a platform. If anything, she took advantage of him. 
        “You still love him!” Jeffery accused her.
        “You pushed me to it. And you are not a saint yourself!”
        Vickie hated to think that Jeffery believed that it was a love relationship, 
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even though he was guilty of worse sin, and even though her affair went on
for only about three months, and it ended long before his return. 
        But her friend Maryam had ratter her out, and Jeffery was not having it. 
      Jeffery acknowledged his several involvements and apologised. However,
he argued that his wife Vickie had it with only one person, which meant she
was emotionally vested in that relationship.
    She and her husband Jeffery had since refused to talk about it; they
repented together and had since moved on. 
        ‘What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas,’ he told her.
        Twenty years was a long time to hold a grudge. 
      They had all grown, and they had moved on. Jeffery even gave Nathan a
right hand of fellowship. The past had been left behind, and they now lived in
the fullness of their callings.

   “Vickie, you knew I didn’t mean this in any negative way,” Bishop
apologised to his wife. “I am just saying that I trust you. More than any other
person. No subliminal message there, darling.”
       “I’m sorry too. This whole surgery has been messing with my brain,” she
replied. She had been thinking about the past, present, and future, and she
couldn’t find a peaceful space. “I’m afraid. I can’t lose you again,” she wiped
her tears. “How do you expect me to go on without you? I’m in shark-infested
water here, Jeff. If they tried to crush me over a church of two thousand,
imagine what they will do now that we are almost ten times bigger?”
       “Come on now, Vickie,” Bishop pulled her closer. “I’m not dying anytime
soon. No matter what, you now have a strong team on your side. The system
works for you now. By now, you know that our family can handle anything,
and we’ll still be standing.” Bishop responded. 
        “I know,” she replied. 
        They sat quietly, each lost in their thoughts.
        She closed her eyes; she could still see the family by the dinner table, with
Bishop declaring a shift in the spirit. They thought it was Tara, but now she
knew whatever ruckus she caused was just the tip of the iceberg.
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        It seemed to her that the season of the shift had fully arrived. 
     She had prayed over it for months, and she was ready to deal with any
shaking, even if it meant her going back fully to the conveyor belt every day
pastoring. Someone must be strong. 
        She didn’t mind losing Nathan. And any other person for that matter. 
       One thing she would never allow was a wedge driven in between her and
her husband. 
        If she and Bishop stood together, everything would be fine, eventually.
   “Where’s Jude? And what’s holding him back?” Bishop asked again,
interrupting her. It seemed the pain was resurfacing.
        “I’ll call him now to find out.”
        Picking up her phone, Lady Vickie called Jude. 
        She listened to her son and covered her mouth in shock.
        “Oh, no!” she whispered. “That’s awful! How’s Krystal taking it?”
        “She’s hysterical,” Jude replied over the phone.
        “I’m so sorry.”
        “What happened?” Bishop asked.
        “Rose is sick. Krystal’s little sister.”
      What they did not realise at that point was how their lives had suddenly
gone even more complicated in the twinkling of an eye.



        Jude held Krystal close as she shook uncontrollably. 
     They both waited impatiently at the foyer by the paediatric emergency
department at the hospital. Krystal’s parents were also there at the foyer,
anxiously pacing back and forth. Her mother was allowed inside the
emergency room with Rose, but not the rest of them.
        They were all worried, however, Krystal lost it; she couldn’t be consoled.
        Rose fell ill suddenly, and the doctors said it was a serious one.
        He and Krystal were out on a date after he met with her father. They were
getting ready to return to Bishop’s Place when Krystal received a call. She
immediately became hysterical, dropped her phone, and started crying at the
restaurant.
       He picked up the phone, and it was a call from Krystal’s mother. She told
him that Krystal’s younger sister Rose was very sick. Rose suddenly started
having convulsions and had to be rushed to the hospital. 
        Jude immediately brought Krystal straight to the hospital. 
       Rose had been mildly ill for a few days. It started as a running nose, later
she complained of ear pain. However, by that evening, she developed a high
fever and started fitting. She then lost consciousness after the convulsions.
        They were all anxious to know what was going on.
    Eventually, at around midnight, one of the doctors invited them and
explained to them, that Rose had meningitis. 
     “Meningitis? Isn’t that the disease that twists peoples’ necks?” Krystal’s
mother asked, “Does it affect children too?  I thought it was the disease of the
adults.”
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      “It is quite common in children,” the young doctor explained, “and even
though the burden of the disease has now reduced because of immunisation,
especially Haemophilus and Pneumococcal vaccines, as it is largely a vaccine-
preventable illness, it is still a fairly common condition. And it’s not a neck
problem, it is an infection of the covering of the brain. The neck pain and
neck stiffness are just symptoms, just like convulsion is also a symptom.”
    The whole family listened with agitation as the doctor explained the
situation to them. She also mentioned some of the possible complications of
meningitis.
       “But is she going to be fine?” Jude asked. He couldn’t deal with seeing his
fiancée so distraught.
    “We are trying our best. The good news is that the convulsions have
stopped, and she has been moved to the children ward. She will be on IV
antibiotics for a couple of days.” 
      They were permitted to get into the children ward to see Rose briefly; it
was a large hall with brightly coloured walls and children themed decorations
and wall paintings. Each kid had their cubicle, and each cubicle has a lazy
boy chair for the family member, which can be reclined to serve as a bed at
night. Krystal’s mother offered to stay.
      Jude squatted to look at Rose as he spoke to her and prayed for her; she
was sick and her usual sparkle was gone, but he could see how hard she was
fighting to live. 
    “She is such a fighter,” Jude said after they had prayed. “Don’t worry
Krystal, she will be fine.”
       “You don’t know that!” Krystal snapped. “Even if she survives, what if she
develops complications? The doctors said that could happen.” 
        Krystal was in bad shape, and she sobbed uncontrollably. 
       Jude understood because they had such a bond. He and Krystal had that
in common; they both had siblings who were a lot younger than them. 
        Rose was about the same age as his brother Josh, while his son JJ was just
three years younger than Josh. If anything happened to Josh or JJ, he didn’t
know how he too would react; he would probably be just as distraught. 
        Kids shouldn’t have to suffer.
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     Krystal’s mother stayed back with Rose for the night, and by the next
morning, Krystal was at the hospital to take over from her mum, with Jude
tagging along.
        Jude realised that he was in for a long haul. 
     He also knew, that until Rose was back up on her feet and discharged
home, absolutely nothing would happen. His relationship with Krystal would
have to be put on hold, likewise the wedding.
        ‘The wedding plans are gone, for now, that’s what it means,’ he sighed. 
      Jude was willing to push for the wedding despite his father’s health; he
was meant to visit Bishop’s Place the previous night so that they could have a
conversation and a decision about it. 
        That was before they got to know about Rose’s illness. 
        Jude knew they couldn’t compromise Rose’s health for anything, not when
he could not even get his hysterical fiancée to think about anything else. 
       He couldn’t see his parents the previous night, but he managed to have a
video conference with them over that morning before going to pick Krystal.
       “I feel terrible to even remotely suggest postponing this wedding again,”
Lady Vee sounded terrible, and she looked just as miserable. He wondered if
she had been crying. “This is the second time, and it breaks my heart.”
       “I believe it’s a decision that has to be made,” he told his parents. “Bishop
is having a major surgery that will make him unable to work for a few
months, and Krystal’s sister is ill. So, the best bet is just to prioritise our
families’ wellbeing. We can always get married once all these are over!”
        “Yes! The surgery is scheduled for Wednesday, and the doctors think your
father will be unfit to work for up to six months.”
        “But that doesn’t mean I will be unable to attend Jude’s wedding! I’m not
an invalid!” Bishop protested.
        “You know that Lady Vee will not let you do anything,” Jude replied.
       Jude sighed. The timing of it all grated his nerves. He needed to be there
to support his mother; he could not just jet off and leave his mother alone to
be handling affairs.
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        Granted, Pastor Nathan would be there, but he didn’t see himself making
wedding plans or enjoying a honeymoon when his mother was busy running
the church with Nathan while at the same time trying to get her husband to
recover. And Bishop could be difficult sometimes.
      Besides, he was also looking forward to his honeymoon. He planned to
take an extended leave; he would prefer his honeymoon to be relaxed and not
rushed. 
      The implication of it all was that he would have to suspend all wedding
plans indefinitely. 
        Again.
        “Maybe the wedding is not meant to be,” he reasoned.
      The thought bothered him all morning as he and Krystal returned to the
hospital. He truly wished he and Krystal could get married. And he could not
understand why everything in the universe kept fighting against it. 
    Perhaps they could postpone it to the following year, he wasn’t sure.
Hopefully, Krystal would calm down a bit so that they could discuss it
sometime. 
    He couldn’t believe it – that he was just as single as he was when he
proposed marriage to Krystal a year ago, not adding that they had been in a
relationship for a while already.
     Wasn’t a proposal supposed to lead to marriage? And why wasn’t theirs leading
anywhere?



     Rose was not improving as quickly as anticipated. In fact, she was not
improving at all. 
        It was around midday on Saturday when the paediatrician called them in
for an update on Rose’s health. Rose’s paediatrician informed them that the
antibiotics didn’t seem to be working after three days. So, they would be
changing her treatment to a stronger one. They would also have to repeat the
brain scan and see if there was structural damage or perhaps a worsening
picture in the brain. Or other complications.
     The bad news threw Krystal and her entire family into a fresh bout of
anguish. Krystal had cried her eyes out, asking why her poor sister had to be
so sick, and where exactly did she get that disease from. 
        They had all been having sleepless nights.
        Krystal was already a shadow of herself. She took a leave from her church
responsibilities and indefinite leave from the church-owned Believers Group
of Schools where she worked as a top administrative staff so that she could
focus on her family responsibility.
        Jude also now spent every waking moment caring for his fiancée and her
family, while also shuttling to see his family. 
     Bishop would be admitted on Monday morning, in preparation for the
operation on his damaged spinal column on Wednesday. And while Lady Vee
would be there with him, she would also need Jude to support her. 
        It seemed both the families were in serious health situations, and he was
in the middle of it all. He had spent the past three days in prayers and
fasting. Intercessions and prayer chains were going on in the church as well.
Prophecies and words of knowledge coming out at regular intervals, from
the Leadership team, the Eldership, and the Pastoral team,  confirming what
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he already knew. He was encouraged, knowing that God was involved in the
whole situation, and it would glorify God at the end.
      Jude might have completed his third day of fast, but he still used every
opportunity he had to engage in some spiritual warfare in prayers. He spent
most of the time at the hospital, trying to encourage and support Krystal and
her family.
      Jude waited patiently beside Krystal by the tables that had now become
their usual corner at the paediatric reception room. The reception room
opened to the foyer that led to the paediatrics wards of the hospital. 
       Visitors poured in to visit in their numbers, and Krystal’s mother opened
a register to enter who visited so they could appreciate the kind gesture after
Rose had been discharged.
        A familiar person visited that Saturday afternoon. Cousin Boye. 
       Cousin Boye seemed to be a lot in a better mood compared to previously.
Jude still remembered him from their last meeting, and how rude and coarse
he was at that time. Now, he appeared more mature and reasonable, and
Jude hoped he and Boye could work together to calm the family down and to
encourage them, particularly Krystal who remained hysterical.
      “It will be nice if you can talk to Krystal,” Jude explained to Boye. “She’s
not eating; she’s not sleeping.”
        “Argh! Krystal loves that girl,” Boye replied.
        Boye apologised up-front to Jude for his past behaviour.
        “I hope we can have a better relationship going forward,” Boye replied.
       “Not a problem at all!” Jude decided to let it go. He understood that Boye’s
interference in his relationship was with a good intention; Krystal invited
Boye to threaten him so that he wouldn’t cheat on her. 
        Well, he had no intention of cheating in the first place.
      Jude watched from afar as Boye took Krystal for a walk in the foyer. He
was sorry he had misjudged Boye, particularly considering that it appeared
Krystal was close to him. Boye was an older man, perhaps in his forties. 
        Krystal’s parents too spoke with him without any issues.
        Jude decided to step aside, and he allowed Boye to interact more with the
family since he knew them better. 
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      Boye blended well with the family; his mood matched everyone else’s in
their family, just like the other members of the extended family who had
been stopping by to visit. 
     It was rather helpful that Boye came because they listened to him. And
they calmed down. Who could have thought that Boye would do the job so easily?!
       Boye went back to meet Krystal by the foyer; Jude went to join them, but
he noticed that Boye was a little crossed with Krystal for not informing him
early about Rose’s illness. 
     “Why didn’t you call me immediately?” Boye asked Krystal impatiently.
“I’m just finding out, after three days. I am so angry with you right now!”
     Jude stepped in immediately. He was surprised nobody informed Boye
either, but if Boye had issues with that, he should tackle Rose’s parents, and
leave his fiancée out of it.
    “You are talking to the wrong person, man!” Jude told Boye without
mincing words to back off from Krystal. “Please, don’t bother Krystal; she’s
been through a lot already!”
        Boye stepped aside, but not before shooting Jude an angry look.
        Jude felt his negative feelings about Boye creep back in. 
       Krystal’s father, Elder Ejiofor already told him that everybody knew Boye
was such bad news and Krystal was the only person who thought he wasn’t so
bad. Perhaps that was why he wasn’t informed about Rose’s illness. 
      Boye asked to see Rose, and Krystal offered to take him inside the ward.
Jude decided to go in with them; he would not allow that guy to harass
Krystal as he did earlier. 
      Boye left the reception area after the visiting time was over, and Krystal
walked him off to his vehicle. Jude however decided to stay behind since
Boye had not behaved disrespectfully to her again.
        A few minutes later, Krystal was back. 
     Jude didn’t know what Boye told her, but her mood improved. Krystal
finally agreed she needed to take a break and go get some rest, much to
Jude’s relief; she had been awake and stressed for too long.
       “I’m glad!” Jude sounded relieved. “I was so worried that you would hurt
yourself with stress.”
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        Jude thought he too could use that time to go home, visit his parents, and
get some other things done before the church service the following morning,
being Sunday. 
    He drove Krystal to her house, and he promised to be at the hospital
immediately after their church services the following day. He could take her
somewhere nice so she could at least get some decent meal. 
        Krystal nodded. She would love that very much.



        Tara took one last look at herself in the mirror. 
     It was almost four that Sunday afternoon, and Kenneth her escort had
called to inform her that he was already on the way. She had been invited to
the high-powered “Sunday Lunch with Bishop”, and she didn’t know what
she ever did to deserve that. 
       The last time she was at the Bishop’s Place, she was escorted by the Police
and led out in handcuffs, and she spent the next two days in custody until
Jude graciously bailed her out. She had since been banished, and she had
obediently stayed away, which was why she felt grateful that they invited her. 
        She still wondered what changed, or what could have led to the invite.
     “Bishop and Lady Vee? They can’t keep grudges forever. Talk to them,”
Jude once told her during one of their rare visits. It was her birthday and
Krystal decided to be nice to her that day; Krystal even took her to a beauty
shop and gave her a makeover. Jude spent a long time with her that evening;
that night, he also encouraged her to be a part of their church community.
      “You are family; you know that?” Jude told her. “And you are welcome to be
a part of our church family. Consider this a formal welcome invitation from
Krystal and me.”
      However, it was Yvonne who made her get more involved in the church;
Yvonne literally enrolled her in Vickie Okorie’s mentorship programme, and
she also made sure that Tara served as a volunteer at the Ladies in Leadership
conference. 
        But it was Pastor Nathan who made her stick around in the first place.
      Tara wondered if Lady Vickie had heard about her newfound interest in
their church because it was the clergywoman who reached out to her first.
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        It had started with a phone call. 
       Lady Vickie apologised profusely about how their last meeting ended and
how they would love to host her in their home sometime.
       “A little birdie told us you graduated from the university; you even threw a
graduation party, and you did not inform us, or invite us,” she said, with a
giggle in her tone.
        “No, Ma’am.  That must be a misunderstanding,” Tara explained.  “It was
a surprise party at Lush Garden; I had nothing to do with the planning, and I
did not invite anybody for anything. I just finished my exams then, and the
results were not even out yet at that time.”
       “Are the result out now?” she could hear Bishop ask from the background
before Lady Vickie echoed it.
        “Yes. They are out and I passed.” She sounded relieved. 
     “Oh my God! So, you graduated! That’s so great to know!” Lady Vickie
sounded genuinely happy for her. “And you didn’t want to tell us about it.”
     “Now, you don’t have a choice but to come and visit,” Tara could hear
Bishop’s voice again. Bishop had been away for a while; she heard he was ill
at some point, and she also thought he could have travelled for ministry
engagements.
        “Oh! Tara!” Lady Vickie added. “At least you could have informed us about
what you are doing. You’re family. JJ must be so proud of his Mommy!”
      “I didn’t realise that anybody would be interested in what I was doing.”
Tara laid it bare. They all saw her as a troublemaker, and the last thing she
wanted was to step on peoples’ toes. Or for anybody to think she had some
sick agenda or ulterior motives.
        Especially Krystal.
       “That’s nonsense!” Lady Vickie told her. “We care about you. We want you
to succeed. I know we struggled to get along initially, that doesn’t mean we
don’t love you. We are all raising a child together. And you are a part of our
ministry. You want me to go on? So why wouldn’t we be interested in your
progress?”
      She could hear Bishop’s voice in the background, saying something like
“invite her for lunch on Sunday.”
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        Lady Vickie echoed the sentiment, confirming what she heard. 
      “Bishop has invited you over to our home for Sunday Lunch with Bishop.”
Lady Vickie confirmed that it was a joint decision between her and Bishop to
invite her over to their home on that Sunday.
      “Oh my God!” Tara screamed. “I’m going to be a guest at Sunday Lunch!
I’ve made it in life!”
       She could hear soft chuckles on the other side, and Lady Vickie informed
her that one of her staffers named Kenneth would contact her shortly to
make necessary arrangements and to get her preferences.
        Sucking in a deep breath, Tara stood and posed by the full-length mirror. 
      She opted for a flowy one-shoulder teal evening dress that draped to the
floor and complementing accessories, including an expensive necklace and
earring set loaned to her by Yvonne. She held her hair in an updo with a
waist-length extension made into an afro bubble ponytail, and a bold, not-
too-smoky makeup that accentuated her naturally pretty face to complete the
look. She slipped into her high heels that were strangely comfortable, and
she waited nervously.
     She remembered when Kenneth informed her that being an important
ministry event, she would be featured on the church website and newsletter,
hence she was required to give consent; she however became panicky when
he mentioned that the media team would contact her for an interview ahead
of The Lunch.
   “You have a powerful story,” Kenneth told her in his characteristic
professional poise. “You are phenomenal! It’s not every day that someone
drops out of their studies because of drugs, and they get clean and go back to
start again. Now you’ve graduated. I believe that’s what Bishop and Lady
Vickie want to showcase by inviting you and to tell the world that it’s not just
about the rich and famous, but also about regular people like you and me.”
        She eventually agreed, but only if nothing would be mentioned regarding
her direct relationship with Bishop’s family.
      Kenneth worked with Yvonne to calm her, get her preferences, provide
her guidance, and with whatever else she might need for the afternoon.
Kenneth also sent someone earlier to assist her to put her looks together.
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       Tara was grateful to have a coach like Yvonne watching over her shoulder
and pointing her in directions she didn’t know. 
        Her ride arrived; Kenneth came to pick her up. 
        “You look gorgeous,” Kenneth told her as he led her to the vehicle.
        “Thank you,” she replied. 
        Soon they were on their way to Bishop’s Place. 
    Tara still could not believe what was happening. She appreciated the
gestures, but she could feel that things were changing fast in her life, and she
didn’t know how to handle them. 
     She had completed the university education, and her days at the Lush
Garden home were already numbered. Joyce and Moyo, the ladies from the
agency had already sent a notice to remind her that her lease would lapse in a
month. She could see endless possibilities ahead, but she was also afraid.
       A part of her thought she could go back home. She had always wanted to
go home and rub it on her parents’ faces, especially her father, for how
ruthlessly they treated her. But now that she had completed her LLB degree,
she didn’t have the interest to fight with her parents anymore; she just
wanted to move on.
     “Lord Jesus,” she prayed. “Things are changing, and I don’t know what
next to do.”
      The giant customised gate at the entrance of Bishop’s massive property
flung open, bringing her back to reality. She was always lost in that place; she
could never find her way around without someone guiding her.
      She pushed her concerns away; she would worry about uncertainties of
the future later. Right now, it was time to dine and wine with the wealthy
and the powerful. It was time to lunch with Bishop.

      Lady Vickie and Bishop waited by the stairs that led to the part of their
property simply known as The Arc, which was an enormous driveway where
they often received important guests visiting Bishop’s Place, particularly
because their guests often visited in convoys, hence the need for a driveway
large enough for many vehicles.



176

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        They waited for the young lady whom they had invited to their home.
       It was a welcomed distraction to take them away from the chaotic clouds
that had been forming around them for a while. 
       It was also nice to have the Sunday Luncheon again. Their home bustled
again with activities for a party, even though their guest was a lone woman,
one who was once an outcast.
     Ever since Bishop prophesied a shift in the spirit, they had seen things
slowly but surely fall apart around their family in the strangest ways. From
Bishop himself down to the little girl Rose and her family, and by extension,
Jude, nobody had been spared. 
       Lady Vickie had been keeping watch in the Spirit, but even she could not
push away the ominous feeling that they hadn’t seen the last of it.
       Following the recent experience that forced her and Bishop to look back
at their years of wandering, and at their and Nathan’s not-so-holy past, a
past none of them should be proud of at all, Lady Vickie began to feel the
same way about Jude.
        Had Jude also done something wrong during the years of his wandering? 
      Of course, Jude always spoke about his past life before the accident that
brought him home; he always mentioned that he had a  unique“Saul-to-Paul”
encounter with God; he always bragged about how God’s grace found him
and transformed him from the dangerous person he used to be, about how
unworthy he felt and how grateful he was to become a man God could use. 
      However, none of them had any tangible detail of his past. Not her. Not
Bishop. Most likely, not Pastor Nathan. And definitely, not Krystal. Perhaps
Yvonne might know something, but Yvonne would never betray Jude.
       “I’ve been thinking,” she told Bishop the previous day, “Is it possible for
us to ask Tara about Jude’s past? I’m sure she would know something. That
might be the breakthrough we need, the window into the mystery known as
Jude Victor Okorie.”
        “It’s not a good idea,” Bishop told her immediately. “Let it go.”
      “But I can’t!” she replied to Bishop. “We have tried to search and found
nothing. Tara can help.”
        “No, Lady Vee. We invited her for Lunch, not for interrogation. Let it go.”
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        “But if we let her go, we will never find out the truth about Jude!”
     “What do you want to do with the truth? I have told you several times,
whatever happened in Vegas –”
       “We are not in Vegas, Jeffery. This young man is the Senior Pastor of our
church; the head of our church, our ministries, our organisation, and we
know nothing about whom he used to be. Please just indulge me, for this
once, and then, I’ll let it go.”
      “Jude has been here for years, Vickie. Do you ever have a reason at all to
doubt him?” Bishop asked her.
    “No. But that girl knows something. She knows a lot. She kept quiet
because Jude silenced her.”
        “Like, Jude compensated her or bribed her or threatened her?”
    “What else do you think?” Lady Vickie could see that Bishop too had
considered the possibilities. “But I’m almost sure that Jude did something to
her. That girl came to cause trouble. She stirred Jude in a way that we have
never seen before. Then, all of a sudden, she kept quiet, and she just blended
in. She joined us! And Jude started defending her; he even placed her on the
church’s payroll. He fought for JJ to spend more time with her than with him,
you know how much Jude dotes over his son. And as if that were not extreme
enough, Jude gave this girl Lush Garden. And you know how much Jude loves
the place. That behaviour is not normal in my opinion. And have you seen
how Yvonne adores her?” she shook her head. “It so suspicious.”
       “I hear you. I also love to know about Jude’s life, and whom he was before
coming back home to us,” Bishop finally conceded. “But this girl, we have all
treated her unfairly. Do you remember how shabby and tattered she looked
the first time we met her? It was so frightening we worried about Jude. But
you can see how much she has grown. I’m so proud of her progress, and I am
particularly glad that JJ has a good mother. I don’t want her agitated, and I
don’t want her to have a bad opinion about our family.”
        There was silence. It was a tough one.
       “All right. I will compile a few questions that are not so heavy. Just to ask
for few specifics when she gets here on Sunday.” Lady Vickie assured.
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     “Okay. I’m just worried. I don’t know if we are ready for what we will
discover.”
        “How bad can it be?”
      Lady Vickie held her breath and dropped Bishop’s hands as soon as Tara
emerged from the vehicle. Tara looked gorgeous and breath-taking in her
beautiful teal dress. Finally, Lady Vickie could appreciate what Jude saw in
her or why he dated her in the first place.
      “She’s a rough diamond,” she whispered to Bishop and smiled. “We just
need to polish her, and she will shine brightly.”
        Lady Vickie climbed down the steps to The Arc where Tara stood while the
driver drove away. Kenneth stepped aside from them as he communicated
remotely and took another route into the building.
      “Welcome my beautiful daughter. You look gorgeous. Angelic. Welcome
home,” Lady Vickie spread her arms to welcome Tara.
        “Thank you, ma’am.” Tara flashed a beautiful smile and curtsied.
        “Are you ready to meet Bishop for the Lunch?”
        “Yes!” Tara giggled.
        Lady Vickie hated herself for having a motive. Tara was way too innocent!



        Tara arrived at Bishop’s place at exactly four in the afternoon. 
   The reception by Lady Vickie was more than she anticipated. The
clergywoman was warm to her; she held Tara in a motherly embrace and
welcomed her. 
      Lady Vickie looked radiant and elegant in her blue and embellished gold
caftan dress with matching accessories. She wore a fragrance that reminded
Tara of all things lovely; the delicateness of her grip and the sweetness of her
words brought comfort to Tara. She could not ignore the clergywoman’s bold
flowery nail designs, and her heavily bejewelled fingers as Lady Vickie held
her hand and they walked together up the wide steps to meet Bishop.
       Tara’s heart raced as she walked with Lady Vickie holding her hand. They
climbed the few wide steps to reach Bishop who stood by the top step in-
between the two magnificent columns that led to the short distance into the
entrance of the house. 
        The view was spectacular.
        There were staffers around as well, giving her a VIP welcome.
        ‘These people have class,’ she thought as Kenneth left them.
      Tara felt confident with her looks and gorgeous outfit; she hadn’t felt so
beautiful in a long time. She held her newly gifted clutch bag with her free
hand as they walked towards Bishop. 
        “Welcome to our beautiful home,” Bishop said with a hearty cheer.
       It was nice to see Bishop again. She learned a while ago that he was sick,
even though he didn’t look sick to her. He wore a comfortable two-piece
native outfit and a branded flat-soled footwear, and he seemed genuinely
happy to see her. He also seemed to be in pain of some sort, and he held a
fashionable cane while walking. 
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        He was altogether lovely, as usual. Lady Vickie too. 
     Tara wished she would one day meet a good man and they could share
their love like Bishop and Lady Vickie.
        “Thank you for having me,” she replied, breathless.
       The grandeur of the Bishop’s Place always overwhelmed her; the gigantic
house always looked different to her anytime she visited. It was
breathtakingly beautiful, a perfect blend of traditional and contemporary. 
    She tried not to stare in awe as she was ushered to part of Bishop’s
mansion where she had never been to during the few times she visited. 
     They stopped by a large reception hall, the one with high ceilings and
beautiful chandeliers; a grand piano stood majestically by the corner, and the
man on the bench sure knew his keys. The three of them chatted lightly; the
older couple showed her some of the collectable artefacts and other historical
elements of their lives, family, and ministry. 
        There, hors d’oeuvres and drinks were also served. 
        Tara had not expected her visit to be so elaborate considering she was the
guest. And she was just her. A nobody. Surely, Bishop and Lady Vickie
wouldn’t go over the top like that just to make her feel welcome. 
        She wondered if they were expecting more guests. 
        Perhaps they were still expecting their real guests. 
        Shortly afterwards, they led her through a hallway to their destination. 
    It was a lovely contemporary living space with marble floors and an
adjoining dining area. There were lots of delicate artefacts and oversized
decorative designs; there was also a glass wall overhanging a magnificent
outdoor view.  
        Tara was led to the dining table filled with delicacies; she watched Bishop
and Lady Vickie join her. To her utmost surprise, it was just the three of
them. 
      Kenneth helped Bishop to his seat by the table, their meals were served,
and thereafter everybody else left, unless they were invited or summoned. 
       Tara felt honoured, and humbled, to be on the same table and commune
with Bishop and Lady Vickie. After the initial feeling of intimidation and
inferiority complex, she found out that she could relate better with her hosts.



181

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        They helped her to relax, and soon, she couldn’t stop talking.
      She laughed hysterically; she couldn’t believe that the older couple could
have such a massive sense of humour. Particularly Bishop. They touched
lightly on many subjects, from her education to motherhood, to her
involvement in church, and even her job.
    “Lady Vee almost fainted the day Jude told us that you worked as a
bouncer,” Bishop joked. “Almost! And Jude was like, ‘Please don’t talk to her
about it, she’s very sensitive.’”
      “I’m sorry,” Lady Vickie added, rolling her eyes, “but I couldn’t wrap my
head around it. I was like, ‘Is she smoking something?’” 
        Tara joined them in the laughter. “I just enjoy what I do. That’s all.”
     Her hosts were not in a hurry to release her, and she too enjoyed their
company. It was nice hearing stories about JJ from his grandparents.
        “He now plays the guitar,” Lady Vickie bragged.
        “What? Is he not too young for that?”
       “He’s copying Josh. He believes he must do everything Josh does!” Bishop
explained. “And no, he’s not too young to play the guitar. He’s almost eight.”
     They finished their lunch, and they gradually migrated to the adjoining
lounge, unaware of how much their lives were about to be changed for an
awfully long time to come. 
        Kenneth was summoned again to assist Bishop.
     Tara was worried about Bishop; he seemed to be in a lot of pain, and
almost everything he did was laboured. She voiced her concerns, but they
both reassured her that Bishop would be fine. 
        “Don’t worry about me,” Bishop reassured. “It’s just back pain.”
       “Bishop is going for an operation later in the week, on Wednesday,” Lady
Vicky explained. “We are trusting God to work through the hands of
everyone who would be involved in his care, and we hope the pain will go
away after the surgery.”
      “Oh my God! That’s serious!” Tara gasped. They must have thought they
were trying to calm her, but they only managed to heighten her anxiety. She
had grown fond of Bishop, and the fact that he was in pain and going for
surgery bothered her.
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      However, they’d hardly settled on their comfortable seats when the first
question was fired at her. 
        And Tara was not ready for it!

      “Excuse me?” Tara responded. She thought they were still talking about
Bishop and the surgery. So, the question caught her unawares.
        Lady Vickie wanted to know about her past life with Jude.
        Tara wondered if that was why they invited her over in the first place.
        “Please forgive us for hijacking you like this,” Lady Vickie apologised. She
sounded genuine.
        “What do you want to know?” Tara’s confusion worsened.
       “I’m just a bit concerned,” Lady Vickie continued. “There’s a lot of secrecy
shrouding our son’s past life. Sometimes, I feel he’s worried about it, just my
observation. I don’t know how we can support him if we don’t know about
his past experiences and what he’s been through.”
      “Was this why you invited me?” Tara looked from Lady Vickie to Bishop.
The anticipation on their faces broke her heart. It seemed Jude had not been
forthright with them, and they were already frustrated about it.
       “As I said already, I am sorry for pulling this off,” Lady Vickie continued.
“Look, there are just three of us here in this room. And don’t be fooled, this
room is soundproof.”
      “We will understand if you do not wish to say anything,” Bishop added.
“It’s totally up to you; this is optional. We invited you for Lunch, and we’re
glad that you came. You don’t have to do what you don’t want to do.” 
     She could see that they were concerned, and she thought she could tell
them what they wanted to know, especially since it was just the three of them
in the large room. However, she didn’t know how much they knew, and she
didn’t know if they were ready for the truth.
        Moreover, she and Jude broke up a long time ago. 
     “I don’t know what you want to know, but trust me, nothing good can
come out of wanting to know about Pastor Jude’s past life,” she informed
them politely.



183

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        “I told Lady Vee just that,” Bishop agreed.
        “I don’t think it will hurt,” Lady Vickie replied.
     “Okay. But what exactly do you wish to know about the time we were
together?”
        “Anything!” Lady Vickie sounded desperate. “Jude never spoke to us about
his past.”
    Tara could not believe her ears. How was it possible that Jude never
mentioned his life to them?
        “How is that possible?” she asked soberly.
     “Maybe he spoke to his father, but he never talked to me,” Lady Vickie
replied.
        “Me neither. We just gave him over to the Lord to make him whatever He
had called him for. But Jude himself shut us out completely from the person
he used to be.”
       Now that Bishop had spoken, Tara felt she had the responsibility to talk.
But she had to warn them.
        “First of all, I want you to know that Pastor Jude is a good person.”
    “Oh! Please, Tara darling!” Lady Vickie sounded impatient. “Drop the
Pastor part already! You slept with him for years. So, why are you calling him
Pastor now? And stop patronising us.” 
        “I’m just saying that I don’t think you would like to know.”
      “That was what I thought too. Let us move forward. But when she made
her argument – that was after we have already invited you – I thought it
couldn’t hurt if she was so interested,” said Bishop, making sure he pointed
out she wasn’t invited for interrogation.
      “We got him back after the accident. It was a miracle that he survived,”
Lady Vickie recalled. “Someone called us that Jude had been killed in an
accident. Oh, God! We were scared. But he miraculously survived. We are
not complaining though!” 
        Tara scoffed and swore a string of profanity beneath her breath. 
      She could see that the older couple did not approve, but she couldn’t be
bothered. She knew that those guys were sure Jude had died before
maliciously contacting his family.
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      “First of all, ma’am, that was not an accident!” Tara told them in certain
terms. “That was a deliberate attempt on his life. Whoever contacted you was
sure Jude was dead.”
        “What?”
        “What?”
        Tara watched the two parents and shook her head. They sure were biting
more than they could ever chew. But it was too late now. She sighed deeply
as she listened to their million questions about the accident.
     “I will tell you everything I know, only if you can promise me that this
conversation is not being recorded, and you can guarantee that there’s no
way that whatever I tell you in this room would reach Jude.”
    “You have our word!” The already agitated Lady Vickie got up quickly
moved around to scan the perimeter. She even locked every open window
and blinded the glass wall. 
    “But Tara, why are you so concerned about the information getting
leaked?” Bishop sounded interested.
        “I worry about my safety. Jude was an extremely dangerous man.”



        Lady Vickie’s heart raced faster than it had been in recent time. 
      Her husband held her hand as they both listened in horror to what Tara
had to tell them about Jude.
       They always knew that Tara held the keys to the past life of their darling
son, the Senior Pastor of the Believers Assembly, the head of the Eldership,
and the President of their ministry and their vast organisation. 
      Not knowing anything about the time Jude was away from them, apart
from the blanked statement he often made bothered them. And even though
Bishop often pretended like he wasn’t concerned, he too confessed that he
was worried as well.
     They both knew that, for whatever reason, Tara’s presence made Jude
extremely uncomfortable. Tara was a threat to him; that must be the reason
he was always trying to appease her by the way he prioritised her needs. 
        Now, they were almost sure that their assumptions were correct.
       “Now, you’re scaring me, Tara,” Lady Vickie stated. “You mentioned that
Jude was a dangerous person and that the accident was an attempt on his
life.”
        “Yes. A failed assassination.”
        “Are we talking about the same Jude?” Bishop asked.
      “I agree with Bishop,” she added. “We need to be sure, after listening to
what you’ve been saying if we are talking about the same person.” 
        “Jude is a master when it comes to stealth,” Tara continued her narrative.
“You can never predict his next move, and you really can’t get under his skin
if he doesn’t want you to.”
        “But you managed to,” Bishop replied.
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        “Hardly. I couldn’t even if I wished to.”
      Lady Vickie shook her head. Surely, Tara did not realise how much she
messed with Jude by her presence.
        “Are you afraid of him?” she asked.
       “Yes,” Tara said as a statement of fact. “But I agree that he has changed a
lot from whom he used to be. Jude is a new person, working hard as a Pastor.
He has motivated me in more ways than he could have realised. I keep
wondering, if God could change Jude’s life, then nobody is beyond
redemption. Some of his old colleagues still come to church though.”
        “Our church? The Believers Cathedral?” Lady Vickie interrupted her.
      “Yeah, but I told them they were not welcome. It’s part of the reason I’m
staying, and part of the reason I’m in security. Not like Jude needs my help,
I’m sure he can take care of himself. But I have to help, somehow. That’s JJ’s
family they’re messing with.”
        She looked at her husband, who was just as lost as she was.
        “Now what do you mean by old colleagues.”
     “Well, since you asked, Jude was a member of an extremely dangerous
group. It was elite, but dangerous, nonetheless. The kind of stuff they do, I
can’t even begin to describe. They do the dirty jobs for many corporations, so
they are heavily funded and heavily protected.” She paused briefly. “I’m sure
when you found Jude after his accident, he was in very bad shape.”
        Lady Vickie jerked on her seat. 
       She had tried to block out the memories of Jude’s accident. It was indeed
a miracle that he survived.
       “Bad shape was an understatement. I had nightmares and flashbacks for
months. It was a horrible scene; it was a miracle he survived. Even then, it
took him almost a year to fully recover.”
      “I can imagine. Those were the kind of stuff Jude was capable of. And it
meant nothing to him. You see, most people do those kinds of dangerous
stunts when they are high on drugs or something. Jude did them sober!” Tara
shrugged. “Oh, my God! That guy was messed up; I mean, the way his brain
was wired.”
        Bishop gasped in horror, likewise, Lady Vickie, as they watched Tara.
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    “Jude was like a faulty device that could not help itself. He was so
criminally minded that he became like their most valuable tool. His
colleagues used to call him names like a killer machine, terminator, and stuff
like that.”
        “Who were the ‘they?’”
     “They were the nameless, faceless people ruling the underworld.” Tara
paused briefly, and then she continued. “Anyway, one moment, Jude was like
the most romantic boyfriend, partying with me. And the next minute when I
checked on him, he had jumped like five states, and he would be talking to
me in some funny languages how he didn’t want people to know his
whereabouts, just in case the call was being tapped.”
        “What languages?”
        “He spoke a few languages. He tried to teach me, but I struggled to catch
up. He was too fast for me. But at least I used to have an idea of what he was
saying.”
     Lady Vickie couldn’t believe that either. Jude always spoke English. He
hardly ever spoke any languages besides English!
        “He was doing drugs too, right?” Bishop didn’t sound shocked anymore.
      “He moved drugs around, but he hardly used it himself. He enjoyed his
marijuana occasionally, but that was about all I’ve ever seen him smoke. But
I had access to the drugs though, that was how I got addicted. But I’m clean
now. JJ’s pregnancy saved my life. Because I ran away from everything.”
        Lady Vickie tried to be calm as they listened to Tara’s story; she held on to
Bishop’s hand. It was worse than what she expected.
        “How did you meet?”
        “We met when I was in my first year at the university. Second semester. I
was having an operation for my appendix, and he came to the hospital and
took care of me. After the surgery, he took me to his house. I was previously
this very sheltered person. My father is a human rights activist, now a SAN,
and my mum’s a Judge. I was studying law to keep the family tradition. But
meeting Jude, for me, was an adventure, a wild adventure. We win some, we
lose some.”
        “He took you to his house?”
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       “He owned the house. He owned a few houses then. You know, what he
was doing was quite lucrative.”
     “You mean the crime he was committing was lucrative, right?” Bishop
asked without mincing words.
      “Yes, since you’re putting it that way. His sponsors were willing to pay,
and he and the gang always delivered. So, he could afford to live big. He’s a
changed man now. And much calmer, and he has tapered down a bit now;
he’s not loud and flashy like he used to be.”
       Lady Vickie tried to imagine Jude as a loud and flashy person. She shook
her head. Bishop too scoffed.
       “I got my wild adventure with Jude. It was good while it lasted. He was a
very smart guy. He was in the university for a ‘PhD programme’; that was his
cover story to distract people from digging into his life. One would not
expect an academic to be involved in crime. He also wanted to remain in the
academic environment because that’s where he gets to recruit young
impressionable talented minds for his businesses. For his employers. He was
quite a versatile person. But he also dropped out, after his accident, I believe.
But to be honest I don’t know whether he completed it or not. A lot of things
happened around that time.”
        “Like what?”
      “Like we broke up. Nothing lasts forever. After a while, things got sour
between us, and that was it. He became violent to me, and we eventually
broke up. I fell pregnant with JJ sometime after we broke up.”
        Lady Vickie was concerned. She could see Tara wasn’t admitting how bad
things were or how bad things got between them. Particularly the way she
mentioned ‘violent’ so casually.
       “When you knew he was such a dangerous man, why did you remain his
girlfriend?”
      “Well, being Jude’s girlfriend had its benefits, you know. I could be me
without consequences because anybody who dared harass me would be in a
lot of trouble, it was just a nice feeling.  We lived very reckless lives, Jude and
I, I must say that it affected my grades; who needs school when you can be a
big girl? I was so reckless, and I was so hooked on drugs. I couldn’t cope with
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my studies and I was dropping grades. All because of drugs! Those pesky
drugs make people crazy. They make people do crazy things. Anyways, I fell
pregnant. And the guy was no longer in the picture.”
       “I really can’t place Jude in all these things you were saying.” Lady Vickie
whispered.
        “Me neither. I’m still in shock,” Bishop added. They both were in denial.
    “Makes three of us,” Tara replied, seeing how upset the older couple
looked. “I’m sorry for upsetting you so much. I warned you beforehand.”
        “It’s not your fault, my dear. I’m just so lost for words.”
     It was getting dark; Lady Vickie was worried and scared, and she was
shocked and heartbroken by the things Tara had been telling them. Tara
might want to get back home, but Lady Vickie wished she could hear more. 
        If her son was such a hardened criminal, and he never mentioned that he
was involved in a life of crime before his conversion, she was deeply worried
that they had been hiding a criminal under the cloaks of their ministry all
these years.
     The pain in her heart grew, and she’d been wiping her tears with the
nearby tissues. She began to pour out her heart to her husband, while Tara
watched them with sympathy plastered on her face.
        The Jude they knew was a good man, a God-lover, who was so committed
to the ministry. Jude was a calm young man who would never hurt a fly. She
often wondered how such a calm and responsible young man decided to
leave home never to come back for twelve good years. Jude was loving and
kind-hearted to a fault. 
     Jude always spoke English. He would never speak any local languages
except rarely when he was forced to speak a little Igbo or Yoruba. And
Nathan had been forcefully trying to teach him a bit of Edo. Lady Vickie
could never believe that Jude had been pretending, or that their son had
mastery of all these local languages, and some foreign ones as well. 
        Bishop held her close and gently consoled her. 
      He agreed with all she said, confirming how shocked by the revelations.
But even her husband’s gentle hand could not mend her heart that was
already torn apart.
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         Tara was not the bad girl; Jude was the bad guy! 
        They had been judging the wrong person all along.
      She took a close look at Tara. She was a beautiful brave young lady who
did not allow life’s blows to knock her out. Vickie was proud Tara did
something to realign and reclaim her life. And she was now a Law graduate. 
      And for the first time, Lady Vickie was glad that Jude insisted on giving
her the Lush Garden house to live in, for putting her on their organisation’s
payroll, and for making sure that Tara had unrestricted access to JJ.
        Jude owed her.
        They all did.



        Jude noticed a slight change in Krystal that Sunday. 
       He spoke to his parents over the phone that Sunday morning; he couldn’t
visit them because he had to attend their church services at their Cathedral. 
      He had his day planned; he would check on Krystal first just to see how
she was doing before heading to church. After service, he would take her out
for lunch as planned, and they would both visit Bishop’s Place just to check
on Bishop together before his admission to the hospital the following
morning for the operation on Wednesday.
        However, on getting to Krystal’s house, she was still sleeping; apparently,
she took a sleeping pill which was prescribed as she had been unable to sleep
for days. Jude decided to see her after church then.
     Then he went to church but left early so that he could spend some time
with Krystal before their lunch date; he was a little worried about her. 
       However, on getting to her place, she was not at home. When he called to
find out about her whereabouts, Krystal told him that they could meet at the
hospital at visiting hour.
        Jude was partially relieved; at least, Krystal was recovering, and she could
function again. But something didn’t ring right, and he worried still worried
about her.
        Eventually, later that afternoon, they met at the hospital. 
     The paediatrician invited them to give feedback about Rose’s progress.
And for a change, they got good news. The doctor informed them that the
new treatment was working, and they could see the improvement in Rose
already. Rose was getting better!
        “Wow. Finally. Some good news!” Krystal sighed.
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       The relieved smile on Krystal’s face told him that life would soon be back
to normal; he had been worried for nothing. He and Krystal went to see Rose,
and she had indeed improved a lot since the last time they saw her, which
was the previous day.
     Now that Rose had started to improve, Jude thought that he too could
focus on his father’s health. Bishop needed him; Lady Vee needed him, and
he just wanted to be with them. He had been calling them and monitoring
his father’s progress, but he needed to be there physically.
        Once the man recovered enough, they could resume the wedding plans.
        For now, the health of their families should be prioritised.
     They however were delayed for longer than anticipated at the hospital;
Krystal’s parents arrived, and they came with friends and delayed Krystal.
After a while, he and Krystal could escape, and thereafter, he took Krystal out
for dinner. 
        It was getting dark, and Jude’s mind was fixed on Bishop. 
     He needed to go visit his parents before his father got admitted to the
hospital the following morning. And as the night crept in, Jude realised he
would probably have to spend the night there with them at Bishop’s Place
and leave with them for the hospital the following morning.
      He couldn’t afford to be such an absent son when his father needed him
the most.
     He convinced Krystal to come along with him even though it was now
dark; it would be nice if they both went to visit Bishop together before
admission to the hospital the following day. And since Krystal came with her
vehicle; the worst-case scenario, if it was too dark or she was feeling tired, a
driver to take her home.
        Krystal agreed in a heartbeat.
      “I’m so sorry, Jude,” she said. “I’ve been so preoccupied with Rose that I
forgot about your father. We should go and see him together at once.”
        “Thank you.”
     Soon afterwards, he and Krystal finished their meals and jumped into
their respective vehicles. Next stop, Bishop’s Place!
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        Jude arrived with Krystal at Bishop’s Place.
       However, on arrival, they were surprised to hear that Bishop had a guest
over for his high-profile Sunday lunch, considering the Sunday Lunch with 
 Bishop had been put on hold for a while now, and there were no vehicles
parked at The Arc. It was even more impressive that the meeting dragged in
into that time of the evening.
     “Bishop had not had any guests over for his luncheons in recent time,”
Jude pointed Kenneth, one of the staffers around. 
    He and Krystal helped themselves to the delicious hors d’oeuvres still
served there on the marble surfaces in the reception hall.
       “Bishop was in a good mood earlier on,” Kenneth told him. “I suppose he
just wanted to have one more fun lunch before going for surgery.”
        “I agree,” Krystal responded. She sounded like she was in a hurry.
       They both waited impatiently; after a while, Jude thought they could just
crash The Lunch like they occasionally did. He and Krystal were always
welcome, and Bishop and Lady Vickie were always enormously proud to
introduce them.
        Jude took long determined steps towards the dining suite, hoping Krystal
would follow him. He shoved the massive door gently so he wouldn’t
interrupt the guests or whatever conversations were going on in there.
       He then peeped in with a smile on his face. He however got the shock of
his life, because sitting calmly in the company of Bishop and Lady Vee was
the most unexpected guest.
        Tara. Dimples. 
     She looked stunning in her beautiful evening dress. The light shone on
her, and the reflections of her jewellery made her even glow more. 
        He hadn’t seen her look so beautiful in a long time. 
        In an unguarded moment, he found her the most attractive. He looked at
her intensely and studied all her features; she looked alluring from afar. He
had stayed away from her since he felt captivated by her on her birthday, but
it was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore her.
      He wondered what they were talking about; he decided not to interrupt
them but to rather listen to their conversation first.
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      His parents, Bishop and Lady Vickie were looking at Dimples like their
lives depended on it. Their faces were ashen, and his mother, Lady Vickie
Okorie, the strongest woman he knew, was wiping her tears and sniffing,
while his father held her close, his arm firmly across her shoulders.
       Jude stopped in his tracks and listened more carefully to what they were
discussing. It didn’t seem like a happy conversation. The three were at a
distance, but he could hear what they were saying.
       “Yes. He was a killer machine,” Tara spoke softly. “At least that was what
people called him. But I am not at liberty to tell if he’d ever kill somebody.”
        “And did he ever get to pay for his crimes?” Bishop continued.
        “I believe so. He was locked away for a while, on and off, I believe. When
I was pregnant with JJ, throughout the pregnancy, I never saw Jude once; he
was far, far away at the maximum prison. But you see, with Jude, you can
never tell. He gets caught, he gets released, he gets caught again, and the
cycle continues. He had the support of some powerful people, so no prison
door could hold him. But I guess when they got tired of him, they staged his
death. He would have died. He probably died. But God brought him back. I
believe that was how he survived that accident.”
       Jude’s head began to spin. He froze by the door; he realised that they had
been talking about him; Tara was ratting him out. A secret he had carefully
locked up in the past was finally out in the open, and he could not condone it.
     A fit of familiar anger that used to reside in him crept onto his chest,
gripping him in a way he could hardly control. He hyperventilated. He was
angry. But it wasn’t just anger, it was anger mixed with fear. 
        He stood and watched; obviously, they did not notice he was by the door.
     “Is that an indirect way of saying our son was a murderer? You did not
want to say yes because you knew he did it!” That was Bishop.
      “Nope!” Tara responded in a determined tone. “He did awful things, but
whether his victims died or not, I had no way of knowing. That’s up to the
criminal justice system to determine. And going by the court decision, I
believe they cleared him and declared him innocent.”
        “How did you know? Were you there?” Lady Vickie insisted.
        “Yes. I was there. I was one of the witnesses.”
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      Jude noticed that Krystal had come to join him, but he just stood there,
unable to step inside, and he was not allowing Krystal to see what was going
on either.
        “What’s going on?” Krystal whispered.
         Jude ignored. He just stood holding the door, his breathing controlled. 
    He could see that Tara was determined; she spoke with clarity, like
someone on a mission. What came over her? He wondered why his parents had
invited her over, or what had she been telling them. 
        The story of his life, no doubt. 
       He could judge, by the looks on his parents’ faces, the horrors of finding
out that the extraordinarily impressive Pastor Jude Victor Okorie was just a
figment of their imagination. 
        That man did not exist. 
     The Jude they were seeing was a fraud, the guy who impersonated the
ideal of a son, the man who claimed to be whom he was not. He was not a
pastor; he wasn’t created to be one. They could have been his birth parents,
and they could have hoped he would be the son to carry on with their
ministry. But he was too damaged for that.
     All these years since he came back, he had strived to live up to that
expectation, to become the Jude they could be proud of, the pastor they
wanted, the son they desired. 
        But he had failed, miserably, woefully.
        Perhaps it was time to run again, and this time, never to come back.
        He sighed.
         And then they saw him. 

       No, they didn’t see him because he sighed; they saw him because Krystal
pushed him, and she entered the room with a bang! 
     Krystal did not understand why he stood frozen by the door or why he
wasn’t getting in. It could also be that she spotted Tara. He wasn’t sure.
        But she let herself in, making a bit of noise in the process. 
        And the party of three had looked towards their direction.
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     Like a slow-motion horror movie, Jude saw his entire world collapse in
front of him.
       Krystal marched in, angrily, and she spoke rudely to everyone, including
Bishop, and Lady Vickie. And of course, Tara.
        “What exactly is Dimples doing here?” Krystal yelled rudely at his parents. 
        Jude did not bother to stop her.
      “So, you two are part of the conspiracy?” Krystal charged at his parents,
pointing her long fingers disrespectfully at them. “I thought it was just Jude
who was charmed by this nonentity, but why am I not surprised? You invited
this piece of rag for Sunday Lunch, and we were told you were with a special
guest.”
        Krystal hissed and prowled angrily around the room.
       “This is your special guest. Really? Meanwhile, my Rose is in the hospital
fighting for her life. You two never bothered to visit her, but you are busy
having some fancy lunch with this thing?” Krystal used her fingers to
describe Tara. “I left Rose to see how Bishop was doing, not knowing that it’s
all a scam. Now, I can see you’re all on her side. You found JJ’s mother, right?
Miss me with that nonsense!”
        Krystal continued to wag her tongue. 
      Lady Vickie got up while Bishop was still on his seat, but neither said a
word. They still had the shocked look on their faces.
      At that point, Jude did not care about Krystal, and the spectacle she was
creating. Everything was closing in on him, while he continued to puff and
pant. He wanted to stay calm, but the anger started to take hold of him,
possessing him with the enormous strength that once dominated his hideous
past. 
        His eyes were only on one person. His victim! His anger directed at Tara. 
        What came over her?
      He watched as Krystal returned to him, after being rude to everybody in
the room, and shouted a bit more at him. 
        “If you need me, you know where to find me. But I’m not going to remain
in the same room with your baby-mama! I need her out of here, right now,
and out of our lives for good.”
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        With that, she burst out of the room.
     Jude didn’t care about Krystal or any of her dramas. Perhaps he might
think about that later. But now, his eyes were on his victim. He had warned
Dimples not to irritate him, but she had taken his warning for granted, and
she had crossed him all the same.
        Seconds later, he took his first step. And he marched towards her.
        Tara. Dimples.



        “Ma’am, you have killed me!” Tara spoke to Lady Vickie.
       Lady Vickie couldn’t understand the sudden change in Tara’s reaction, or
why she looked so scared. She was still processing Krystal’s outburst. But
everything made sense to her when she saw her son Jude charge towards her. 
       Tara jumped out of her seat; she pulled her flowy dress up, and while still
on those high heels, she stepped on the couch, jumped over it, and ran to the
corner, as she fled from Jude who was charging towards her. 
      She then took a turn around the corner and ran towards the dining area
because Jude was not relenting.
        “Smash!” “Crunch!” “Crack!” “Tinkle!” “Crack!” 
   There were sounds of clanging metals and breaking glasses as Jude
continued to charge towards her. Everything was breaking apart along their
paths; soon, the entire room was in disarray. Tara jumped on the dining
table and with her high heels, she stepped on everything as she fled but she
kept falling as Jude dragged her with her flowy dress. 
      They were yelling at each other; they were not speaking English; it was a
florid mix of heavy doses of profanity and whatever other language that came
to their mouths. But it was obvious that they were communicating.
     Lady Vicky stood stunned. She was screaming at them hysterically, but
neither Jude nor Tara paid her any attention.
       She and her husband had never seen such behaviour in Jude. Or Krystal.
Or even Tara. Krystal had never been rude to them before. Or anybody else
for that matter. She was the epitome of perfection. Jude too had entered the
room without saying a word, good or bad, to acknowledge them; his usual
cheekiness at lunch was not there either. And he did not comment or react to
Krystal’s sudden rudeness to everyone in the room. 
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        The next thing they saw was Jude attacking Tara.
        Tara was trying to get to the door, but Jude already slammed it. 
       Vickie had earlier thought Tara looked gorgeous with the way she packed
her hair into a bubble ponytail, however, now that Jude was chasing her, it
didn’t seem like a good idea. 
       Jude quickly caught up with Tara by the side of the room where she ran
to; he used her pony hair extension as a weapon. He held Tara by her hair.
And then, he dragged her by her hair to the dining where they had finished
eating earlier. 
       It all happened quickly, and in the twinkling of an eye before Lady Vickie
got the chance to reach the younger duo.
        “Ma’am! Save me. Please. Come quickly!” Tara screamed and choked.
      By the time Lady Vickie rushed to them, Tara was all tears, and her one
eye was red. She did not know what happened. She wondered if Jude hit her,
choked her, or something. But he did something to her, there was bloodshot
in Tara’s one eye, and Tara was also holding her chest and neck, drawing in
sharp breaths.
      Jude was talking very quickly, and he was speaking some language that
Lady Vickie could never understand. And when he switched to English, Lady
Vickie could swear she had never heard so many profanities spoken in one
sentence like that, before, in her entire life.
        This man right here is a monster. This man could not possibly be my Jude.
        Jude was still holding her by the head. 
     “I’m sorry, Jude I’m sorry.” Tara was screaming and crying. “God! I’m
dead! What have I done!”
       “Jude, leave her alone at once.” Lady Vickie kept screaming as she rushed
at them and tried to yank Jude’s hands off Tara’s head. “Leave her right now.
Just let her go.”
        And even though she was screaming, Jude didn’t seem to hear. 
       If he heard her, he didn’t show it at all. And she couldn’t get his hand off
Tara’s hair; he was too strong, and the back-and-forth convo between them
made her head spin. Then she realised she didn’t have a choice but to stay in
the middle of the argument. But that did not work either.



200

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

       Rather, Jude held her roughly and pushed her sideways with his free one
hand, his eyes set squarely on Tara.
       Lady Vickie fell; she would have landed on the floor but thankfully fell on
a nearby seat for support. But that didn’t make the impact less painful.
    Lady Vickie was hysterical. She rushed up reached for the emergency
button in the room, alerting their property security. Jude was out of control!
       It seemed every time these two kids – Tara and Jude – were in their house,
they must use the emergency button and the security must be called
somehow. The last time, the police even came along. With the look of things,
they might need to call the police on their son Jude as well.
      From the corner of her eye, Lady Vickie watched as Bishop finally stood
from his seat with severe pain and extreme difficulty. He had been trying to
do just that the entire time, but he had been failing. Lady Vickie assumed he
didn’t call for help mainly to protect their family secret – the monster Jude
suddenly morphed into.
        “Jude!” Bishop called out. “Stop it right there!”
      Immediately, Jude dropped his victim. Like his senses came back to him
or something. 
      “I’m sorry!” He seemed to be responding to his father, but his eyes were
still intent on Tara. “I’m sorry,” he repeated.
        He then raised his hands such that his two hands were visible, away from
Tara, as though he wasn’t the one dragging her just now. He however did not
shift away from her. 
     Lady Vickie watched Jude and Tara look at each other; they were both
hyperventilating. The intensity in both their eyes scared her. Tara shook
uncontrollably, but she didn’t take her eyes off him. She looked defiant like
she was daring him.
       “Run! Tara! Run!” Lady Vickie pleaded as she propped herself up and went
closer to support Bishop.
        Tara gave her the same response she received from Jude. She ignored her! 
Tara did not bother to acknowledge her at all. It was as if she did not even
hear. The fire in her eyes matching Jude’s; she could see that Tara was truly
ready to put up a fight.
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        She wasn’t sure whether to be glad or scared that Tara put up a fight.
       “You shouldn’t have done that!” Jude finally spoke, with another tirade of
profanity.
        Eventually, Jude shifted his gaze from Tara. He then looked to where she
and Bishop were standing and holding each other. 
        By then, the property security had arrived.
      Lady Vickie’s head kept spinning. She could also feel Bishop’s hand as it
shook in hers. She couldn’t believe she had just been assaulted by her own
son. Jude pushed her! 
     And it tore her heart apart to think that Bishop had to get up with all
difficulty, and with nobody to support him to his feet and had to take those
painful steps to get to her side.
      “Jude, you will leave this house at once before I am tempted to get you
arrested,” Bishop spoke again. “You will not be rude to your mother, or me,
in our home. Or to this beautiful lady, Tara.”
      Jude looked at all the three of them in the room. Then raised his hands
again in surrender. 
     “You win. I’m sure you are happy now!” he replied as he scanned their
faces.
      Without saying any more words, he walked out, escorted by the head of
the property security who had responded swiftly to the emergency call. 



        Lady Vickie turned around to Tara. 
        Tara had collapsed to the floor, never mind that she put up a fight earlier.  
She was sobbing now. She looked broken, holding her head in her hands. 
    She had abrasions and some bloodstains on but there was no active
bleeding anywhere; apparently, she had been scratched by the broken
glasses. 
      She had bruises on her exposed shoulder, where Jude grabbed her, and
her one eye was still red. Part of her hair extension had also been pulled out,
and parts of her beautiful dress were torn; one earring was also missing. She
was shaking uncontrollably as she sobbed.
        She must have been traumatised.
     Lady Vickie panicked; she rushed towards Tara while also called for the
First Aid box and a blanket; she just wanted to be sure that the girl was okay.
She cleared the floor next to tara and sat on the floor beside her, her hand
gently massaging Tara’s head.
      “I’m sorry, Tara. I am terribly sorry. We were not expecting him.” Lady
Vickie started. From the corner of her eyes, he noticed Jeff too wanted to
bend to check on Tara.
       “Jeff, please, don’t bend, just stay. Let me sort this out!” She was in tears.
      She held Tara in her hands and pulled her up, and they walked amid the
ruins back to the lounge area where they sat earlier. There, she covered her
with a blanket while she and Bishop tended to her injuries.
        The whole room was in complete chaos, already turned upside down. 
       The famous Sunday Lunch dining suite that had hosted dignitaries from
all around the world had just been vandalised. 
        By their son Jude! 
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      Jude also assaulted her, pushing her to the floor; he defied Bishop, and
most importantly, he assaulted their guest as well. Tara.
    She could not believe how much damage Jude caused within the few
minutes he was in the room with them. The entire place was complete upside
down. The lamps and the candlesticks on the table were all broken, and the
entire dining table was in disarray, with broken plates and cups everywhere.
       Hands down, that was the worst day of her life. And something told her it
was just the beginning of their nightmare.
        “Are you okay?” the older couple asked Tara again.
      “No. He’s going to kill me,” Tara sobbed; she shivered, holding on to her
blanket. “He warned me to back off, I didn’t listen.”
        “He did?” Bishop was shocked. “When?”
        “After the last time I came here, he bailed me from the police and warned
me to stay out of his business.”
     “No, he’s not going to kill you.” Lady Vickie reassured, trembling. She
looked at Bishop, he was trembling too.
       “How did you know? You don’t know these people. You don’t know them,
they are dangerous.”
        “But this is Jude. You said he changed,” Bishop sounded confused.
       “I ticked him off. It was all my fault. He had been good for a long time. I
pushed him off the edge. It was all my fault.”
       Lady Vickie would not take it. After years of mentoring young ladies, she
would never allow the poor young lady to take the fall for her son. She was
even embarrassed to think of Jude as her son right now.
     “You cannot take responsibility for his action, darling. It was not your
fault. You did not tick him off. He is fully responsible for his irresponsible
actions. And he must take full responsibility for the consequences.”
      Lady Vickie was livid. First, Jude was fired. And secondly, she would press
charges.
       But if Jude was involved in crime, had he ever been caught? That was the
question she wanted to ask before Jude became the demon in the room.
        “If Jude was such a criminal, how did he manage to escape? How come he
was never found guilty?  How come he wasn’t locked up in jail?”  Lady Vickie 
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was asking different questions. “Oh! Jeez! That boy is so fired. And I am
pressing charging for assault! For vandalization! For everything!”
     “Ma’am, please don’t put yourself in harm’s way.” Tara disagreed with
their decision to press charges.
        “You mean we should be afraid of him.” Lady Vickie was ready for a fight.
“No, we won’t! We must protect you. He needs to get locked away. He needs
to go learn his lesson somewhere. Somewhere hard.”
   “You don’t know what you are pitching yourself against. I am not
complaining, and I’m not pressing charges. I can take care of myself. It’s you
that I’m concerned about. You and Bishop.” Tara explained and then
softened. “And Jude. Please save him. Please let it go. He’s just a lost soul.”
        “You should press charges. He assaulted you!” Bishop added.
      “Not you too, sir,” Tara sounded compassionate. “Please save him. He’s
been doing well for all these years. He slipped just this once; you can’t turn
your backs against him. Why would you? Just because he made just a simple
mistake?”
        “This is one time too many, Tara,” Bishop replied.
       “Absolutely! We cannot tolerate abuse or enable the abuser. And this is not
‘just because’. He knew exactly what he was doing. He even threatened you
before now!” Lady Vickie was not having it. 
       “You have not answered Lady Vee’s questions.” Bishop took them back to
their previous conversation. It made more sense to Lady Vickie, particularly
now that they had all witnessed a little of what Jude was capable of. 
        “Why he was never locked up. You said you were at a trial.”
        “I told you already. The court determines those stuff.”
        “So, he was never caught?”
      Tara swallowed hard, and she was rubbing her hands on her head. Lady
Vickie watched as Bishop held Tara’s hand and encouraged him to talk. 
        “A couple of times, but they always released him.”
        “And the one where you were a witness?”
      “Yeah, that was a big one. It got to that stage because they wanted him
gone. He was tried but he was found not guilty. I had to testify, even though
that time we had already broken up. I told them my truth. From my point of
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view. Thankfully, the justice system agreed with us. His other friends
arrested together, one got life, one got ten years, the other two got fifteen
years. But Jude was released.”
       Lady Vickie narrowed her eyes. It appeared that Tara was just as vicious
as Jude. She was sure whatever truth Tara told as a witness was a lie.
        “Did you lie for him, under oath?”
       “Nope!” Tara sounded determined but looked sad. “I told them my truth.
And finally, the case got a direction, and Jude was cleared. It was a popular,
high-profile case; you can get your lawyers to look into it.”
        “Tell us the truth.”
     “Okay. Yeah. Jude was found guilty of some other crimes, and he was
sentenced, but it was just for eighteen months that remained. That was why
he dropped out of his studies. That was why he lost almost all of his assets.
That was why he never found out about JJ. That was why I told you I didn’t
know where he was when I brought JJ to you. That was why I named his son
after him,” she sobbed quietly. “And when he was released, they decided he
wasn’t useful to them anymore, so they tried to take him out by staging an
accident. I think you know the remaining parts.”
       Lady Vickie felt her world collapse; she knew her life would never remain
the same again.
       A convicted criminal was the Senior Pastor of her church all these years,
and she and her husband did not know. And when he realised that they
found out, he showed them his true picture, and, right in their presence, he
attacked the poor girl.
        “Ex!” Tara corrected. “He’s a free man now.”
    Lady Vickie was too embarrassed. She couldn’t understand why Tara
continued to defend him. She didn’t feel the need to wipe her tears anymore.
She was too crushed. 
        She watched her husband and saw a similar pained look. 
        “Oh! My God!” Bishop shook his head.
        It was true that they didn’t know much about Jude.
       However, in retrospect, they never really gave him the chance to tell them
who he was. They dragged him from the hospital bed straight to the pulpit. 
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     They were too excited, holding on to the words of prophecies that had
gone forth even before Jude’s return, that he was a chosen vessel, and that he
would become a great instrument in God’s hands. 
      They did not run enough background checks; they did not insist on him
disclosing any event from his past.
        Now, it was too late. It was over.
        How would they handle this? And how would they go forward from here?
      Her husband Jeff interrupted her thought. He seemed to be thinking the
same thing.
       “But God spoke to us,” he spoke. “How come we missed it? Where did we
miss it?”
        “I don’t know,” she sobbed.
      “I failed him. I’m sorry,” Bishop continued. “He was doing so well, I got
carried away. I didn’t probe any further. I looked the other way; I took him at
surface level.” 
     Lady Vickie wasn’t ready to argue with her husband, there was a lot to
unpack there. 
      It finally made sense to her; it was not an accident that Bishop had been
mentally preparing her, prodding her, and pushing her out of her comfort
zone, and ordering her to get back to the pulpit, back to pastoring, to become
more visible, to take up all his ministry engagements and invitations.
    It wasn’t because of Nathan. It was because of Jude. It was because,
unknown to them at that time, Jude was going to fall away.
     Lady Vickie was broken, but having Bishop by her side, and knowing all
the things that they’d been through, she believed all would be well,
eventually. She knew the next couple of months would be hard; she would
have to face the world alone at some point, but she knew she had to be
strong. And she knew she was not alone.
       “Please, stay with us tonight,” Bishop spoke to Tara. “It’s not safe for you
to return to Lush Garden. Tomorrow, we’ll arrange another accommodation
for you.”
        “I am not going to run away from him!” Tara returned, defiant. 
        “If anything happens to you, we will never be able to forgive ourselves.”
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     Seeing how Tara stood defiantly against the man who just attacked her
gave Lady Vickie a little hope, but Bishop was right; they could never forgive
themselves if anything happened to her.
        Tara insisted that she was not going to pressing charges, and she was not
running either. Who did she think she was? Some superheroes?
        “I’m done running from Jude!” Tara sounded exhausted.
      “Very well then. In the meantime, we’ll beef up security, we’ll change all
the security passcodes and all the locks, while you decide what to do.” Lady
Vickie added. “Stay with us until we sort things out. But I will recommend
you vacate the house for him. We have a lot of other places where you’d be
safe.”
       “I think we should also hire a personal protection for you,” Bishop added.
“Just to be safe.”

       Lady Vickie helped her husband Jeffrey back to his room. She then called
a female in-house staffer to lead Tara to her room and assist her, and to also
get new sets of clothing for her. Thereafter, she called the security in to come
and assess the damage done and get the police on board. 
        She was determined to press charges against her son.
        About an hour later, she went back to check on Tara in her room, and she
found a broken Tara who had broken down in tears. Tara had been strong for
them all that night, but it was sad how broken she was inside.
      God! Who would protect this young lady? She wondered as she tried to
comfort Tara.
        Lady Vickie was exhausted, but she knew that her night was just starting.
She had to smash this evil before it managed to rear up its ugly head again.
        She went into her home office and did what she knew best.
        She began to pray and to wage war in the spirit.



        Krystal panicked.
       Jude had not spoken to her ever since she created a spectacle at Bishop’s
Place the previous night. He did not follow her when she barged out of the
house, he did not show any anger for the way she spoke rudely to his parents.
And he did not even bother to visit Rose, knowing how fond of Rose he was.
        Jude just cut her off. And that scared her. 
     She would have been happier if Jude were angry or upset. However, a
quiet Jude she could not handle. 
      Krystal sat by the hospital foyer, feeling lonely and distressed. Rose was
sick, her entire family was in chaos, and Jude had abandoned her. And as if
things were not bad enough, Boye was in the picture again; he had come to
stress her again, and the blackmail had resumed. 
        Again.
     When Boye apologised to Jude Okorie two days earlier at the hospital,
Krystal was glad. She thought Boye had at least come back to his senses. 
        It was only later that she realised that it was a trick. 
      Whatever Jude said to Boye at the hospital must have angered him. And
now that Boye considered himself to be in Jude’s good books, he had started
threatening her again that he would talk to Jude.
     There was nobody she could confide in who would not blame her. Her
mother would pounce on her like an angry bear. And her father would
possibly disown her. 
        She tried to call Jude again, but his phone number was dead.
      What had she brought upon herself? What was she thinking? How could
she even think of talking back at Bishop or Lady Vickie, right in their home?
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       She had visited Bishop’s place with Jude to wish Bishop the best with the
surgery. However, when she found Tara, all dolled up and sitting in the cosy
dining suite with Bishop and Lady Vickie, she lost it right then. 
      She was wrong to do that; she should be glad they didn’t arrest her like
they arrested Tara many months ago. She decided to apologise to Jude. She
would also apologise to his parents later. 
      However, it seemed Jude had cut her out. His phone was static; like he
disconnected his line. She couldn’t reach him. Her concern worsened.
        Her parents arrived at the hospital, and it wasn’t long before they noticed
that there was trouble in her paradise. The Ejiofor couple claimed that it was
unusual that Jude would be unavailable and unreachable and without any
explanation.
        “I’m sure he’s taking care of his father. Bishop is not feeling too well,” she
tried to sound upbeat.
      “He was here yesterday. And Bishop did not fall sick today,” her mother
replied.
       Eventually, she confessed to them what had transpired. Jude cut him off
because she was rude to Bishop and Lady Vickie the previous night. And as
she predicted, her parents didn’t hold back with heaping loads of insults on
her, right there at the hospital foyer! 
       How dared she disrespect Lady Vickie and Bishop Jeff? What exactly was
her problem?
        Every word they spoke to her stabbed her heart deeper and deeper. 
      It hurt so much that she wept right there at the hospital. But there was
nobody to comfort her. She was too afraid to mention that Boye had started
blackmailing her again, not after the insults she had received.
        She left her parents there at the hospital to go look for Jude. 
        She got to his official residence, but he wasn’t at home. 
      It seemed he moved out because some of his personal items were out of
place, and the security guards informed her that Jude had been out since the
previous night and that he was yet to be back. 
       “Please, tell him to call me whenever he comes back. Or rather, you call
me whenever he arrives.” She tipped them generously.
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        She then went to the Lush Garden house where Tara was staying, but she
couldn’t gain access; all the access codes had changed, and she could see the
security being beefed up.
         She went to the church office complex, but he wasn’t there either. 
    Pastor Nathan informed her that he had not seen Jude all morning.
Nobody else had.
        “He’s probably with Bishop,” Pastor Nathan told her. “He must have been
preoccupied with this surgery situation. His phone’s battery is probably flat.
I think you’d find him there at Bishop’s Place.”
        She didn’t have a choice but to go to Bishop’s Place to grovel. 
    She imagined that they would have gone to the hospital for Bishop’s
admission as planned; but at least, she hoped to at least find some clues. 
      However, when she arrived at Bishop’s Place, she was surprised to see
that Lady Vickie herself was still at home. 
      Something was off about the clergywoman; she stood stoic, she was not
smiling, she was not warm or accommodating either. Krystal could not
blame the older woman; she was the person with the extremely uncultured
attitude the previous night. 
        “How may I help you, young lady?” 
        “I’m looking for Jude.” Lady Vickie never called her young lady.
      “Newsflash, Jude doesn’t live here. I also haven’t seen Jude since both of
you came here yesterday and decided to be rude to Bishop and me. If you
find him, tell him that I am expecting his response to my e-mail!”
     Thereafter, Krystal was shown the way out. Krystal knew she was not
welcome at Bishop’s Place in the foreseeable future.
      Krystal sat in her vehicle and tried again to track Jude’s devices, but he
had disconnected those too. She tried to access Jude’s emails and social
media accounts, but all access had been blocked as well. 
        It seemed Jude disappeared from the surface of the earth.
        Krystal was worried. 
      What would happen to her? How would she survive if Jude left her?  Her
entire life and identity had been built around Jude, and around the hope of a
future with him. She could not imagine what she would be without him. 
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        She couldn’t recognise herself anymore. 
        Jude was her safety net, otherwise, she didn’t belong anywhere. 
       Her parents always insulted her for every simple mistake she made. And
she was notorious for making those mistakes. And now, she realised how
unpopular she had become in Jude’s family. Truth be told, she didn’t have
much personal relationship with anybody in Jude’s family. She was hardly
ever there alone, and she was always literally holding Jude’s hand anytime
they visited, even though they visited often.
       Being the future Pastor Mrs Krystal Okorie was the only identity she had.
If she lost that, she would become irrelevant in their ministry; she would
possibly also lose her high-powered job, her advisory and board positions, as
well as her roles as a top administrative staff at Believers Group of Schools.
        And what would happen if Boye managed to get to Jude? 
      The deadline Boye gave her was approaching fast, and she wondered for
how long she could hold her ground before caving to Boye’s pressure. The
stakes were too high, she could have been brave if she were in Jude’s good
books, but with what she did to him and Bishop and Lady Vickie the previous
evening, Jude might not be so forgiving.
        The Okorie’s don’t waste time at all; they strike immediately, she thought.
      What she didn’t realise was that Jude had bigger things on his chest; the
last thing he worried about was a petty, insecure girlfriend.

      Lady Vickie returned to an empty home; Jeffery, her husband of almost
four decades and her Bishop had been admitted to the hospital for spinal
surgery.
     She was tired, but their ministry was on fire; it was burning from up-
down, and it appeared that the centre could not hold; it was all a matter of
time before everything would come crumbling down.
       Their darling son and the Senior Pastor of their church, Jude Okorie had
just given them the betrayal of a lifetime. And then, he disappeared from
their lives. 
        Without a trace. Without a word. Without an explanation.



212

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

    He was not there for his father who was admitted for a major back
operation, he wasn’t there for little Rose who was on admission, he wasn’t at
home, he wasn’t with Krystal, he hadn’t come back to attack Tara. Pastor
Nathan didn’t know his whereabouts. 
        Nobody did! 
       In a twinkling,  Jude disengaged everything about his life from them all.
It was as if he had the switch already in place, and he simply flipped it off,
cutting himself from their lives.
        She should probably file a missing person report. And say what? 
        Lady Vickie held back the pain that threatened to crush her. 
        Jeff back at the hospital for his admission, and she was alone. 
       Her darling husband would be choosing between having his life back and
being crippled or riddled with pain for life. Or die trying. Jeff had told her to
return home, but she had heard stories of people who died of heartbreak.
        All she wanted was to have her Jeff back.
        She knew that she shouldn’t be thinking about negativities, but it seemed
she couldn’t help the wall of negativities that was building up around her and
closing in on her.
        Their ministry faced an uncertain future.
        Their ministry faced extinction.
        If Jude’s story became public, it would be game over for them. 
    With Bishop going for back surgery and unable to engage in public
ministry for a while, it would be all depend on her. She alone, and Nathan.
       She trusted Nathan’s loyalty, but Bishop had successfully planted a seed
of doubt in her. If Nathan wanted to take advantage or take over their
ministry, she would probably not be strong enough to confront him. 
       A little story about their past, or about how she took advantage of him in
the early days, leaked to the press was all it would take to sink her already
rocking ship. She did not think Nathan would be so petty though.
       It wasn’t the first time their ministry had faced extinction. But she always
had her strong men, her formidable team to save the day. But now, with two
men down, Bishop and Jude, she wondered if the Vickie-Nathan team could
save the day, or if Nathan could be trusted.
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        She had no choice, but to lean on Nathan.
     Their church was on fire. Their ministry was on fire. But it was not a
happy fire. 
        Their church had lost its leadership.
        Their ministry was burning, right from the top.
        Yes! There was a shift in the spirit. Just like Bishop prophesied. Only that
it was more than they bargained for. The prophecy was for them, for their
family, and their family only. 
        She prayed that the church would be spared. The twenty thousand souls
on-site, the millions that connected to them globally, and the body of Christ
that looked up to them for leadership!
     Bishop Jeff Okorie would be away from public ministry for a long time.
Pastor Jude Okorie was, well, currently nowhere to be found. Even if they
found him, he had been indefinitely suspended; he would still be fired, and
she would press charges against him. And Lady Vickie Okorie was tired,
exhausted, over, and done!
        Picking her phone, she made a call through to Nathan. 
        She needed Nathan now, much more than ever before.



        By Tuesday evening, Tara eventually returned home to Lush Garden. 
     She had insisted on returning home because she didn’t want to stay at
Bishop’s Place beyond her welcome. She ended up spending two whole days
at the Bishop’s Place since her unexpected visit on Sunday, and the
subsequent attack by Jude. 
       It was nice that she stayed; Bishop’s Place had been thrown into complete
chaos. Lady Vickie needed help; she kept turning to her for comfort and
encouragement. And Tara was glad she was there to assist with whatever the
clergywoman needed. 
      During the two days she spent there at Bishop’s Place, several meetings
held, with lots of staffers running back and forth at the offices located within
the grounds of Bishop’s Place, setting up the conference centre and
organising refreshments. 
        Tara spotted Pastor Nathan multiple times. 
       And Lady Vickie’s extreme strength and control scared her. Tara however
kept a low profile; most times, she stayed away, locked in the suite that was
given to her within the mansion itself. 
     She learnt the meetings were classified, and they held at Bishop’s Place
mainly for privacy purposes; she could see that they were not pleasant
meetings, and they were taking a toll on Lady Vickie. Not to mention that she
must still visit Bishop at the hospital. And Jude was still nowhere to be found. 
        Tara decided to be there to support the family.
   Tara knew the newfound revelations about Pastor Jude Okorie were
damaging and rather undesirable, but she had pleaded with Lady Vickie to be
discrete, and not to spread that news about Jude without at least conducting
a thorough investigation. 
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        Jude had served their church for years; he hadn’t given them any reasons
to doubt him. Surely, he deserved some consideration. Surely, he deserved a
second chance.
      Spending those two days with Lady Vickie at Bishop’s Place also allowed
the workmen to complete the installation of the upgraded security in the
Lush Garden home. 
    Tara came briefly, earlier that Tuesday morning, to meet the security
company to receive the keys and to activate the security codes that were
newly upgraded in the house. Granted, it was Jude’s house, but beefing up
security was not her idea; Jude’s parents thought of it. 
       Well, she wasn’t complaining. She appreciated it. As an added measure,
security was also beefed up at the main entrance to the Lush Garden
Complex, and the new guards were to specifically watch out for Jude. 
       Further arrangements were also being made for her personal protection,
but it was not yet finalised, particularly with all the things going on. 
      Bishop’s surgery would be starting by eight the following morning. Tara
decided she would spend the night at Lush Garden, and then she could go to
the hospital early in the morning to be there for Lady Vickie during the long
hours of surgery. 
     She had not expected the surgery to last for four hours. Her appendix
surgery lasted for less than one hour. But the doctor had advised that they
anticipated that the surgery might take long. 
        For once, Tara was grateful she was not a surgeon.
       It was getting dark, and Tara was grateful for the new security upgrades.
Otherwise, she would be sleeping in the big house with one side of her brain
fully awake and alert. Like the whale.
    However, as soon as she stepped inside the building, Tara knew that
something was amiss. She panicked.

     Tara arrived at Jude’s Lush Garden home. She took the familiar well-lit
walkway that led to the wide steps of the side entrance of the house. She
stepped into the covered patio. 
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        She disarmed the house and pushed the doors that led to the kitchen and
its adjoining dining area. Something did feel wrong; it felt like the house had
been disarmed already. Even the glass wall had been blinded, shutting off the
little outdoor light. 
        Perhaps the security company changed a few things, she thought. 
      She dropped her bag; that was when she saw a shifting shadow making
her stop in her tracks. And immediately she was greeted by a familiar
cologne. 
        How dumb could she be? What was she thinking?
        Clearly, she had underestimated Jude!
     Panic ran down her spine and she hyperventilated as she saw a strange
figure move again swiftly through the darkness. She plunged to the kitchen
table and held on to the first weapon she could find.
        A kitchen-knife.
        ‘That would work. Maybe not,’ she swallowed hard.
      “I have a knife and I know how to use it!” Tara screamed loudly into the
darkness, panicking, as she held on to the knife with all her might. “And I
have a black belt in karate.”
        Whom was she deceiving? She hadn’t used a knife in like forever, and she
hadn’t practised karate since she fell pregnant with JJ. She was clearly out of
form, but at least she wouldn’t go down without a fight.
        There was a flip, and the lights came on. Dimly.
        And standing right in front of her was Jude. The ever-evasive Jude!
        His eyes held a flaming glow, and with jaws set, and he held her gaze.
    That was the same Jude everybody thought had disappeared from the
surface of the earth. The same Jude for whom they were busy upgrading the
entire security system to keep away.
        He was right there looking intently at her.
        How did he get in? And when?
   ‘He must have been in the house the whole time, waiting for her.
Otherwise, how did he enter?’ Tara wondered.
        He was unarmed, but Tara couldn’t be fooled. Jude didn’t need a weapon.
        “I have a knife!” she repeated, louder, her breathing uneven. 
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        Jude was unperturbed. He stood still; he was looking at her, and probably
planning his next move.
        “Stay away from me!”
        No response, but his eyes darted back and forth. 
      She was the link to Jude’s past, she compromised herself; now certainly,
Jude was going to kill her.
       She couldn’t keep her eyes from her target, while her mind reeled, as she
looked for her quickest escape. A few ideas flew past her mind; the security
guys showed her some tricks; there were panic buttons, a voice-activated
something, and there was one connected to her key. But none worked.
       Her life flashed before her eyes; she should have listened to Lady Vickie.
She should have stayed back at Bishop’s Place. 
       If only she could get to her keys in her back pocket, or reach the door, or
call the SOS on her phone, she might perhaps escape. In a swift move, she
pulled her key ring from her pant pocket; the scoff on Jude’s face told her he
knew something about the panic button not working. 
       The only hope was the kitchen knife she held. And she couldn’t afford to
shift her gaze from Jude. And he looked at her with the same intensity.
      Tara remembered their faceoff on Sunday, at Bishop’s Place – how she
had defiantly stood up to him. She knew what she saw on his face; it was
anger, but it was also fear. And she took advantage of the situation. 
      Right now, Jude had a similar look, but there was something else. Tara
didn’t know what she was seeing. She couldn’t read him, or perhaps she
couldn’t make sense of what she saw.
        Jude started walking towards her. 
     Tara panicked; she breathed heavily as Jude slowly closed the gap that
remained between them. If he killed her, nobody would know. If the panic
button wasn’t working and the house had been disarmed; there was a good
chance that the security cameras too had been deactivated.
      Jude took more determined steps as he marched towards her, her gaze
still locked in his. He didn’t look like he was coming to kill her or hurt her in
any way, but Jude could be unpredictable; with each step, she was extremely
afraid.
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      “I come in peace,” Jude finally spoke as he eliminated the little distance
between them, making both his hands visible to her.
    “I have a knife, and I know…” she said in a final desperate attempt,
tapering into a whisper, choking on her breath. “I know how to use it,” she
whispered.
        Jude grabbed her knifed hand with one hand without taking it from her.
     Tara could not breathe. She didn’t know what Jude was up to, and his
presence was too overpowering for her. Too overwhelming.
     Jude ran his free hand on her face tracing the edges and massaging it
gently. She felt his breaths were uneven and he looked at her with an
intensity that was strange to her. She saw it on his face two days earlier, but
she discounted it as nothing. But now, the look was back, making her pulse
jump in their hundreds.
        She felt powerless to stop him; all her resolves gave way. 
       Then Jude ran his hands gently through her hair, ruffling it, and then he
smoothed it back. She had removed the ruined ponytail that he used to drag
her that Sunday evening; it was just her silky relaxed hair that was left.
      “You’ve got lovely hair. On Sunday too. I’m sorry I pulled it. I’m sorry I
dragged you. I’m sorry I pushed you.” He gently ran his hands down to her
arms, like he was checking for her injuries. “I was so worried; I saw you bleed
a little, I wondered if you were cut by glass. My God! I can’t believe I gave you
red-eye. I’m sorry for everything. I’ve been waiting here for you, to tell you
how sorry I am.”
       Tara calmed down a bit, but her heart didn’t stop racing. She watched as
Jude took the knife from her. If he hurt her now, it was her fault. Not that
she had a chance anyway, but now, her only weapon for self-defence was
gone. 
        And her emotions were on fire.
        “Dimples, thank you, for staying back with my Mum and with my Dad. It
means so much to me. Thank you for supporting them when I couldn’t.” 
        Jude moved even closer, his hands gliding gently all over her body.
        Tara panicked. Had he been following her? She thought he was locked up
indoors, but apparently, he came in. But how? 
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        And strangely, he had referred to his parents as Mum and Dad. 
      She had never heard him call them those names. He always called them
Bishop and Lady Vee, even in private conversations.
       “You’re so beautiful. I can’t believe I missed that. JJ would be proud. I’m
so proud of you too, I’m so proud of your achievements,” Jude continued
with his monologue. He ran his fingers sensually across her lips and up her
cheekbones, with an unmistakable passion in his eyes. 
        She wondered if he was going to kiss her. 
        He did not, but that did not stop Tara from becoming breathless. 
        Tara stood confused, as passion threatened to overcome her. 
      She wondered what Jude was up to. She would have understood if Jude
decided to hurt her, although she’d be grateful if he decided to spare her. If
he were going to hurt her, he would have done that already. 
      Rather, he apologised, a gesture that caught her by surprise, but at least
she could deal with that. What she could not handle, was Jude stirring up
feelings in her, feelings that were long dead and buried. And she felt
powerless to stop him.
      It was the toxic cycle they used to have. They would have a big fight, he
would hit her, and then they would make up, and have a stronger comeback,
until their next fight. But things were different now. As they should be. They
were no longer a couple. They hadn’t been for several years.
        Was Jude reverting to the old ways? she wondered. 
     He must be having a meltdown, which would easily explain his strange
behaviours, Tara concluded. 
     Tara knew that Jude would soon recover, and things would move on to
what they used to be. Jude wasn’t hers. Jude was a pastor. Jude was getting
married. None of those things was going to change, no matter what feelings
he stirred in her.
      She closed her eyes and looked away as passion engulfed her. She could
not think straight. Nothing made sense anymore; Jude was not backing off
either. He was reaching, reaching to the farthest and the weakest parts of her
heart. And she was powerless to stop him.
      ‘Please Jude, stop doing this to me,’ her heart cried, but she couldn’t find her
voice. 
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        Time stopped as Jude pulled her into his embrace. 
       She could feel the warmth of his minty, unstable breaths so close on her
face, her neck, her chest; she felt the wetness of his lips on her, as he took
over her body; his hands too were busy, running wildly all over her, pulling
her close against his firm body; they soon found a rhythm, one that matched
the wildness she now felt for him. 
        Seconds later his lips met hers.
        They kissed; it was wild, it was passionate; they both unlocked their pent-
up energies, and an insatiable craving for each other as he pulled apart the
unseen boundaries between them, and he pushed her through the short
distance to the closest wall, causing a little chaos on their path.
      Tara couldn’t believe how much she had missed Jude, or how much she
wanted him now. And Jude was unapologetic as he claimed every part of her.
       She didn’t know how long it went, but it was long enough to mess totally
with her mind, tear apart all her resistance, and leave her yearning for more. 
        They sure went back to borrow one of those days when they were younger
and they were passionately and recklessly in love. Nothing else made sense,
and nothing else mattered. She missed him. And suddenly, she wanted him,
more than she was willing to admit. There they stood, panting, breathless,
and both unable to pull away from the other.
    “I will never hurt you. I promise.” Jude eventually spoke through his
breath. “I will never raise my hands to hit you, ever again. I promise on my
life.” He promised, his hands running through her now scruffled hair,
panting, as he tried hard to convince her that he had changed. “I am not that
person anymore.”
     Tara quivered. She still couldn’t find her voice; only that she knew she
didn’t want him to leave.
       When Jude eventually pulled away, he apologised again, claiming that he
didn’t know what came over him and that he had been inappropriate with
her. 
       ‘No sir, you haven’t. Did I ever complain?’ Tara exhaled, and she still couldn’t
find her voice. If Jude wanted her to fall in love with him, he should as well
know that he succeeded. 
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      However, he couldn’t keep away for long, because seconds later, he was
back, digging his hands in a determined motion through her torso, all the
way down her thighs, and lifting her back to himself, taking her through the
clouds she hadn’t ventured into for years. 
       Tara smiled with relief; she followed breathlessly as Jude led her back to
the table that they had just disorganised through their passionate
expedition. Jude took the pen and tore off a sticky note, and he quickly
scribbled a number on it.
       “Dimples,” he said, still unable to take his hands away from her. “You are
the only person I can trust. I need you to have this number and I need you to
keep it a secret.”
        Tara nodded, but she still couldn’t speak.
      “You can reach me at any time on this number,” Jude explained. “Please,
don’t give anyone. Please don’t tell anyone you and I had been in contact.”
        Tara nodded, breathing heavily.
        “I need to sort a few things out, and I need to do it alone.” He pleaded. 
        And all Tara could do was nod.
      Jude pulled her back into his embrace, gently stealing another kiss. This
time around, he wasn’t aggressive; he just held her close, like he was drawing
strength and comfort from her.
      “Please take care of Bishop,” he whispered to her ears. “And Lady Vee. I
love them so much.”
        Tara was frightened; she wondered what that was about. 
     She still couldn’t say a word, she did not pull away and asking him any
question was out of it. She just wanted to feel his embrace, and she could feel
her pain too gradually fading away. It felt warm and peaceful; if only she
could stay in there with him forever!
        “I’ll miss you,” he told her. “Send my love to JJ.”
        Shortly afterwards, Jude was gone. 
     Tara watched him leave, and she slumped where she was standing; her feet
suddenly gave way. She hugged herself. She was more confused than before.
If she were not sure of what she felt for Jude before now, well, she couldn’t
doubt it now. 
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     It was all back, and she welcomed it, which made her tremble. She had
crossed the line, even though she knew that there were only heartbreaks on
the other side of that line. 
        She didn’t belong with him.
       Jude had come to say his farewell; Lady Vee was right, he was going away
for a long time, perhaps, for good. But at least, she had his new contact
number. Tara prayed that Jude would come back home, and soon.



        Tolulope Harry had spent the past three days praying for Jude. 
       It all started on Sunday when he was watching a clip of him preaching on
a streaming channel. He felt proud of the younger man, and of the progress
that he had made.
       He still remembered the first time God spoke to him about Jude, at a time
he didn’t know that Jude existed. He was not even a member of the Believers
Assembly then. He was meeting Bishop for the first time, and God spoke to
him that Jude would take over the church leadership.
     Little did he know that time that Jude had just been found twelve days
earlier, and he was still at the intensive care unit. But fast forwards, a few
years later, God confirmed his word. Jude was going to take over from
Nathan as the Senior Pastor, even though they were still in the transition
phase.
      Tolu felt it looked good on Nathan; their Senior Pastor seemed sensitive
enough to know when to hand over leadership so that he too could be
promoted in the spirit; some other ministers would rather hold on to power
forever, not knowing that there were still higher grounds ahead if they could
hand over the prominent roles to the younger generation; they would have
time to fulfil their other callings.
       Tolu smiled at his ruminations as he focused on the day ahead. It was his
duty month at home, which meant it was time to see to the welfare of their
two boys both of whom were under-five, and their adopted tween daughter,
and other domestic chores, like making breakfast. His other duties would
include getting the kids ready, supervising homework, reading books to the
kids, attending school events, and answering every nagging question from
the kids.
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        He and his wife Anita had devised a means to make things work in their
marriage: Each month they alternated their duties at domestic and business.
Even though they had help, they decided to be hands-on parents as much as
possible; that was how he raised his first son, Tobi. 
        His wife, Anita came to meet him where he was busy with breakfast. She
dumped her work bag, an oversized tote, and her computer carrier bag on
the table somewhere, with a bunch of keys, and she reached for an apple. 
        “Ready for work?” he asked.
     “Yeah! Something’s smelling nice. Does that recipe have a name that we
can pronounce?” she joked. Tolu was notorious for giving his recipes unusual
names. 
        Tolu laughed back. “Don’t worry, you’d love it.”
     “Anyway, make sure the homework is done before I come back,” Anita
winked. 
      “Ha, ha! Very funny,” Tolu smiled. He was also notorious for forgetting
homework during his duty months. 
       Tolu loved his duty months because those were his lazy months. It meant
he would get to work from home, while Anita would be the one doing all the
running around. It used to annoy Anita, because, during her home duty
months, she always helped him out as well at work, while in his duty months,
he just lazied around. Well, over time, she adjusted. 
        More like she indulged him.
        “Enjoy your day at work. And I will be here, at home, missing you.”
        “Argh! You are such a spoilt husband.”
        “Blame yourself,” Tolu replied. They also chatted lightly. 
    However, with Pastor Jude still strongly impressed on his mind; Tolu
couldn’t help but wonder if everything was well with him. He was distracted
as he chatted to his wife over breakfast. Anita spotted it immediately. 
      It was already three days after watching Jude preach, however, Tolu had
been unable to cast that image out of his mind. He felt God wanted him to
pray for Jude, to intercede for Jude, and the past three days, he had dutifully
done just that. He knew better than to doubt the instruction, even though he
didn’t think there was anything worrisome.
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        “It is about Pastor. I am worried about him. Is everything well with him?”
he confessed to Anita. His wife was on the pastoral team and a member of
the Eldership in the church. So, if anything were amiss, she would be one of
the first to know.
        “Which Pastor?” Anita narrowed her eyes.
        “Jude.”
      “Nothing that I know of, but I think he’s fine.” Anita reached out to kiss
him as she settled for her breakfast. “Bishop is going for surgery, and
Krystal’s sister is sick. So, it’s like double-barrel stress for him. Otherwise, I
can’t think of anything out of place. Is there a problem?”
        “No. I’ve just been burdened about him for days. And I’ve been praying.”
        “Then keep praying.” 
       Then she changed the topic. “We have an impromptu meeting today, the
Eldership meeting. If I notice anything about him that is out of place, I will
let you know.”
        “That will be perfect.”
      “Bishop is going for surgery this morning; I think it is a little weird that
Pastor Nathan fixed a meeting for the same day, but I think it’s just a
briefing on how Bishop is doing, or something related to his health,” Anita
explained.
        “I suppose many people from the Eldership will be at the hospital.”
      “Nope. Lady Vickie will be at the hospital with Bishop, but I doubt if the
doctors will allow anybody to see him apart from his wife and possibly Jude,”
Anita further explained. “The Eldership meeting will be at Bishop’s Place,
and Pastor Nathan is presiding over it. Only two of us from the Eldership will
be at the hospital, basically to support Lady Vickie, although she would have
some of her staffers with her. Bishop is expected to be in theatre the whole
day, and then the time to recover at the end of the surgery.”
        “Send my love to the family then.”
       “Will do. Hopefully, I’d find Jude at the Eldership meeting or the hospital;
I suppose he would be more concerned about his father, but I’ll try and have a
chat with him.”
       “That will be great,” Tolu replied hesitantly.
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      Tolu later continued. “You see, it sounds weird, but I have this strange
feeling to invite Jude over here to visit. That has been the crazy thought on
my mind. I tried to call him yesterday, but I couldn’t reach him.”
     “Okay, I’ll talk to him. I can invite him to the restaurant with Krystal.”
Anita offered.
        “That is also nice,” Tolu replied. “I will also send another mail to him, just
to ask him how he is doing. I’m sure it’s nothing. I know I’m just worried for
nothing. Maybe I’m getting old.” He grinned.
     Anita reached out and gently massaged his cheeks. “I know you have a
good heart. And it’s perfectly okay to express those concerns.”
       Tolu smiled. He felt truly blessed to have Anita in his life. 
       “We can invite him to come for lunch.” Anita continued as she got up and
reached for her bags. “I’m sure he will say he’s busy; he’s always busy. But I’ll
ask him if he can make out time to visit. I will insist.”
        “Perfect!” He finally got a satisfactory answer.
        “I will only be at the offices after all these meetings.”
      “I’m working from home.” Tolu sounded cheeky. No, he wasn’t coming
out to work today again!
        “Why am I not surprised.?” Anita rolled her eyes.
      “I’ll see you in the evening,” he kissed her as she reached for the door. “I
love you.”

        Krystal still couldn’t reach Jude. 
        ‘How long could a man hold grudges?’ She thought.
     Then it hit her. Perhaps Jude was in trouble. Or he might be sick. Or
perhaps something had happened to him. It was difficult for him to just
disappear without a trace like that. 
      She felt neglected. Particularly because nobody was talking to her – not
from her family, and not from Jude’s. Her parents were keeping malice with
her, threatening that she must find a way of mending things with Jude and
his family. However, she didn’t know what else to do.
        She couldn’t get hold of Jude.  
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        She could call Tara to find out if she’d heard from Jude, but that would be
too humiliating, and Krystal doubted Jude would have contacted Tara either. 
     She considered talking to Yvonne, particularly because she was close to
Jude. And even though she and Yvonne were not on good terms, she still tried
to reach out, but Yvonne cut her off rather rudely. 
        Pastor Nathan too stopped talking to Krystal.
       “I can’t talk to you now!” 
      That was the one-line she got from Pastor Nathan when she called, and
now, it appeared the pastor had blocked her as well.
       Lady Vickie too was not talking to her. She wouldn’t even talk to her about
Bishop’s surgery, even though Krystal really would have loved to help. 
        “I really would love to help,” she told Lady Vickie over the phone.
     “Please, Krystal, just give us some space and stop calling!” Lady Vickie
responded coldly to her. The truth was that she didn’t have a personal
relationship with Bishop or with Lady Vickie. The interactions she had with
them were either with Jude in attendance or facilitated by Jude. It had never
been just her relating with them. 
        Now that Jude was not in the picture, they couldn’t interact.
        And now, she was in their bad book. She was in everybody’s bad book.
     Krystal had learned her lessons a hard way; she would never make the
mistake of shouting at Bishop or Lady Vickie for the rest of her life. It was
obvious that that older couple didn’t tolerate nonsense. 
       Krystal remembered the time Tara misbehaved around them;  she too was
receiving the same cold treatment.
      Krystal returned defeated to the hospital. Their corner at the paediatrics
reception room was empty now. The guests that used to come in their
numbers when Jude was coming had significantly diminished. It was a show
for her parents. They wanted people to know about their relationship with
the pastor, and they were bragging to the world that they had Pastor Jude’s
number on speed dial. 
        People were visiting just because of Jude.
        Now that pastor had stopped coming, their table had also shrunk.
        Krystal was alone, and she was bearing the burden alone.



        Jude stood in the operating theatre, fully scrubbed, and he watched. 
      He’d planned to come with his mother to support her through the period
of Bishop’s surgery, but his world crashed suddenly, and that did not work
out. So, he had a private meeting with the doctors just before the surgery,
and thankfully they allowed him to be there in the theatre for the surgery. 
      He believed he must be there, regardless of his current relationship with
his father. If anything went wrong, he wanted to be the first to know. And
when his father woke from the surgery, he wanted to be there to see that he
was okay. 
    Many years ago, Jude was the one on that operating table. The brain
surgery he had, went on like forever, extending to around eight hours as the
doctors worked inside his head. And his father was there the entire time.
    Jude was on his feet for the entire four hours of the surgery. It was a
minimally invasive operation; however, the doctors already advised them
that they anticipated some problems, considering that there were multiple
discs and bones involved, and Bishop had also previously had surgery and
scars there, and for many other reasons. And that the surgery might also be
converted to a more invasive technique.
        Jude stood throughout without complaining; he owed Bishop that much.
        Besides, it allowed him to think about his life. 
       He was in such a big mess, and he didn’t know how to wiggle his way out
of this one. 
      He regretted everything. Everything he had done wrong in his past. He
also acknowledged that it was wrong of him to be silent about his past, and
to will it to go away. He had enjoyed grace, and healing, and promotion. 
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      He had served the Lord with all his heart and mind. He had served his
father, and his mother, as well. He had devoted many years of his life to
sterling leadership as a pastor. And nobody in the entire congregation would
have guessed his past was such a horrible one.
    But then Tara had come into the picture, and she ruined it all! She
confronted him with the reality of his life, and reminded him, that his very
perfect life was indeed not as perfect as he thought. Tara rattled them all
beyond limits. And she did it effortlessly. And she was not satisfied. She
went ahead and ratted him out. 
       Right in his parent’s home, she told them about his past. And right there,
with his parents in attendance, he physically attacked her. He also pushed
his mother.
      ‘What came over me?’ He had asked that question a million times. ‘What is
bringing out the worst in me? Where is the Holy Spirit in all of these? What about the
fruit of the Spirit? Why are they not helping me out at this point?’
       His life was perfect. And in a moment, everything went down the drain!
Now, he had lost it all. He had lost his job. His prestigious job. The best job
he ever had in his life. The job he had invested every living, breathing
moment upon since he started. 
        His pastoral calling!
     That same Sunday night, his mother, Lady Vickie, had sent a strongly
worded email to him, to Pastor Jude Victor Okorie, in which she addressed
herself as his employer. 
        Bishop Victoria Okorie.
        Lady Vickie gave him a seventy-two-hour ultimatum, for him to come up
with a good motivational letter on why he should not be fired or send in his
resignation letter within that same timeframe.
        So far, he had done neither. 
       The seventy-two-hour ultimatum was now almost gone. And he still had
no intention of sending either of those letters. He would not motivate to keep
his job, and he would not resign. Which left him with the third option – to be
fired. That meant he would lose all his benefits and be ready to face the dire
consequences. 
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        His mother was not playing games. He knew that already.
        His heart broke. 
       There was a shaking indeed, just like Bishop mentioned, and nobody had
been spared, not even little Rose!
      Jude wondered how Rose was doing; he prayed the girl would recover in
no time. He also hadn’t seen Krystal ever since she angrily stormed out of
that dining room. She spoke and acted rudely that Sunday night, but he
could hardly blame her. 
        With a sick family member and many sleepless nights, Krystal was on the
edge already, her emotions friable. A little push was all she needed to react
the way she did. 
       Having to deal with Tara as a guest of Bishop’s was probably too much for
her. He had no idea that Tara was a guest at Bishop’s Place, otherwise, he
would never have brought Krystal home in the first place. And the whole
fallout would have been avoided.
       There was no way he could have known that Tara was visiting his parents.
They didn’t tell him. Bishop too had stopped public appearances, including
hosting luncheons, since his back deteriorated and he had to be supported to
get things done. Besides, since the day they handed Tara over to the police,
his parents had not had any serious public relationship with Tara.
       He continued to regret that Sunday, thinking of what he could have done
differently. He shouldn’t have pushed his mother, but he did. He could still
remember how much Bishop suffered before he could get up from the seat,
just because he wanted to defend his wife.
     However, Bishop managed to cast out the demon that was pushing to
misbehave that Sunday night, because as soon as Bishop spoke, he could
come back to his senses almost immediately, and he could see how much
damage he had done, both physically and emotionally; he even thrashed their
dining hall.
      Jude was afraid of what the future held. He knew his mother would not
tolerate any of his misdeeds, and she would not hesitate to tell his story to
the world. And everybody would know him for who he was. 
        She would send him to jail if she must.
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   Jude realised his reputation was gone, a sterling reputation he had
meticulously build for years. It reminded him of a time long ago when his
father too was disgraced from the ministry. His father in turn abandoned
him and his mother and disappeared from their lives for years. 
       He feared he was towing the same path; he should probably run and keep
running. At least, he didn’t have anything much to tie him down.
      The best thing would be to break up with Krystal. He had failed her. He
had failed to give her the life he promised her – the prestigious life of
becoming Pastor Mrs Krystal Okorie. The way she liked to style herself.
       He had failed the church and all their entire ministries. He had failed his
parents. He had failed himself. He had failed JJ. He had failed everybody. He
had failed God too.
     At least the church would have Nathan back as the Senior Pastor. They
wouldn’t miss him because Pastor Nathan was capable. With Nathan in
charge, the church was in safe hands. Josh would one day grow to become
the future of their ministry, and if he were favoured enough, JJ too. While he
would have to face whatever consequences his actions would attract, even if
that meant going back to prison.
       He tried not to think of Tara. Tara ruined his perfect life. But even then,
when his house of cards came tumbling, Tara became the only person he
could trust. 
       She defiantly stood up to him the night he assaulted her at Bishop’s Place,
sending shockwaves down his spine, and reminding him of something. But
it wasn’t until he met her again at Lush Garden the previous night that he
realised what that memory was.
       He closed his eyes as he relived the kiss they shared. The spontaneity and
the energy of the kiss surprised even him. She didn’t say a word to him, but
she offered him comfort and hope. 
       He was probably taking advantage of her, using her as dumping ground
in his moment of stress and weakness, but it felt real. It felt genuine. 
      He didn’t have to fake it. He didn’t have to think about being the poster
boy for the model preacher’s kid or pastor of a megachurch.
        It was a relief, really. To break away from all the stress.



232

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        No wonder, Pastor Nathan wanted to hand it over to him.
        No wonder, Tolu Harry refused to take up any position in the church.
        The pressure was real. 
      As the first son of Jeffery and Vickie Okorie, he thought he didn’t have a
choice but to take up the mantle. He inherited the role; he was born into it; he
must protect the honour of his family. But now, he was free. He was not
afraid anymore. He could spread his wings and fly away now. 
        At least, he knew he tried.
     Thinking about Tolulope Harry reminded him of the email he received
from the older man that morning, but he quickly pushed the thought away.
He knew that both Tolulope and Pastor Anita Harry had soft spots for him,
but he wasn’t in the mood for ministry for the foreseeable future. 
        He was not ready to see Tolu Harry or Pastor Anita for that matter. 
        He didn’t want to see anybody. 
       He just wanted to be alone. By himself. And leave the church community
for good. He wanted to live his life again, without turning to the way of
crime, and without living under the constant magnifying glass of the church.
        Perhaps, he could have a good life, and perhaps find love again; true love,
not the one managed by the church. Krystal was a good girl, but they didn’t
deserve each other. If things went his way, he could have Tara again; they
could take their son JJ and move far away, far away from everybody.
        The thought felt good to him.
        He thought of Tara again.
       He would never forget the defiance on her face on Sunday night, the look
that made him face the truth of what he had felt for her ever since she
returned. It wasn’t anger. It was fear. But it was also something more. 
        Something stronger. 
        It could be love. Or perhaps lust. Passion. Obsession. 
        Whatever it was, it was dangerous. 
        But then, he was not a stranger to danger.
        He had invaded her personal space the previous night when he kissed her
at Lush Garden, but Tara was generous to him; she reciprocated his gesture,
and she matched his passion.
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     He let his mind wander, as the beeps from the monitors in the theatre
soothed his nerves. There was a lady somewhere pulling every string in his
heart. It was all lust, no doubts, but what did he have to lose? 
        He had fallen hard already. From grace. 
      He let his mind stray – to a happy place where he could think of her, of
holding her, kissing her. He remembered everything. He could still smell her
cologne. He could still feel the texture of her hair, the tenderness of her lips,
all the curves and edges. 
        Tara. Dimples.
        She was beautiful, and he missed it the entire time. 
        He could still feel her relax in his embrace. Speechless. Wanting more. 
       She didn’t say a word, but everything she didn’t say melted his heart. He
saw it in her too. She felt what he was feeling. He would go look for her. If
only she would agree to run away with him. 
        They could take JJ, and they could start a new life together. 
        A man could dream!
       Thinking about Tara was strange to him, but life had been crazy in recent
times. 
        He was in love. With her.
        Or lust. Whatever.
        Perhaps he could take the plunge and go get her.
      The sound of his father waking up from the surgery juggled him back to
reality.
        That was his cue. 
        He had to disappear before his cover was busted. 
        They must not know that he was there the whole time.



       Anita sounded desperate over the phone; Tolulope couldn’t understand a
thing she said. Tolu was in his home office when he received the frantic call
from his wife.
        “Calm down, honey. Are you okay?”
        “No!”
        Tolu sat up, fear gripping his heart. Was his wife in some trouble?
   “You are right, honey,” Anita spoke with agitation. “Jude has been
suspended.”
      “What? Suspended? From what?”  Tolu could not believe his ears. “What
happened?”
     “Jude has been suspended. Effective immediately. Jude is no longer the
pastor at the Believers’ Assembly, by any direct or indirect association. He is
no longer the Senior Pastor, in fact, he is not any kind of pastor or any kind
of minister. He is gone!”
        “Gone? Where? That is so strange!” Tolu got up and paced back and forth.
It was already four days of him interceding for Jude. He had been praying
since Sunday. 
        What could be going on around that young man?
    “Pastor Nathan is now the Senior Pastor. It is already confirmed by a
church release signed by Lady Vickie herself. And by the Sunday, it will be
announced to the church, immediately after which it will be released to the
press and the public!”
        “That is serious! What happened?” Tolu asked again.
      “Well, we didn’t get the fine details. But we got a briefing. It was a pre-
recorded video from Lady Vickie. She recorded it this morning before she left 
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for the hospital with Bishop. She said something like it was with regrets that
she was announcing to us that with immediate effect, Jude Okorie had been
suspended and relieved from his roles as the Senior Pastor of the Believers
Assembly and that all personal interactions with him are at individual’s risk.”
        “Are you for real?”
      “A hundred per cent, Tolu. I’m still here in the conference room at Bishop’s
Place. I just came out to call you. It’s terrible. The mood here is so sombre.”
        “I can imagine.”
     “Lady Vickie said that she gave Jude the options of responding within
seventy-two hours to all allegations levelled against him – either by writing a
motivation letter or by sending in his resignation, otherwise he would be
fired. She claimed he had not responded to either, which left her with no
other option than to take such actions against him while they continued with
their internal investigations. Honey, it still feels like a nightmare.”
     Tolu trembled. He knew God had been giving him specific instructions
about Jude over the past few years, even before he ever knew of Jude’s
existence. It felt like God placed him as a watchman of some sort over Jude.
It wasn’t his business; they were not even personal friends, but he had
obeyed every instruction God ever gave him about the pastor.
    He had been praying for Jude since Sunday. And God spoke to him
specifically about Jude – that he should ask Jude to come and spend some
time in their home. 
      He initially thought it was a crazy idea, like, what could ever go wrong with
Jude? And why would Pastor Jude want to spend more than few hours in their home? 
      However, now, he could see that there was indeed fire on the mountain.
That call from his wife was a confirmation. Jude was in trouble, and it was up
to them – to him and Anita – to take Jude in and nurture him back to health. 
       He was aware it would be at his own risk, but it was a risk he was willing
to take. “What do you think is the problem with him?” He asked his wife.
     “It seemed the problem was before he became a pastor. Jude did some
things that were wrong and hideous, and he did not disclose. And he had
been hiding them ever since. I don’t have the details for now.” Anita was still
jittery over the phone.
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        Somehow, Tolu was relieved. 
      If Jude’s errors were things that he did sometimes more than five years
ago, then it was okay. It wasn’t like Jude did something bad recently.    
        However, Tolu knew he still needed to be careful.
      Jude had not given them any reason to doubt his integrity. They worked
together as parents at the Believers Group of schools, because his adopted
daughter Hope was in the same phase as Josh and Rose. He had also known
him since his accident. Jude didn’t look like an inconsistent man. 
      And Tolu never had any checks in his spirit against Jude. Until Sunday
when he suddenly couldn’t stop praying for him. 
        All his efforts to reach Jude had been unsuccessful, so he sent an email to
him earlier that morning, hoping Jude would somewhat find it, and perhaps
reply.
    Just then, as he hung up the call with his wife, Jude’s message came
through.
      Tolu read it over and again and checked it thoroughly to see if he could
discern any information in-between the lines. But that was not necessary. 
        The message was clear.
        Jude was not interested in his offer.

“Hi, Mr Harry. Thank you for reaching out to me. 
And thank you for praying for me. 

 I need all the prayers I can get right now. It’s been rough lately; 
 I also could have lost my job as the pastor of the Believers’ Assembly. 

 So, I don’t think it’s such a good idea for you to associate with me for now.” 
~ JV Okorie.

       Tolu’s heart broke, and he forwarded the message immediately to Anita,
knowing that they were a team in this, and she would be discrete with it.
        “Do whatever the Lord asks you to do,” she responded immediately. 
        ‘Anita! You are not being helpful there,’ he grumbled.
        Tolu replied immediately.

“Dear Pastor Jude. My first allegiance is not to the Believers’ Assembly,
 but to the One who asks me to reach out to you. Anita and I will be honoured if you can

visit our home as soon as you find the time. I insist. TT Harry.”
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        Jude responded a bit later.
“I think you can drop the ‘pastor’ bit for now. Just Jude.

 I will get back to you as soon as I can.”
      Tolu did not understand why it was his responsibility to nurture such a
great man of God back to health, but whatever God asked him to do, he was
more than willing to run with it. 
        He was making dinner; Anita would soon be back. 
        And while he worked, he continued praying.



        Tara visited Bishop’s Place again at the invitation of Bishop’s wife – for a
long, and quite disheartening conversation. 
       “Lady Vickie is upset by Pastor Jude,” Kenneth prepped her on the way as
their driver drove them to Bishop’s Place. Kenneth escorted her as usual;
Tara couldn’t help but notice Kenneth and other staffers’ devotion and loyalty
to the Okorie’s family.
       Kenneth guided her to Lady Vickie’s home office. 
     Lady Vickie looked distraught; she forced a smile, but even then, stress
lines had already formed on her forehead.
        The surgery was successful, Bishop had been discharged from the theatre
and was in the intensive care unit under constant supervision for a while
before returning to his private hospital suite. 
        That was what Lady Vickie told her when they were finally alone. 
     Tara was relieved; at least, the surgery was successful, and Bishop was
fine. But Lady Vickie was not fine.
      Lady Vickie led her to the room where they had dinner on Sunday, there
she sobbed quietly as she opened her heart to Tara. It had already been
cleaned up and restored to its former glamourous state.
       “It feels like I have lost the two most important men in my life, and at the
same time,” she told Tara. “And this is happening right at the point when the
church is on fire, burning down from the top. The bad kind of fire.”
    Tara sat on the same couch she sat previously; she listened without
interrupting as Lady Vickie continued to pour out her heart. She wondered
why Lady Vickie had chosen to confide in her.
        “Our ministry is in crisis; I think you should know that by now.”
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        Tara nodded.
       “Jude has been suspended and the leadership has been notified. He is no
longer the Senior Pastor of the church, and he has been relieved of all his
roles and responsibilities in all our ministries,” Lady Vickie sighed and then
continued.
       “Now, Pastor Nathan is back as the Senior Pastor and the man in charge.
Bishop is down, and I have to be there for my husband. I don’t know how
long it would take; the doctors say it will take some months for him to fully
recover, maybe six months, maybe more, we don’t know. When Jude was
sick, it took an entire year to fully recover. I don’t know how long this will
take, but I know we are in for a long haul.”
        “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry to hear that.”
      “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Lady Vickie said honestly. “I don’t
know if I’m strong enough to take up Bishop’s role and take on his
engagements. But with Bishop down, and Jude is nowhere to be found, I
must find my strength. I must get back to running the affairs of the church.
Alone. With Nathan”
        “How do you mean Jude is nowhere to be found?”
        Lady Vickie shook her head.
      “Nobody has seen him or heard anything from him since he left here on
Sunday,” she said. “He’s cut himself from the church as well. He just flipped
the switch and separated himself cleanly from the rest of us. Nobody could
access anything that’s his, not even simple things like operating his social
media account. Nobody could reach him. Not his fiancée. Not Yvonne. Not
Nathan. That’s the action of a determined man. He’s gone.”
        “Gone?”
        “Yep!” Lady Vickie sobbed painfully. “Just when I thought I had him back,
then he’s gone again. He wouldn’t talk to me; he wouldn’t talk to his father,
and he wouldn’t talk to Nathan. He didn’t trust any of us. He simply
disconnected himself from the rest of the world. Ugh! I waited for him for
twelve years. Twelve good years. He left home when he was sixteen. And he
returned at twenty-eight. Twelve years. And now, he’s gone again. Maybe for
good. I don’t know. I don’t know if he’s ever coming back.”
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     Tara moved closer and hugged the crying woman into her embrace. It
seemed unlikely that she and Lady Vickie would ever be close in their
lifetime, but there she was, consoling the strong and mighty Vickie Okorie.
        “And now that I’ve fired him as the pastor, it is over; he’ll hate me for life.
But I must take a strong position. I love him; he is my son. But this is not
about our family; it’s way bigger than that. This is about the ministry. I fear
that Jude wouldn’t be coming back home. Ever. I pushed him away.”
        Tara patted Jude’s mother gently on the back. 
      She had never seen Lady Vickie get so emotional before their discussion
on Sunday. That woman was tough, but the discussion Tara had with them
on Sunday and the events that followed seemed to have broken her. 
     Tara felt sorry; panic gripped her as Lady Vickie wept. But after what
seemed like forever, Lady Vickie finally wiped the tears.
       “I’m sorry I had to dump this burden on you,” Lady Vickie fidgeted. “But
please, keep an eye out for me. If you ever hear anything about Jude, please
let me know. Please. Just give me a hint, and I will go look for him. I can’t
just give up on my little boy. He means the world to me.”
        Tara nodded. “Will do, ma’am.”
        Shortly after, she left.

       Tara returned to Lush Garden feeling miserable. She had promised Lady
Vickie that she would get back to her as soon as she heard any news from
Jude; she would do her best to track him down and bring him back home.
        But she knew that was a lie she had told.
        She had spotted Jude. And, yes, she had been in contact with Jude. 
       Just the previous evening, Jude was in the same room with her. She and
Jude shared a passionate kiss and made out together. She didn’t have to hunt
Jude down, for God’s sake, she had Jude’s direct phone number. 
        She could easily get him if she wanted to. 
        She could feel that Jude was watching her and monitoring her every step.
She knew Jude had followed her closely enough to know that she had been
there for his parents. 
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      And he had given her the task of taking care of his parents for the period
he wouldn’t be available.
        ‘What am I going to do now?’ she wondered aloud.
      She couldn’t possibly betray Jude again, or rat him out to his parents as
she did previously. But she also couldn’t endure seeing how helpless and
heartbroken Bishop was before the surgery. Or how miserable and emotional
Lady Vickie was the entire afternoon when they were together.
    Worse still, she still hadn’t had time to process her own feelings. She
missed Jude. The previous night was still fresh in her memory. She hadn’t
recovered; she wasn’t even close, not like she wanted to recover from the
feeling though.
      She hugged herself and leaned against the wall as she let her mind drift
back to the previous night, the night when Jude unapologetically broke
through her defences and claimed her heart. Her breath remained uneven as
she thought about how she felt being with Jude. 
       The connection was real, the kiss was magical, and her heart soared. She
recalled the apology from Jude, his monologue, how he made her feel, and
how she was speechless the entire time.
     And then, Jude left, leaving her thirsty for more. She missed him; she
wanted him, all of him. It was wrong, she was sure of that. But that didn’t
change how she felt about him. She was embracing the feeling. She loved it.
       Tara wanted to believe Jude felt something for her too. It felt too real, too
heartfelt for it to be fake. If only she could know for sure.
        There was only one way to find out.
       Pulling out her phone, she dialled the number she had stored as “you know
who”.

        Tara knew she would regret it, but she did it anyway.
     Jude did not pick up, and he did not call back, and Tara couldn’t help
herself anymore. Not knowing what Jude felt for her, and not knowing when
she would be seeing him again were driving her nuts. She wanted to hear his
voice. She needed to get the truth out somehow. 
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       She needed Jude. Right away, if possible.
      She decided to do a short video and laid it all bare. Her desires, and how
she felt about him. Jude flirted with her, seduced her, kissed her, and he
wasn’t apologetic about it. Why should she? She was only returning the
favour, in every candid way possible.
        Seduction was the goal; he started it.
      Like a crazy woman, she pulled out her video kit, and she connected her
smartphone. She didn’t have to try so hard; she knew what Jude liked, and
what he wouldn’t be able to resist if he cared enough. 
        There was only one way to find out, she argued with herself.
        She exposed herself, beyond what she knew was appropriate.
        “Baby, I missed you. Come back to me,” she started.  
       She was breathless, she was passionate. And she went ahead anyway. To
tell him how much she wanted him. Needed him. To come. To hold her. To
kiss her. And said things she knew she shouldn’t, words that could
potentially ruin what was left of her reputation.
   Her heart did a double flip as she watched the short clip; it was
inappropriate. She debated what to do; she could delete it, but she didn’t.      
        Instead, she hit the send button, and then she realised what she did. 
        And that it could backfire.
       She hoped Jude would respect her feelings and keep the video safe. But it
didn’t matter. She was almost sure that Jude would just laugh over it and
delete it without taking her seriously. 
        Tara thought about Jude for the rest of the evening, not minding whether
Jude got the message or not. It was easier to think about Jude than to face the
realities of her life, or to think about Jude’s family, or the lies she told Lady
Vickie. Eventually, she fell into an exhausted sleep.
        However, by the time she woke up the following morning, Tara was back
to her senses, and she realised the stupidity of her actions. 
        ‘How could you make that kind of video?’ She asked herself in the mirror.
‘What came over you? That was like the worst mistake anybody could make.’
      To make matters worse for her, Jude did not reply to her all night. She
wondered if he got the message, or if someone else did.
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     She wondered what would happen to her if that message fell into the
wrong hands, particularly the likes of “Madam ‘the fiancée’ Krystal”? 
        Her life would be over because Krystal would make it a living hell. 
       In a desperate attempt at damage control, Tara sent another message to
Jude, begging him to please delete the video clip, that she just wanted to talk
to him and to relay back some of the things she and Lady Vickie discussed
earlier.
     “That video was just a ‘mistake,’” she wrote. “I had a conversation with
Lady Vickie, and I just had to do something to get your attention. I didn’t
mean any bit of it. It was all a joke. Please, please delete it right away. Jude,
please.”
        She hoped that would work. But again, there was no response from Jude.
        She felt ashamed of herself.

        Jude was back in his hideout, the home he tucked away from everybody;
he always felt a time might come when it would come in handy. 
     Well, it finally did! Even Krystal did not know about it. He went there
often though, but alone, and only for personal retreats.
       He was awake for most of the night as he let his imagination roam wildly.
He had been thinking about Tara, and about the short time that they spent
together. However, what he underestimated was that Tara would come for
him violently like that! 
        ‘She could as well rip my heart out of my chest!’ He loved dark humour.
        He had viewed the video clip Tara sent to him a million times already. He
had time! He streamed it to his TV and kept it running. He reclined lazily on
his lounge suite and watched, he slept by it and woke up by it. He studied her
every cue, every word, every feature, every unspoken word, every seductive
move, every part of her that he could see, and then, he left the rest to the
imagination. Tara indeed woke something up in him.
      He wondered if Tara had always felt that way about him, or if it was a
recent thing. The kiss did something to him too. It was an explosion; it blew
his mind! 
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      Perhaps, she was also like him, because he too had been in denial of his
feelings for her for the longest time. 
        He swore under his breath.
     He couldn’t understand the sudden flow of attraction between him and
Tara, but in a hundred-second video clip, Tara managed to put it together so
eloquently. He too felt the same way about her. He would do anything to
have her wrapped in his embrace, again. He definitely would love to kiss her
again. He would love to do everything he could imagine with her again.
        And perhaps he could convince her to run away with him; she was part of
the reasons keeping him back. She and JJ. He was leaving, that was certain.
But he didn’t want to turn his back on his son, not when his own father
abandoned him and his mother several years ago when he was only a young
teenager.
      He couldn’t leave JJ. He realised now that he couldn’t leave Tara either.
Well, he was getting them both, his girl and his son, and they would all leave. 
        As a family.
     However, when in the morning, new messages came through and Tara
attempted to retract the previous night’s video, claiming it was a mistake and
asking him to delete it, he simply laughed.
     He wasn’t buying it! There was no way in hell he was going to delete a
video that had suddenly become his lifeline.
        What wicked mind game are you playing with me, Dimples? 
        He would see her later in the day; she said they needed to talk about ‘Lady
Vickie’. Well, he and Lady Vickie were not on talking terms currently, and he
was not interested in anything that had Lady Vickie’s name on it. Or her
husband. Or her church. Or the girl she handpicked for him. 
        He just couldn’t make himself think of any of them right now.
        He needed to see Tara. 
       He needed her to tell him to his face, that she was ‘joking’ when she sent
the video.
        Because he wasn’t buying it.
        He eventually responded. “I’ll see you at six.”



        Tara could not keep still. 
       Jude had refused to call her back the previous night following her display
of stupidity by sending a video baring all her feelings; her attempt at damage
control had fallen on deaf ears as well, she believed. 
       She did not realise Jude responded, until late afternoon when he called
her to inform her that he was already on his way earlier than scheduled.
        “What?”
      “Why are you surprised?” Jude kept an even voice, she could hear a little
chuckle. “You asked me to come, and I replied that I was coming,” 
       Tara stammered. “I didn’t realise. I’ll be waiting then. I’m at here at Lush
Garden.”
     Tara panicked and trembled. She wanted to please him, but she wasn’t
sure of what would tickle him. It’d been a long time since they parted ways,
and it’d been a long time since she ever bothered to please anybody, until
recently when circumstances made her do so.
     She rushed to have an in-and-out shower and then hurried through her
beauty routine. She flung open the closet and reached for the smallest,
prettiest dress she owned. She debated if she needed shoes being the host,
but she opted for the first uncomfortably high heels she could get. She
debated on her makeup; it was late afternoon, and she wasn’t sure if she
should fire it up or tone it down. 
      She often wore a smokey look, because it matched her mood most of the
time, often creating a tough exterior. But her hand trembled and she decided
to abandon the plan and simply touch on the existing one.
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        Before Sunday, she never cared about Jude; she only focused on the most
important issues of her life, like her education. 
     However, since that now-infamous night at Bishop’s Place, everything
changed. She had since spent long hours re-living her life with Jude, which
pushed her off the edge. But the last straw was how Jude broke through her
defence when he sneaked into the house and dug out new emotions in her,
emotions she never believed were still there. He then left her wanting more. 
        She jittered. 
      And within minutes, Tara was standing face-to-face with the man who
was once her worst nightmare. Jude Okorie. 
        Her trembling worsened. 

        Tara heard the soft click of the ceiling tall door of the front entrance into
the house that had been her home for many months; her heart went into a
tumultuous somersault when she spotted Jude standing by the entrance. 
      Jude smiled as he took brisk but resolute steps towards her, holding her
captive by locking her gaze. Tara could feel herself drowning in that gaze; he
overpowered her. And she was helpless to fight it.
      Within seconds, he was there right in front of her; he watched her for a
while but said nothing. Tara swallowed hard; too stunned to say a word.
       “You asked me to come,” Jude eventually spoke. His voice was husky, his
breathing ragged. “I’m here.”
        Tara drew a sharp breath, but her voice failed her again. 
       “Do you want me to talk about you, or you want me to ignore you?” Jude
continued his monologue. He swallowed hard as his eyes danced seductively
as he looked at her from the head down. “Or would you prefer that I rather
show you what I feel about you?”
     “Stop it now, Jude!” Tara spoke softly. She could finally find her voice
around him. 
      “I’m just being honest now,” he replied, matching her tone. He moved a
little closer to her, so close she could feel his breath on her. “All right then, I
will say it nicely. You make me feel like taking that dress off.” 
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        Tara gasped. “Don’t you dare!”
      “I’m not saying I’m going to do it, but I might; it depends!” Jude replied.
He still locked her gaze and he stared at her with the same intensity as
previously; the anger and the fear had fizzled. Just pure lust. 
   Tara left him and walked towards the living area, planting herself
somewhere around the centre. Jude followed her and scrutinised her from a
close distance, but he did not stop giving her that look. 
        It was so intense, Tara could hardly breathe under its spell.
      He smiled and then changed his tone. “Dimples, you asked me to come,
I’m here.” 
      “Yeah. Lady Vickie was very worried about you,” Tara dived straight into
the main issue of discussion. “She thought she was losing you, and that you
were leaving, for good. She was quite upset and emotional about it. Bishop
was heartbroken about it as well. So, she asked me to look out for you. And I
promised to hunt you down and talk to you about it. I had to say something.”
        If Jude heard her, surely, he didn’t take her seriously.
        “You brought me all the way here, just to talk to me about my Mum?”
        “I guess so.” She shrugged and looked away.
     “And this is you hunting me down, right?” he continued, with a bit of a
chuckle again in his voice. “Baby! Stop listening to my Mum. She will put you
in trouble.”
        He turned her face to look at him, removing what was left of the distance
between them, pulling her closer. Tara almost jumped, heat spreading
through every part of her. Jude was going to kiss her again; and with that
dirty look on his face, she wondered what else he might do.
        “Tell me, Jude. Are you planning to leave, for real?” she asked. “For good?”
       “Yes!” Jude sounded serious. He pulled her into his arms. “Dimples, come
with me. Let’s leave together.”
        “What?”
      “I’m serious, Dimples. Please. Let’s leave together. You and me. We can
take JJ with us. We’ll leave these behind and start a new life together, afresh.
I’ve been thinking about this. About us. I can’t leave without you, and I can’t
leave without JJ. We can make it happen. Please.”
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        Tara saw the desperation on his face, in his voice, and she panicked. Jude
wasn’t fooling around! Lady Vickie was right; Jude was truly planning to
leave. 
        Tara felt guilty; she felt very responsible for his troubles. 
       She knew a disciplinary proceeding was underway, and she knew that by
the following Sunday, Jude’s story would be released for public consumption.
She worried about how much information would be leaked, but she knew it
would be extremely damaging to Jude.
        “I’m sorry I put you in all these troubles.” She meant it.
      “I’m not complaining,” Jude was gentle. “I should thank you; you set me
free! You saved me from the life of secrets. Now that everything is out there
in the open, I am free. I’m free to live my life the way I see fit without being
afraid of what people would think. Please Dimples. I’m begging you now.
Make this happen for me. For us. You can move in with me while we plan our
next move.”
        “Where do you stay?”
      “I am not going to tell you, but I can take you there if you promise to go
through with this.”
        Tara watched him closely; the thoughts of being with him were tempting. 
      She could get back inside and pick the items most important to her and
follow him to wherever he was staying. She could once again be that reckless,
carefree Dimples she used to be.
        Instead, she shook her head, slowly. She was done running.
        And she didn’t think Jude would be that loyal. 
        She knew he was having a meltdown!
      Tara knew that Jude would probably soon recover and find a solution to
his current woes, and then, he would go back to his extremely privileged life;
he’d return to his fiancée Krystal, to his church, and to his life as a pastor.
While she would become the cheap girl whom Jude used to mop his tears and
perhaps warm his bed. 
        She would be the biggest loser, a stupid one at that, if she thought for one
moment that Jude would risk everything, and leave everything, just to be
with her.
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      “I don’t plan to run, Jude. So, it is a no. I can’t,” Tara replied, painfully,
reluctantly. The disappointment on Jude’s face broke her. “You know we can’t
kidnap JJ or even take him anywhere without approval.”
      “Babe, you can bring him, nobody will stop you. Kenneth is assigned to
you, right? Just tell him and he’ll arrange it. And then we’ll leave. I have his
passport with me. We’ll go so far away,” Jude pleaded. “But if you don’t want
JJ to come along, that’s also fine. Both of us can leave and start our lives
together. We’ll have other kids.”
        Tara shook her head in disbelief. “You and me? You know that we can’t be
together.”
        “Says who? Dimples, you sent a video.”
        “It was all a mistake!” She lied. She knew she didn’t sound convincing. She
couldn’t. “You got my message explaining that it was a mistake. I’m sorry.”
        She truly was. 
        However, Jude was not about to back off. 
      “I know you, Dimples, and that was not a mistake. I loved it. It kept me
alive through the night.” He ran his hands through her hands up to the little
part of her back and neck, while he scanned her face. 
        His expressions were soft. Gentle.  Charming. Delicious.
        “I didn’t realise that you might love it.”
     Jude let out a relieved breath. “What games are you playing with me,
Dimples?” he asked, raggedly, almost in a whisper, his lips grazing hers.
       “None,” she moaned. That was all Tara could make herself say. Even if she
was, the game was already over. And Jude won. She could never resist him.
      His lips soon claimed hers, and they continued from where they stopped
on Tuesday night. Only that it felt better than she could remember. Her
desires betrayed her; she wanted him right there and then, and that was
what mattered. She kissed him back with every built-up passion she had
ignored and denied;  their bodies again colliding in a perfect rhythm. 
         She wished the moment could last forever.
    They stopped to catch their breaths. The passion in Jude’s eyes was
piercing and relentless; it wasn’t threatening, but it scared her in some way.
And when he pulled off his shirt, whatever was left of her resolve gave way. 
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        She ran her sensually hands over his tattooed chest.
     His ripped muscles were firmer than she remembered, and he had got
more ink on him than when they were together. 
    And amid those hung a solitary crucifix she didn’t realise Jude wore
underneath his shirt, a piece of average-sized jewellery that glittered with
trims of diamonds – her last chance, and perhaps his – at redemption.
        She chose lust. They chose lust.
        How could something so wrong feel so good?
        Tara reached out to touch him, claiming his body in relentless passion.  
     She could hear Jude was whispering something to her, something nice,
something sensual, but she could hardly hear anything he said.
        Neither could she realise when, or how she stepped out of her little dress.



     “That happened,” Jude thought to himself as a satisfied feeling spread
through his entire body.
        Whom was he deceiving? 
      That didn’t just happen; that was exactly what he came for, to get her to
warm his bed. It was his home, anyway. He came prepared, and she was a
willing partner. The last time they made love was the day JJ was conceived, a
few weeks before he went to prison. Well, that was a long time ago; JJ would
soon be eight. Jude sighed as he blocked out the horrible memories. 
     He held on to the beauty lying next to him and leaning snugly on him.
They had surprised each other by how strongly they still felt for the other
person. He was amazed by her, and by himself. 
      It’d been a long time; he had been living a disciplined, Godly life, and he
and Krystal had been practising Christian courtship.
     He watched Tara as she traced his body art with her fingers, studying
them like she needed them for an exam or needed to understand what they
meant. 
        “I see there’s a lot of stories here.” She was his playful Tara again.
        “You bet,” he responded before kissing her. 
       He hoped to one day tell her the stories of all the tattoos he got after they
broke up. They were mostly his redemption stories, his accident, his parents,
his son JJ, his church, there was one for Krystal, but they all had their stories.
      “If things work out between us, I’ll tell you the stories; but this one right
here is for JJ, right next to yours.” He pointed to the left part of his chest. “My
heart beats for him. I can’t believe it’s possible to love someone so much.”
        Tara traced it again with her finger, sending shockwaves through him. 
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    His body was a canvas; he loved his body arts, much to his parents’
disapproval. He always defended his tattoos with the scripture, “Let no man
bother me because I literally bear on my body the marks of Jesus.”
        ‘But none of those matters anymore,’ he thought sadly. 
       He massaged Tara’s scalp gently, working his way through her hair down
to her midsection. Tara did not pull away, she seemed to love whatever he
was doing to her.
       He knew he was sinking deeper into the black hole that was threatening
to suck the life out of everything he had laboured for, but it didn’t matter
anymore. He had fallen from grace, and he had lost it all anyway. 
        What’s the point? 
      He knew that no matter how hard he tried, and no matter what pristine
life he led since he returned and became a pastor, and no matter how hard he
served, he knew nobody would give him a chance in the “Body of Christ” once
they heard the stories of his past life. 
        He was grateful Dimples let him in; he was holding on to her like she was
the last strip of peace and hope that he might have. He was using her, he
knew that. But he needed something, someone, a shoulder to lean on. 
        And she was there.
      “This is not going to last,” Tara started, sounding and uncertain, kissing
his bare chest gently, warming the heat already threatening to burn him up.
        “What?” Jude smiled.
        “This, between us. It wasn’t supposed to happen,” she explained.
        “Are you having any regrets already?”
       Tara thought for a while and then replied. “You know what? Let’s me not
ruin the moment.”
        “I agree. We should rather make the most of it,” he replied. 
        He got up and donned his clothes back on. But Tara had already worn his
shirt.
      “Argh! Dimples! Don’t tell me you can’t find something else to wear,” he
protested jokingly, followed by a silly pillow-fight. “Anyway, I have a few in
the car.”
        His vehicle doubled as a mobile wardrobe.
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       “As a pastor, you must always be prepared,” PastorNathan once told him.
“Anything can happen. You get sweaty, or your cloth is soiled, you have a
delay, a change of plan, an emergency appearance, unexpected guests, any of
these can happen. You’ve got to look the part, and you can’t rely on ‘protocol’
all the time.”
      Thinking about Pastor Nathan made him sad as he made his way out to
the vehicle in the driveway; he hadn’t bothered to park in the garage. He
opened the boot of his vehicle and brought a few items out, including a new
branded shirt for himself.
      He still couldn’t believe how hard and how quickly he had fallen; just the
previous Sunday, he went to church and his plan for the week was to be there
for Bishop.
     Now, his life was all over the place, and honestly, he couldn’t think of a
way out. So far, he found refuge with Tara; that was the only thing that was
working for him so far. He planned to nurture it, but he didn’t know how
long that would last. 
      He tried to think about the future, but it scared him. Already, the entire
church Board, Leadership, Eldership, and Pastoral Team knew that he had
been suspended. By Sunday, the story of his life would hit the press and the
rest of the world would know.
        And then what? Well, he hadn’t thought that far. 
       Instead, he had been wallowing in the sinful pleasures. He hated to think
‘sin’ where Tara was concerned. If only she would agree to leave with him.
        “I brought food,” he announced.
     He dropped the shopping bags he brought on their marble top kitchen
island. He also stocked the double door freezer. Tara looked surprised she
probably didn’t realise he meant to stay with her.
        “Are you planning to stay here?” Tara asked.
     “Until you make up your mind to come with me, yeah! Or what do you
expect?” He was still amused that Tara chose to confiscate his shirt.
      After a while, Jude returned to his vehicle. He pulled out his phone and
iPad where he left them in the glove compartment of his car, just to catch up
with what’s going on with the rest of the world. 
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       He searched online for his name and other related terms and hashtags;
thankfully, so far, no scandals pointing towards him. 
     All his emails and social media inboxes were filled with new messages
blinking at him. He ignored them all. He wasn’t ready to face the world, at
least not until he knew the magnitude of what he was dealing with.
        He had disengaged his old number, and only a limited number of people
had access to his new number, so when it was already having messages, he
was worried. He soon realised that the messages were sent by the same
sender, the same guy he had no interest in talking to yet. 
        Tolulope Harry.
       Without giving it a thought nor reading the messages, Jude sent a single
sentence, and then he returned the phone right back in the vehicle. 
        He had a more important thing to do. Namely, with Tara. With Dimples.

        By the time Jude was returned to the house, Tara was sitting by the couch
in the living area. He slipped to the seat beside her, and he pulled her to
himself. He pictured his life, his new future that had suddenly replaced the
glamourous one he once had; yeah, the extremely privileged life he had. 
        Until last Sunday.
        He hadn’t thought so far into the future, but one thing was sure, he could
see Tara in it. He just needed to find a way to get JJ, and his life would be
perfect.
       “Would you marry me one day?” he asked her stupidly. With his churchy
future gone, he had better start thinking of alternatives, he thought sadly.
        “I don’t think that would happen.” Tara sounded calm.
        “I wasn’t expecting a yes from you; I want you to start thinking about it.”
      The beep he heard from the microwave in a distance told him their food
was ready. Minutes later, he was back with the food. And drinks.
        They ate together and chatted lightly; nothing deep, nothing special. 
   Jude loved the way they talked over their meal. No pressures, no
expectations, no planning a hundred sermons a year, no trying to be perfect.    
        And Krystal wasn’t forcing him to eat the meals she prepared.
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     He wished he and Tara could talk about deeper stuff, about their lives,
past, present, or future, or about being together. However, he soon noticed
that Tara was extremely sensitive about any heavy conversation. 
       He told her he was proud of her for completing her studies. He wanted to
apologise for how he had contributed to the delay, but she didn’t let him.
        “This is all me. I take responsibility. Let’s leave it at that!” she snapped.
       He wanted to talk about their son JJ’s pregnancy, and about how sorry he
was for not being there for her. He couldn’t have been; he was in prison for
his eighteen months sentence, a small sacrifice compared to spending the
rest of his life behind bars. 
        But Tara was emotional about that as well.
        “I’m trying to move forward,” she responded.
      It was an uncomfortable discussion; digging into the past was never an
easy talk, but it was necessary. He could give her time, they had the rest of
their lives to talk about the past, he reasoned.
        Tara raised a few concerns of her own, concerns about her future. 
     “I truly don’t know what to do, and I don’t know whom to talk to,” she
started. “A part of me says that I should go back home to my parents. I’m not
sure if that’s a good idea. But honestly, I don’t know what else to do. My
unofficial lease here at Lush Garden has elapsed, and I don’t know where else
to move to. And then there’s Law School. I just don’t know what to do.”
     “You seriously want me to sympathise with you, right?” Jude laughed.
“Nah! Look here, I’m the answer to all your concerns. Every freaking one. I’m
offering you everything on a platter. Move in with me. We’ll be together.
We’ll go through this together. I know I have a lot of baggage right now, but I
promise you, I will fix it. And Babe, I’ll give you everything you need.”
        “I don’t know. I want to do this by myself.”
       “Dimples, you were living in a dirty, overcrowded, low-class hostel. That
was you doing it by yourself. I won’t let you screw up your life again.”
        Tara changed the discussion briefly to Krystal. 
        Frankly, he had not thought about his fiancée for a while, and he was not
interested in the discussion right there. He always had the suspicion that
Tara had been doing background checks on Krystal though. 
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     And without mincing words, Tara confessed that she indeed had been
digging around her. 
        “You’ve been digging about her?”
        “A little. It wasn’t so hard to find.”
        “Why am I not surprised?” he replied.
      “If she’s going to be JJ’s stepmother, I wanted to be sure she’s not some
serial killer or worse, like a sick psycho,” Tara defended.
      Jude smiled about the idea of Krystal being a criminal or a psychopath.
Krystal was thoroughbred; she had lived her whole life as a church girl, her
parents and family had been longstanding members of their church. They
were also leaders in some ways, both in church and in the community.
       “And what did you find?” Jude asked casually, but he was surprised when
Tara said she did find some dirt. 
        Tara said she found ‘two things’, two major issues amiss about Krystal.
        Typical Dimples.
        “What might those be?” Jude smiled.
        “She’s not a criminal,” Tara jabbed at him. 
     He did not miss the hidden messages. Especially since he admitted he
never told Krystal about whom he used to be. He was the criminal, not
Krystal. However, if Dimples found those two things that she felt were
disconcerting about Krystal, he needed to know. Not that it mattered
anyway, he had decided he was going to break up with her. 
        Well, he had already.
        “But?” he baited her.
        “For the first one, I don’t think it’s a big deal whatever she did. It must be
out of love and respect for you. But I believe she’s hiding important
information from you.”
        Information Tara refused to share.
        “And the second one?”
       “I am still investigating. It’s not a nice thing she did, but I think someone
is blackmailing her to do it.”
     “Look, I don’t want to talk about her right now. Whatever it is, I don’t
care.”
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        He didn’t want to think about Krystal or any other thing from his life as a
pastor. The door had slammed shut on him, and he wanted to face the reality
of his new life. Of his future. And hers.
        The evening crawled in. 
        They sat together and enjoyed the evening and each other’s company. 
     In the distance, the TV whispered, providing the only dim light as the
darkness began to take over. They didn’t talk much afterwards. Tucked in an
embrace, each seemed lost in their thoughts. He was still in denial of what
was happening in his life, spiralling rapidly out of control, but at least he had
one thing going on for him.
        Tara. Dimples.
        He held her and stroked her gently.
      A week earlier, Jude could never have imagined he would spend half an
hour in the same space alone with Tara, not to mention smooching her in the
dark or anything they’d done together all week. 
        But things had turned around for him, so completely, and so quickly. 
    “You’re still hungry?” he asked Tara. He got up to get two soda cans,
downing his drink and handed the other one to her as he took back his seat
next to her.
        “Nope. I’m full already, thank you,” she replied, smiling. “The only thing I
want to eat right now is you.” 
        Tara honestly caught him unawares; her hands were back underneath his
shirt. Soon, she flipped over him with her knees were on either side of his
thighs and kissed him as though her life depended on it.
        Well, his life depended on it. Or so he thought.
        “I guess I’m delicious,” he said.
        “I know, right?”
        “This man right here is not complaining. Bon appetit!”

        Tolu Harry had been trying to reach Jude Okorie all day. 
    He had sent a few messages already. And when he did not receive a
response, he began to worry. 
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     Jude was meant to visit their home; he had promised that he would be
there at their home before five in the afternoon. However, Jude did not pitch
for the entire day.
     And when his wife Anita returned home from later that night, having
spent most of the day at church meetings, and Jude still hadn’t arrived, he
felt there was a need for concern.
        Eventually, Jude sent what was most likely an automated response. 

“I’ll call you ~ Jude Victor.”
        That was okay, at least, it was better than nothing.
       Anita settled down; and shortly afterwards, she began to Tolu the stories
of woes from their latest Eldership meeting in church earlier in the evening. 
       More information about Jude had emerged; it appeared that he did some
awful and extremely outrageous things before he became a Christian. He
however did not disclose that sensitive information. 
       “There were concerns that Pastor Jude had been living a double life, and
that could potentially put the church in trouble with the law,” Anita
explained.
        “You mean he was a criminal?”
        “I heard that he even spent time in prison for it. Who could have thought!
Jude looks so innocent, he can’t even hurt a fly,” Anita sighed. “He’s so kind-
hearted and friendly and so focused on ministry. Anyway, the church’s legal
guys are already on it; our lawyers are already trying to explore the legal
dimensions to the whole saga and what the implications might be.”
        Tolu shook his head. He was disappointed.
       “Whose report would we believe?” he asked. “Is there a law that prevents
someone previously incarcerated from becoming gainfully employed in the
future? Why do we keep harping over rehabilitating inmates if we are not
going to give them the chance and the future they merit in the community?”
     “It’s not that easy for people to accept,” Anita replied. “But I hear you,
particularly because Jude is a transformed guy. He lives so well and does the
right things. This whole story just makes me respect him more. That change
of life is amazing! This is what the power of redemption looks like; a
complete transformation from darkness to light.” She snapped her finger.
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      “What’s the issue from the church’s perspective now?” Tolu asked Anita.
“Is it the fact that Jude did some things wrong some six or ten years ago? Or
the fact that he did not disclose?”
        “I think it is a bit of both,” Anita responded. “But the big issue now is that
Jude is missing. That’s the latest info. And it is serious. He’s been missing for
days. He’s been completely off the radar since Sunday. He’s gone! This time
for good. And Lady Vickie is so miserable about it.”
       “Gone? How?” Tolu was confused. “Jude is not gone. He didn’t disappear.
We spoke earlier today. And he still sent a message to me this evening.”
        “That’s a relief then because everybody is worried,” Anita replied. “I think
you are perhaps one of the privileged ones who get to know his whereabouts.
Please keep it discrete. Jude must be protected at all costs!”
        “I think he’s just trying to clear the air around him and figure things out.” 
        “You have too much faith in people,” Anita replied.
        “I learnt that from you.” He was not joking.
        Tolu’s heart was broken. 
      He knew he wouldn’t be sleeping much that night; he must keep a night
watch for Jude. He made a conference call where he invited a few of his
trusted friends; he told them of a dear pastor friend of his named Victor, and
he asked his friends to keep a night watch for him that night.
        “He’s a young, promising minister. But the devil has targeted his life and
ministry, and I think he intends to crush this young man by bringing up
issues and errors of his past,” Tolu informed them. “I have been praying
since Sunday, but things keep getting worse. So, I will appreciate it if we can
keep a watch for him overnight and collectively intercede for him.”
      Even after the conference call and all the prayer points that were raised,
Tolu was not relieved. Jude remained a burden in his heart; he wondered why
he couldn’t just let go. 
      God had spoken to him about Jude, even before anybody else knew what
was going on. He had carried the burden since he woke up on Sunday, and
he had not stopped praying for Jude ever since. He didn’t know how bad the
situation was, and Anita had told him it was not looking good even though
she too didn’t know how bad it would turn out to be. 



260

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        What they knew was that it wasn’t looking pretty at all.
      Tolu had hoped to see Jude just to hear directly from Jude what exactly
was going on, but the young pastor too managed to stay away. Jude had not
bothered to call him back as he promised to do in his single-lined message. 
      So many things were at stake; if Jude went down, many would go down
with him, not to mention it would be a major blow to the integrity of the
church.
        They could not let the devil win!
        Hope was not lost. Tolu would try calling Jude again in the morning.
        But right now, there was still one thing to do.
        He began to pray.
        And he wrestled in prayers. For Jude. Until daybreak.



      It was Friday morning and Jude woke up early to pray, as his habit was.
However, it felt distant, like something he hadn’t done in ages. There was a
barrier, and he could not connect. 
        Immediately, he realised that something had gone awfully wrong. 
        Like Samson in the Bible, he felt that his power had gone away from him.
He couldn’t feel the Holy Spirit anymore. It’s all gone! 
        No doubt, something was not right. 
        It took him a while to get his orientation right; everything looked and felt
different. He had slept off shirtless, with lights on, and pieces of jewellery
on. Those were things he would never do ordinarily. He loved his crucifix; a
special gift from his father Bishop Okorie, but he would never wear it to bed.
        And he seemed to have forgotten where he was.
      Then the memories came rushing to him. The secrets of his past life that
he had desperately tried to keep hidden had been made open, he had lost his
prestigious job as a pastor, he had been on the run, and he had abandoned
his sick father, his mother, his fiancée, and little Rose in the hospital.
        And he had been sleeping with his ex-girlfriend. Dimples.
        “What have I done?” whispered aloud.
      He sat by the edge of the bed, and he rubbed his head and face with his
palms as he began to remember. He had been living on adrenaline because of
how hard he felt he had fallen. 
        And there was a man – Tolu Harry – whom he was supposed to see or call
the previous day, but he failed to honour their appointment. 
        Instead, he had spent the entire night wallowing in lustful passion. 
        He knew he got it all wrong again, and he was scared.
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     ‘From everyone who has been given much, much will be required; and
from him who has been entrusted with much, even more will be demanded.’ 
        He heard it clearly in his spirit. Those were the words of Jesus. 
        He had been given much, and much was expected of him.
        Jude was surprised; he hadn’t expected any scripture to filter through his
mind, because he thought the Holy Spirit had left that impure and sinful
vessel he had suddenly become. 
       But hadn’t the ‘much’ that was given to him taken back already? By those
in power? Like his Mum? And Bishop? And Pastor Nathan? Just because they
could? 
        He felt embarrassed. 
       He was ashamed for not dealing with his past and for not acknowledging
his errors; rather he had done all within his power to cover it up until God
sent Tara to blow it up in his face.
     ‘He who conceals his sins will not prosper, but whoever confesses and
renounces them will find mercy.’  That was another scripture.
       He had sinned against the Lord; he had lost so much, and he still couldn’t
figure out what the future held for him. 
     He made a mental note to call Mr Harry as soon as it was office hours,
perhaps, Tolu might have a bit of an answer. These days, it’s hard to figure
out whom to trust, but Jude also knew that come Sunday, his story would hit
the headlines anyway. So, he had nothing to lose by talking to Mr Harry.
     Another huge scandal was on its way to rock the Believers Assembly; a
scandal with his name written all over it. 
       He was confident that the church would survive it; with Pastor Nathan at
the helms of the affair, there was nothing to worry about. 
        His parents would be fine as well.
       The church would throw him under the bus, and justifiably so. He didn’t
think he would survive it if he remained within their circle of influence.
Pastor Nathan was always his go-to person, but Jude also realised that that
support system would never help him. Not now.
       Covering his face with his two palms, while still sitting by the edge of the
bed, he began to pray, quietly, but from his heart. 
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      God had decided to visit him with the consequences of the errors of his
past. He should just let God do His perfect work. He knew it was better for
him to fall into the hand of God than to run helter-skelter. 
      He knew, without doubts, that his tears would endure for the night, but
hopefully, joy would come for him in the morning.
       He prayed Mr Tolulope Harry would know what to do. Or at least, Pastor
Anita would. Because without guidance, he would be lost!

        “Someone is already feeling guilty,” Tara spoke. 
     Tara was still on the bed; she had woken up now, and she must have
judged him by his body language. She hugged him from behind, using her
arms as a form of sling around him, gently massaging on his bare chest.
      “Morning Dimples,” he replied, rubbing her arms gently, careful not to
push her away. She was there for him in the darkest moments; he didn’t
regret being with her, just that the timing was wrong. He knew that now.
        He hated to think of Tara as ‘the other woman’. No. She couldn’t be!
        “Morning, Babe,” she replied, still maintaining her pose. Then she kissed
his back, up to his neck and the lobe of his ears.
      He couldn’t blame her; he had given her the impression that he wanted
their newfound relationship to go on for some time, although Tara initially
insisted that it had no future.
        He wished it did.
        “Thank you,” he exhaled. “For everything.”
        “Anything for you.” 
        Tara got up and left for the adjoining en-suite, to freshen up, he guessed.
Jude felt a ticklish feeling in his heart, turning him on. She was still wearing
his shirt that looked oversize on her. 
        Some habits die hard. 
         While they were still together, it was a gesture that meant she was happy
with him, or that she was satisfied. He wondered if that still meant anything
to her now. Or perhaps it was just as a reflex action.
        He found himself getting up and following her all over the place.
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       Tara poured herself some coffee – the coffee maker was automatically on
by six. He joined her. He needed the caffeine for his life right now. 
      Tara walked to him and took her place close to his heart, leaning on his
chest as they both drank their coffee. He held her, feeling grateful that Tara
could express her feelings without hesitation, and that she even display a
level of vulnerability with him.
        “I lied to you yesterday,” she started.
        “Lied about what?”
       “I said that I wouldn’t mind if you decided to leave and go back to her or
to whoever.” She rubbed her hands around the hot cup of coffee that she was
holding. “I said you would soon come to your senses and realise you were
wrong to be with me. Now I’m wondering if I misled you, or if I led you on to
believe that I didn’t mind you leaving me.”
        Jude looked at her, fascinated and surprised. “Do you mind?”
    “Yeah! Babe, please don’t leave me,” she continued. “I spent the night
thinking about you, and I thought, ‘Tara what were you thinking? How could you
tell him that it wouldn’t bother you?’ Jude, I do mind. Babe, I mind. I don’t know
how I will get on without you. So, I thought about it, and I decided to accept
your offer, as long as we don’t kidnap JJ.”
        “Are you serious?”
        “Yeah. I’ll move in with you, right away. What will I be doing in this whole
big house if you’re not there? I’ll rather stay where you’re staying. I will run
with you if I must if that’s what you want. I’ll do anything just to be with you.
We’ll have other kids, and here’s to a lifetime of being together.”
        ‘Not now Dimples,’ he thought. 
    Jude’s heart raced; he watched Tara, unable to stop his surprise. She
sounded serious, and the desperation in her voice pierced him. 
    Well, that was what he too wanted, but a few other things suddenly became
urgent that morning. He needed to sort out the predicament he had put
himself in.  
      It would not be fair to take her down with him. He had to find a way to
make her understand. He would come back to her, he wanted her too, he just
needed to figure things out.
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        “I don’t regret being with you.” He massaged her deeply. “And I also want
to be with you. But I don’t want to put you in the middle of all these crises, at
least until I have it figured out. I can’t take you down with me.” 
       “I have put myself in the centre of the crisis already. We’ll pull through, I
promise. You are not going down.”
        “Okay, Dimps. Let me get my stuff from the car. I need to change; I’ve got
a busy day today. But I will be back, and we’ll work through this, I promise.” 
        “I thought as much.” There was a pain in her tone.
       Jude wanted to get outside, at least he needed to be away for a moment,
to think. But he could see the pain and the feeling of rejection in Tara’s eyes.
        He left.
      By the time he returned, Tara was different. She was calm and cold; she
looked peaceful and determined, and her jaw was set. She was not the girl
begging him hysterically a few minutes ago for him to be with her. 
        Had he chased her? Had he slammed the door at her?
       “Please, Dimples, don’t do this to me, please. I promise you. I’m serious,
I’ll be back.”
        She smiled, hugging herself. There was hardly any range of emotion Tara
displayed that he had not seen before, he understood very well what it meant.
        It was never a good sign. 
       His only regret right now was how he was behaving as though he simply
used and dumped her. Perhaps because that was exactly what he just did.
        He could see that Tara felt used too.
        He realised already that he was a fraud, and he couldn’t stop himself.
        He needed help.



     Jude returned to his official residence for the first time since he left on
Sunday evening. It’s been just five days, but it felt like forever. His life had
veered away from the ideals he upheld for all the years he lived in that house.
    His letter of retrenchment which he received at the expiration of his
seventy-two hours ultimatum had demanded that he had another twenty-
four hours to vacate his official residence. 
        The eviction notice would be lapsing by the end of the office day.
      He thought of a new place to make his home; he had already moved to a
secret hideout; it was a nice, beautiful, decent sized house, but he could
hardly call it home. It was emotionally cold; he never shared it with anybody,
and he didn’t have cherished memories there. 
     Lush Garden house seemed like the most viable option because he had
created most of his happiest memories there. And Dimples lived there.
        He hoped to have the conversation with her when he returned to her later
in the evening, and they could decide whether to make it their home or
preferably they could move to his hideout in the meantime.
       It was strange because as a pastor, he discouraged couples who were not
yet married from cohabiting, but for him to consider it as a viable option was
implausible to him. The thought confused him, so he pushed it away. He
would bother himself about the logistics later, but right now, he had a busy
day ahead. 
        He made a mental note of his new to-do list:  
      He would first go and see his father the Bishop at the hospital. Then he
would visit Lady Vickie in an official capacity and officially tender his
resignation even though he knew that his Mum had fired him already. Well,
he never acknowledged her messages.
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      Thereafter, he would go to see Rose if she’s still on admission. And he’d
see Krystal as well; hopefully, he would have enough guts to break up with
her in person. Otherwise, they would do it later.
        And later in the evening, he would see Tolu Harry. 
      He hoped he could leave there early so he could see Tara and spend the
night with her again. Every part of him missed her already; he also needed to
convince her that he could keep to his promise to her that he would come
back to her.
     He wandered to his home office; the screen of his computer monitor –
which was always on – was in chaos! He saw lots of beepings and flashings,
reminders of the appointment and engagements that he had missed since
that now-infamous Sunday. 
        A Sunday that felt like a lifetime ago. 
       He felt he heard someone come into the building; he assumed that might
be the cleaning lady or other household staffers. They must have been
watching for the day he would return from his wanderings. 
      He brought out boxes and started tossing some of his valuable items; he
would get a moving company to help him move some of his stuff later. He
already had everything he needed in his two homes; he only needed to pack
the personal items that were absolutely needed. 
       Besides, there was no point in trying to hold on to a building owned by his
parents and his parent’s church. 
     His phone rang, distracting him. Only handpicked people had his new
phone number, so he could predict who was calling him. 
        Tolu Harry.
    He apologised profusely to Mr Harry for not pitching up yesterday as
promised, but the older man didn’t seem to be upset. Jude promised to come
to their home later in the evening and Mr Harry said they would be glad to
host him.
      “Pastor,” Tolu Harry replied after a while. “We are praying for you. Just
know that many of us love you and believe in your calling, and we are rooting
for you. I was awake all night, praying for you, together with some of my
trusted friends.” 
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        “Thank you. That’s really thoughtful,” Jude replied.
        “We have also been keeping day watches and night watches for you,” Tolu
continued, “interceding until we get the desired results. I just want you to be
encouraged. This may be a temporary setback for you, but we have sure
words of prophecy, that this will all end in praise. We have no doubts about
that.”
       Jude thanked him profusely again and waddled his way to the bathroom.
It was a beautiful contemporary bathroom with modern fittings and
minimalist styling. He stepped into his freestanding whirlpool bathtub
where he had a relaxing bath as he prayed and meditated.
       If indeed, Mr Harry and his friends prayed for him through the night as
he said, Jude knew he felt the prayers. No wonder he woke up that morning
feeling different, remorseful, and with an unusual sense of urgency. 
       He even woke up to pray, something he had not done for a few days. He
was in a hurry to leave Tara not minding that he promised her heaven and
earth before they slept. And here he was, trying to go back to the world he left
and trying to fix what he had been running away from the entire week.
      The jacuzzi bath was relaxing, he even managed to pray as he laid in the
massive tub. If God genuinely cared for him, even in his broken state, then
perhaps he could hope and dream again. 
        He couldn’t wait to see Tolulope Harry.



        “What are you doing here?” 
       Jude was surprised to see Krystal in his bedroom, without prior notice or
invitation. He was coming out of the adjoining bath after a long time of
prayer and meditation, and he did not realise when she entered. He
remembered someone entered the house, but he could never have guessed it
was Krystal.
        Had she been following him?
        “So, you slept with her?” Krystal looked distraught. 
        She looked terrible; her eyes were red; bags had formed beneath her eyes,
and she looked uncharacteristically unkempt. He had never seen Krystal look
terrible or vulnerable. She was a strong and independent woman with a
beautiful smile; she always looked perfect, always unperturbed no matter
how bad the situation was. 
     But now, she looked different. The sparkle had gone, together with the
perfection.
        In retrospect, Jude realised he probably never got to meet the real Krystal.
        Just like Krystal never got to meet the real Jude.
      It had always been about appearances. They were the power couple, the
anointed duo! They were the couple’s goal that their massive followership
always aspired to; the poster couple for the perfect Christian relationship. 
       “Good morning to you too,” Jude replied her. He was still in his bathrobe.
“Can you just excuse me for a moment while I get dressed? I promise it won’t
take long.” 
       He was evading the accusation, but Krystal was not having any of it. She
was holding his new phone, and he suddenly realised his error; he did not
change the security detail. So, Krystal would be able to unlock it.
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        A terrible mistake, he realised now. 
        If he knew Krystal well, she had gone through it, she had seen the video.
        Tara’s video.
        He suddenly realised that he had to protect Tara at all costs.
    Since Krystal was not bulging, he went back into his larger-than-life
bathroom to get dressed. Krystal badged in after him before he was done,
shouting hysterically at him.
        “You have been sleeping with her!” she alleged again. 
      Pain and hurt were audible in her voice. Guilt tugged his heart. He had
been busted, again. But how?
     “You know, I was so worried about you, I shared the information with
everybody I could trust that you’d been missing for days and if they spotted
you, they should inform me. And one of your neighbours spotted you this
morning, without your shirt on, and claimed your vehicle had been there for
a while. All night. It’s the audacity for me; you left your vehicle outside the
garage overnight. You’re not even hiding it! But here you are, and you cannot
dress up in front of me.”
        It now made sense. 
        “You are not going to deny it now, Jude?” Krystal was unrelenting.
        “Deny what now?” he finally answered.
        “You have been sleeping with her?” she shouted at him again, angrily.
        “Yes!” He exhaled. He had just ruined what was left of his relationship.
   Krystal collapsed into the sofa in his room, in pain, and she wept
uncontrollably.
       “After all we’ve been through?” she wept loudly. “Is this how you will treat
me at the end of the day?”
        “I’m sorry.”
      “You’re sorry? Is that what you’ll say? I’ve been with you all these years.
You will not even look at me like that, you won’t even touch me. You are
always careful with me. With me, it’s all about purity! You won’t do anything
that is not ‘pure and holy’ with me. Am I not good enough? Am I not pretty
enough? What does she have that I don’t have? What can she do that I can’t?”
        Jude shook his head. Breaking up with one’s fiancée isn’t always that easy.
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        “I didn’t want to disrespect you?”
        “Am I complaining?” Krystal fired back. “Did I ever tell you that I couldn’t
make love with you if that was what you wanted? And while you were
sleeping with her, were you thinking, ‘Oh! I am disrespecting Dimples right
now’? No! You weren’t?”
        Jude was tired, but he could see that Krystal was deeply hurt. And upset.
        “I’m sorry. About everything.”
   “You’re not even going to touch me right now?” Krystal added in
disappointment.
      Jude shook his head. He could not make himself do that no matter how
hard he tried. And it made him sick to his tummy. Did he ever love Krystal?
Or was she just the perfect church girl? A status thing? Was she just the
perfect prop for his status as the Senior Pastor of a megachurch?
       “I’ve been under lots of pressure lately.” Even he knew that wasn’t a good
excuse.
        “I know. She took advantage of you, Jude. Daughter of Jezebel!”
       Jude was shocked! He did not like the direction the discussion was going
all of a sudden, but he needed to hear her out. He remembered Tara saying
Krystal had also been hiding things from him. They were rivals now! 
      “Krystal, tell me the truth, have you been hiding something from me? Is
someone blackmailing you to do something that can hurt our relationship?” 
      Jude couldn’t believe he just accused his fiancée based on what Tara told
him. But he also couldn’t stand Krystal calling his Tara derogatory names like
‘daughter of Jezebel’. He was the one who hurt her, not Tara. She should leave
his Dimples out of the conversation.
     “Who has been feeding you with lies about me? Dimples? Argh! God! I
underestimated this girl! Jude, don’t tell me you believed her!”
        Jude simply shrugged.
     “What else was I expecting from that husband snatcher? I have always
known that she was a fraud. She sneaked in and pretended like she didn’t
want you, claiming she just wanted to be close to JJ. I knew she had an
agenda from day one! She came here to get you. I have said this ever since
she arrived here,  but nobody listened to me.  Everybody thought I was being 
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paranoid, that it was petty jealousy. You can see now that I was right all
along,” she continued sobbing.
        Jude felt sad that he made Krystal cry; he was sorry.
      “I know her type. See the video she sent to you; it just confirmed what I
have been saying. Cheap whore! She’d been trying to seduce you since she
arrived, trying to dig her long fangs and claws into you. We have all been so
careless, but not anymore. I am going to make her life miserable. I have her
video with me now, and I will destroy her!”
        Jude panicked. He held Krystal’s hand until she winced in pain.
        “Jude! You’re hurting me.” She was obviously in pain now.
       “You’re going to delete that video, right now, Krystal. And whomever you
have sent it to, you will track them down and delete it. Otherwise, a painful
knuckle would be the least of your concerns!” 
        He hadn’t planned to sound so cold. 
      Then he suddenly dropped her. And watched her wince in pain. He was
sorry. Then the remorse came and hit him hard. He realised now that he had
to deal with his new bouts of anger because he had started to hurt people,
again. He didn’t want to go that route ever again in his life. 
        He couldn’t recognise the Jude he had morphed into in the past few days.
For the years since his return, and since he became a pastor, he had lived a
Spirit-led life, he had controlled his emotions, he had not had any bouts of
anger. Now, suddenly, he had changed, and he now went around hurting
people. Particularly ladies.
      Krystal probably noticed his remorse as well, because she reached out to
him and held his shoulder, cautiously.
       “I can see she did this to you. And I understand. Ever since she returned,
you’ve been walking on eggs around her. I’m so forgiving, Jude. I can forgive
you. We can kick her out of our lives; we can move on, plan our wedding, and
get married. We can have it good again.”
        Jude nodded. But he wasn’t so sure. 
      “I am no longer a pastor. I hope by now, you would have found out,” he
said with a shrug.
        Krystal massaged his shoulder gently; he flinched.
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        “I know,”  she replied. “I have been trying to follow events as they unfold.
But with Rose on admission, it’s been hard. Anyway, I can help you. We will
lie low for a while, get married, move to Lush Garden, and live as if nothing
had happened. We will hire an experienced publicist, and then we will build
our public profile again. And then we can get our positions back. I will make
sure that those stories disappear in no time. We can get help. People get into
scandals all the time, but they eventually beat it.”
        Jude nodded. He could see that she had it all figured out already. 
     Well, she’d been a church girl since the cradle, and had been in church
admin all her adult life except for the period she relocated to Ireland for her
Masters. If anybody could make the ‘church-life-rebranding-thingy’ happen, she
probably would.
        If only he was interested.
       “I can forgive you for cheating if you promise me that you will not see her
again,” Krystal continued. “Let me handle it going forward. Please, you’ve got
to trust me.”
        “I’m sorry I did that to you.” He apologised again, this time, sincerely.
        “I forgive you.”
        Jude was concerned about how easily Krystal forgave him for cheating on
her. It might be that she was so gracious or plain dumb. Either way, he
needed the video in her possession destroyed. 
     “I need you to destroy that video, and I don’t want any living person to
have access to it.”
        “You don’t have to worry about that, Jude. I won’t share it because I know
it will hurt you and it will hurt me too. I have only shared it with one person.”
        “Who is that?”
        “Lady Vickie.”
      ‘Krystal might as well get a knife and stab him,’ Jude thought as he broke a
sweat. How would she ever think of Lady Vickie as the first person to send
the video to? Why not Pastor Nathan? That woman fired him. And if he had
any serious hope of getting his life back, it all depended on her!
       Perhaps Krystal was trying to worm her way back into his mother’s good
books.
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        Jude realised the hard truth: it was game over for him. And Tara.
        Not that it mattered anymore.
        Jude looked with horror as he watched Krystal leave. 
     He had promised to see her at the hospital later in the day, during the
visiting hour. She informed him that Rose was well again and would be
discharged soon. Jude decided to get a few roses for the pleasant girl. 
       Jude couldn’t believe he considered abandoning the kids in his life, Rose
and Josh and JJ, or that he planned to run away. 
        He was such a coward.
       He also made a mental note to block his current temporary number, and
get another temporary one, as soon as he possibly could. 
        He still couldn’t trust Krystal.



      Tara scanned the beautifully crafted luxurious house that had been her
home in the past months. Just the previous night, she had the faint hope that
it would be her new home for a while longer, complementing her new life
with Jude. But everything changed.
        Her ego was bruised.
        She had never begged to be with a man. Except for Jude. 
        She still remembered how she became his girlfriend in the first place. 
      She was young and impressionable, and Jude cared for her like his baby
sister. But she wanted him and on the night after her eighteenth birthday
bash, she forced herself on him. Not that he needed much convincing. 
     When their relationship turned sour and Jude walked out on her, she
begged him to give her a second chance. She begged him to let her remain
his girlfriend, even though he had grown violent and abusive.
        And that morning, she begged him again to be with her. 
        She knew he was going to leave her, but he promised her; he insisted that
he wouldn’t. He raised her hope and crushed her resistance. However, he
woke up that morning, and he decided to leave.
      He promised to come back, but she didn’t know if she could trust him.
How could she trust a man who slept with her even though he was engaged? How could
she trust a man she had just told to leave his fiancée? How could she trust a man when
she was actively trying to steal him from another woman?
        Tara thought Jude walking out on her was humiliating.
        What she did not realise at that point was that her life was about to take a
shockingly humiliating turn, one she feared would happen to her.
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       At exactly ten in the morning, a familiar chauffeur-driven vehicle arrived
at the Lush Garden house. And Kenneth, the household staffer assigned to
her by Lady Vickie stepped out of the vehicle.
        Lady Vickie had sent for Tara to come to Bishop’s Place.
      She was pleased to go; Lady Vickie had turned to her in recent times for
support, and she was always willing to be there. 
        However, she noticed that Kenneth was not looking happy.
       “Lady Vickie is in a terrible mood,” Kenneth warned her. “Please try to be
calm around her and try not to infuriate her further.”
      However, when Tara arrived at Bishop’s Place and was led to the Boss’
office, she realised that Lady Vickie was not just in a bad mood; she was livid,
and Tara the object of the clergywoman’s displeasure.
      It had to do with a two-minute-long video that she made in the heat of
passion, the clip in which she, in no hidden terms, tried to seduce Jude, the
video that showed the never-seen-before side of her, one that portrayed her
as a woman of loose virtues. 
       And Lady Vickie had also found out that Tara had indeed been in contact
with Jude a couple of times, even when nobody else had an inkling of his
whereabouts.
       Lady Vickie took played the video to her on a screen that covered a large
chunk of the wall. And then she left it on repeat.
        “What do you have to say for yourself?” she asked Tara.
        Of course, there was nothing to say. How could she defend the obvious? 
      Only that the video was a response; a response to a cascade of reactions
that Jude started in her. Jude came to the house and stirred the emotions out
of her. Jude made her feel wanted; she was only responding to his advances.
        But how could she explain that to that angry, overpowering woman?
        “I’m sorry, Ma’am,” Tara cowered.
   “I trusted you, Tara,” Lady Vickie descended on her. “I thought we
misjudged you. I thought you were family, and that we should give you a
chance. I was here, baring all my heartfelt pains and emotions to you. I was
here, crying, thinking Jude was missing.  We all thought that Jude had gone
away for good.  But all along, he was with you.  All along, you knew where he
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was. All along, you’d been screwing him, sleeping with him, messing with his
brain.”
        Tara cringed at the screwing part. And at everything for that matter.
      “Tara, you are evil. You took advantage of a man of God who was down.
You could have helped him up, but you chose instead to hurt him and to hurt
the rest of us. We have all been praying for his restoration. It hurts us to see
him go. Did you think we were happy about all of these? But you are busy
adding oil to the fire of his backsliding. How dare you, Tara?”
      Tara sat trembling as she listened to Lady Vickie. The clergywoman was
not playing at all. 
        Tara wondered what the woman would do to her. Surely, Lady Vickie was
not the type that fooled around. Lady Vickie once got her arrested, she cut
Krystal out of their lives, and she treated Jude with such iron hand, not
minding that he was her son, and firing him at the first chance she got.
        Tara knew she didn’t stand a chance.
       “Look here, girl. You’re no longer welcome here or at any of our facilities.
I’m getting a police protection order against you. And from this instance,
you’re fired. I’m striking you out of our payroll; the church is no longer
responsible for the payment of your salary.” 
        Tara sat stunned. 
      “And you are not welcome anywhere around JJ, ever again. Let’s get this
right. You gave him up at birth. He’s no longer legally your child. I gave you a
chance to have a relationship with him because I knew you were the
biological mother. But you abused that privilege, and you chose to hurt my
family instead. So, I am withdrawing it. If you try any monkey business with
me, you will go to jail, and I’m not bluffing.”
      Tara swallowed hard. What had she brought upon herself? When did it
become a crime to love someone?
      She walked out covered in tears and sweat. Her life had been disrupted.
She had been blocked from seeing her son JJ again. Was that a fair punishment,
seeing that JJ was her most valuable treasure? 
         What was her offence? She slept with Jude, yes.  But that was because she
found out she still loved him and that he also wanted her.
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        Surely that was not fair.
        She apologised to Lady Vickie, but the woman was not impressed. 
        “Begone, girl!” Lady Vickie replied. 
     She then instructed her staffer to escort her out of the premises. But
Kenneth was kind enough to take her back home.
      “I’m sorry, Tara,” Kenneth told her as the driver drove them back to her
home.
      It occurred to Tara that the angry pastor did not banish her from Jude’s
Lush Garden house where she was currently staying, perhaps because it was
Jude’s property.
        She trembled and wept until she got home.
      However, when she arrived home, she noticed that a vehicle was parked
by the gate. She knew who the owner was and realised that her nightmare
was not yet over.



        “What are you doing here?” Tara asked Krystal. 
        She was putting up a fight.
       “I think I should be the one to ask you that question, Dimples. Or are you
Tara?” Krystal said and followed her inside the house. “Did you ask Jude that
question when he came here earlier? Baby girl, you are the one trespassing
here.” 
     Tara desperately hoped Krystal hadn’t come to accuse her of the same
thing Lady Vickie had. Hopefully, Krystal hadn’t seen the video.
   She soon realised that the big house was not even big enough to
accommodate both her and Krystal. That girl could nag, and she was not in
any mood to deal with Krystal, not yet. However, Krystal remained insistent;
she kept following Tara all over the place and forcing herself on Tara’s paths.
    “Are you not supposed to be with your daughter?” Tara blurted out in
frustration. She was too stressed to be having small talks now.
        “I see! So, you are the one feeding Jude with lies!” Krystal scoffed. “Is that
your excuse for sleeping with my husband?”
        Tara’s heart sank.
      “Oh! You’re surprised. Jude told me. He told me everything. Every gory
detail. I have a video to prove it, you stinky seductress. You are good, you
know that? You played your cards well. You seduced him. Ever since you
arrived, you have put him under immense pressure, and he tried to please
you at every turn. But you were not contented because you wanted him all for
yourself. You were so desperate you made a video! You need, you want him,
you need to feel his body under your skin, and all that nonsense. For what
now? You want to kiss him; you want to lick him. Does he resemble ice
cream?”
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        Tara stood there speechless, totally humiliated. 
       It was embarrassing for her to see how easily, how quickly, and how fast-
spreading a moment of unguided passion can go. Wasn’t it supposed to be
an intimate exchange between her and Jude? How come everyone now had
it?
      “In this tech age, I cannot believe someone can still be stupid enough to
send intimate videos to a love interest. I thought you were smarter than that.
I’m disappointed. A whole lawyer like you!”
      Tara listened, depressed. Her life had been ruined by a stupid video she
had made for a man who decided to leave her, and then he leaked the story,
creating an illusion that she was the one who seduced him, just so that he
could get his old life back. 
     She felt hurt and betrayed that Jude could go that far, that low, just to
cover his tracks. 
        Why would Jude do that to her? Her heart ached.
        “Look here,” Krystal continued. “Jude apologised for his indiscretion, and
I have every intention to forgive him. So, don’t think you’ve won. Don’t think
I am planning to leave him because of the thirty seconds of fun you had with
him. I’m not taking that high road. No!”
     Krystal sure knew how to hit her where it hurt. What did Krystal know
about fun when she was such a killjoy? Even Jude wouldn’t disrespect the
time they had together that much. But she couldn’t blame Krystal.
       “I love my man, and I intend to keep him. We are working on something
together, and by God’s grace, we will pull through the current challenges he’s
going through. I will stand by him every bit of the journey. So, don’t think
you have won because a man you are not married to decide to disrespect you
on the altar of fornication.”
        Tara had had enough.
        “I don’t know if this count, but I’m sorry, Krystal. I truly am.”
       “No, it doesn’t count. You should have thought of it before worming your
way into our lives, putting us under duress, pretending like you don’t want
him, whereas, he has always been the prize you are aiming for.”
        Tara shoulder sunk deeper.
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       “I have the power to destroy you, Dimples.” Krystal continued to brandish
her power. “I can ruin whatever is left of your life and reputation; I can make
sure that you are reduced to nothing. But I will not use it, for now.”
        Tara brightened up a bit.
      “I will make a deal with you. You will leave this building, and you will go
away. You will stay completely away from our lives. You will not bother me,
or Jude, ever again. We have helped you and brought you out of the small,
smelly, overcrowded hostel room you were living in before. We brought you
here, cleaned you up, and offered you a life of luxury, we were paying you a
decent salary even though you were just a bloody undergraduate. We tried to
make your life bearable, but it seems you’d quickly forgotten where you were
coming from.”
       Tara couldn’t believe Krystal was hellbent on ruining her remaining self-
esteem.
       “You have until tomorrow to get your stuff and vamoose. My ladies from
the agency – Moyo and Joyce – will be coming today to do the inventory.
Nothing missing, nothing broken, nothing stolen, nothing lost. Do I make
myself clear?”
        Tara swallowed hard.

      Soon after Krystal left, Tara broke down in tears. The day had been too
painful for her. She brought out her boxes and began to pack her things. 
     An email came through, it was from the security company where she
worked part-time. They’d fired her!
       They claimed that the co-employer, that is, the church, had discontinued
her employment. So, they were left with no other option than to cancel the
contract. They however advised her that they would be open to further
negotiations in the future if she was still interested in working for them.
        Tara was too numb to have any reactions again. 
        Her life was ruined. And that was it.
       It was time to close shop and move. She just didn’t know what to do with
her life.
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        Shortly afterwards, a call came through. 
        It was from the man whose number she had simply saved as a hashtag. 
        Pastor Nathan. 
      Tara panicked. She realised the problems had blown out of proportion.
She knew that the pastor genuinely cared about her; that made the call even
more painful.
    “I am very disappointed in you,” Pastor Nathan said without mincing
words. “I didn’t think you could ever stoop that low.”
        “I assume you have seen the video too,” Tara replied without thinking.
       “And it was worse than I could have imagined. You knew Jude was going
through a lot, and he was under lots of stress and pressure. But you took
advantage and seduced him.”
        Tara sighed; shame and humiliation flowed through her.
       “Please, can I come and see you in your office, sir? Trust me, it’s not what
you think.”
     “You better have a good explanation,” Pastor Nathan retorted. “I am at
work the entire day. Until seven. Let me know when you get there.”
       Tara did not know what to think. How many more people have seen that
godforsaken video? 
     She made it in the heat of passion; it was now even up to two minutes
long, but now, everybody jumped on it as though it was the main topic of
discussion. It seemed everybody had chosen to ignore the real problems and
focused on her, gaslighting her. 
        Nobody was even talking about Jude anymore. 
        She had now become their easy target. The distraction. The scapegoat. 
     It was easier to talk about the pastor of a megachurch who fell into the
hand of a seductress that to deal with the real issues; her involvement was
the juicier story.
      Tara was once sorry for Jude, for how he quickly fell out of favour, and
how the same people he served for many good years quickly turned against
him. Now she was at the receiving end, and she understood better.
        Church people are not so gracious as they claim; they are not so forgiving
as they project themselves.
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        As painful as it was, Tara realised that something good came out of these
troubles. She was eventually able to decide what to do next with her life.   
     Considering the humiliation that she had suffered in recent times, she
believed going home wasn’t such a bad idea. At least, she would be able to
rub her recent achievements on the faces of her parents.
        Particularly her father.
      Later in the afternoon, her bags were packed. She swallowed her pride
and begged her younger sister to come to pick her up; she was not in the
mood to endure those mean, moaning ladies from the agency. Her younger
sister reluctantly obliged her.
      She stopped by the church office complex to see Pastor Nathan if just to
drop off the keys, remote buttons, and access cards to Jude’s house.
        Then she could cut them all out of her life.
        A new life was beckoning, and she could not wait to start.



        Jude arrived early at the hospital where Rose was receiving treatment. He
planned to see Bishop earlier. However, he changed his mind, considering
the video situation. 
        He hated his parents right now; he wouldn’t even lie.
       He held the bouquet of roses he brought and waited patiently at the foyer
which was mostly empty as it was not visiting hour yet. He had been away for
days, so, returning to the hospital foyer gave him a wave of guilt. He missed
little Rose. In his subconscious mind, he could hear Rose’s laughter; the little
girl adored him. He felt bad for abandoning her. 
     He got bored, he decided to go inside the ward and ask if he would be
allowed in. The nurses knew him well, and they were kind to let him in.
        There was Rose, at the table with the other kids, playing make-believe.
      Rose soon spotted him; she screamed and rushed towards him, giggling
as usual, while she adjusted her spectacles. She collected the bouquet Jude
was holding and she was excited to tell him a lot of things. 
        The kid was always a delight!
     She brought Jude to the ward’s colourful play area, and Jude squeezed
himself onto one of the small chairs as he joined her and the other sick
children. He watched with admiration as Rose took her bouquet and she
distributed the flowers in all the cubicles and bedsides in her unit until it
finished.
        “Uncle Jude. I am now the President,” Rose told him excitedly.
     The nurses explained that Rose had been admitted for longer than the
other kids, so she was the new “president”, a role that always went to the
longest person on admission. 
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        “Will you read me stories from your phone?” she later asked Jude.
        “Are you not too big for silly stories?”
       “But you always change the stories. I like the way you change the stories.
You can read to my friends too.”
    Jude remembered the day when Rose was very sick, and Krystal was
hysterical that they were losing her. He sat by Rose’s bedside for long hours
and watched her. In his agitation, he downloaded some fairy tale apps onto
his phone, which he read to her, but he would always change the stories
because he didn’t like the way those stories went, and even though she was
still quite ill, Rose would always correct him. 
         That was not what happened to Cinderella. Or the three pigs. Or the foxes. 
         And when she grew stronger, she requested to hear those stories again. 
   However, Jude noticed Rose’s excitement was short-lived because
immediately they returned to her bedside, she looked sad.
         “You are not looking happy, Princess,” Jude started.
        “Because I’m not happy,” Rose replied flatly.
     “But you’re getting better, you will be going home soon, you should be
happy,” Jude encouraged.
      “I know. But I’m not happy. I want to stay with my Mum. Grandpa and
Grandma are always very mean to my Mum, and I don’t like it. I am happy
here with the other kids.”
         Jude listened but he couldn’t make sense of what Rose was saying.
       “Mum told me you will be my new Daddy. We’ll be so happy. I can come
and live with you.” Rose managed a smile.
         That caught Jude off-guard. What was Rose talking about?
        “I don’t think I understand you, Angel,” Jude eventually replied. 
        Nothing Rose said made much sense to him. Rose might be a kid, but she
was quite bright. So, she must know what she was saying unless her illness
had affected her brain.
      “My Mum, she was sad yesterday. She was crying. She’s always sad. My
Dad is making her sad. She looked terrible. Uncle Jude, will you help her?”
        A cold sweat broke out on Jude. It couldn’t be. 
        “Your Mum? Is Krystal your Mum?”
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      “Yes, she is. But she likes to tell people that we are sisters. I don’t know
why she does that. She asks to me to call her Krystal. Please don’t be angry
with her.”
        “Not I’m not.” Jude tried to keep his emotions under control. 
        Why would Krystal lie about something like that? 
      He had believed her completely, considering the age difference between
him and Josh was wider than that between Krystal and Rose, and Rose was
an Ejiofor as well. 
        Then it all made sense. Krystal’s parents lied too. 
       Apparently, when Krystal’s Mum was allegedly pregnant, she travelled to
Ireland to stay with her daughter, when in the real fact, Krystal was the
pregnant one, and her mother only went there to stay with her. And nobody
in the church realised that the older woman was not pregnant. She returned
with a baby, having deceived the whole world that she was pregnant.  
        Meanwhile, that was Krystal’s baby. Rose.
      Perhaps they lied because they were ashamed of Krystal. They were not
proud of how a church girl, from a Christian family, and a daughter of
respected church ministers, could have a child out of wedlock. 
        Such hypocrisy. It did suck.
        “Do you know your dad?” Jude asked, careful not to upset her further.
        “Yes.”
        “Does he know you’re in the hospital?”
        “Yes.”
        “Has he ever come to visit you?”
      “Sometimes. He doesn’t come all the time. He doesn’t see me often. He
has his own family. And he has his children. The two boys are older than me.
And there is a small girl. But he’s very mean, my father.”
        Jude sucked in a sharp breath. He sure wasn’t ready for this. 
       He remembered Tara telling him that Krystal was hiding something, but
he couldn’t have imagined it had anything to do with Rose. 
        No wonder Krystal was so devastated by Rose’s illness.
       “I’m happy you’ll be my new Daddy, we will be a happy family, with Josh
and JJ.” Rose smiled, hope beaming from her face. 
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        Jude was getting emotional now. Surely, Rose deserved better!
       “My Dad made my Mum upset yesterday,” she continued. “He makes her
upset all the time.” 
        She wiped away a stubborn tear that escaped from her eyes. 
      Jude held her hands. However, before he could react, Krystal arrived in
the ward. She could see that Rose was crying, and she was worried.
        “What’s going on?” she whispered to Jude.
       Jude looked from her to Rose, and then back to Krystal as the pain in his
chest threatened to overwhelm him.
        “I think Rose is a bit upset about missing schools,” he replied clearly, loud
enough for Rose to hear. He hoped he and Krystal could have a discussion
first before reacting to the bombshell information he just got.
        Krystal knelt close to Rose. 
      “Sorry my angel, the holiday has started now. When school resumes, I’ll
take you back to school. But you need to get well now. They say the doctor
will most likely discharge you tomorrow. They just want you to complete
your antibiotics before discharging you.”
        Rose only smiled.



        Krystal walked briskly to the foyer; her eyes were still heavy. 
        Jude assumed she must have been crying. 
     If Krystal was crying the previous day, just like Rose told him, then it
wasn’t because he cheated on her. It must have been something else eating
her up, although he agreed that her current tears could have been triggered
by his infidelity which she discovered earlier in the day.
      He followed her briskly, and he found her leaning on a wall at the foyer.
Her body language told him she was crying again. He walked closely behind
her, and held her shoulder, gently.
        “I’m sorry,” he started. 
       He felt bad about the betrayal if indeed little Rose was right, but he knew
he had been unfair to Krystal too. He had brought a third person into their
relationship, and he had planned to break up with her so he could be with the
other girl.
        “Why are you crying. Please stop crying, Kris, I am sure that we can work
something out.”
        She turned around to look at him. 
     “This is too much,” she ranted through her tears. Her expression was
blank. “This is just too much. I can’t handle it. I can’t take it anymore!” 
       Jude did not understand what she was talking about. Krystal was the one
cheering Rose a few minutes earlier, talking about discharge. Why should
she be crying when Rose had defied all odds and recovered completely from
her illness?
      She was probably talking about him. About his infidelity. Or about him
falling from his office as a pastor. Or perhaps it had to do with discoveries
she made about his past. Tara’s words kept ringing in his ears. Tara had said
whatever Krystal did was not a crime, but most likely out of love. 

fifty-three

288



289

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        So, Krystal must have found out about his criminal past.
     “Whatever it is that you’ve heard about me, and whatever I could have
done to you with that lady, I take responsibility, and I apologise.” Jude
started to apologise and explain himself.
        “It’s not about you.” Krystal cut him in, as she tried to wipe her tears. “It’s
got nothing to do with you. It’s just me.”
        Jude exhaled. He wasn’t the cause of her tears. 
        “Then what’s the problem?” 
     Before Krystal could respond, Jude felt someone drag him from behind
and pushed him. He staggered a bit, mostly because he was too shocked to
react initially.
      “What are you doing here?” the man barked at him, and pushed him by
the chest, then hit again, and swore at him. 
        The man then went over to Kristal and pushed her carelessly as well. 
     “What is this man doing here? Didn’t I tell you I don’t want to see him
anywhere around my daughter, ever again?” 
       Jude immediately reached out to the uncultured man, by reflex. He knew
that man. Is that not Cousin Boye?
        “Why are you doing this to me?” Krystal was crying aloud now. 
      The realisation began to dawn on Jude, constricting his chest. He wasn’t
the one giving Krystal grief. The bag he saw underneath her eyes earlier had
nothing to do with him. It was all Cousin Boye. 
       By that time, Krystal’s parents were already at the hospital, and the foyer
was already filling up with friends and family who come for the visiting hour;
many people had been told that Pastor Jude would be at the hospital for a
visit that day.
       “Boye?” Jude pulled that unstable man away from Krystal. “Leave her the
hell alone.” He said calmly. He was not joking.
        “What are you going to do, Pastor? Hit me?” Boye was as uncouth as ever.
        “Don’t tempt me.”
      Boye turned his focus between him and Krystal and Krystal’s family and
friends who had come to visit Rose. Before long a scene had been created.
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      “This fake pastor you are following all over the place,” Boye was wagging
his finger at Krystal now. “This one. Is he not the one sleeping with his ex-
girlfriend? I told you he couldn’t be trusted, yet you’re following about
thinking he’s a normal person. And he’s here with you again.”
        “Excuse me?” Jude said.
      Krystal’s parents were also already trying to get involved and mediate in
the scruffle.
       “Look, Jude or whatever your name is, this is a family affair. And you are
not invited. I don’t want to see you here,” Boye continued, turning to Krystal
and alternating between the two of them. “Krystal, listen! I don’t want him
around, and particularly not around my daughter. He throws his weight
around like he is in charge here. Who the hell does he think he is? I am Rose’s
father; I make the rules around here. I determine whom I want and whom I
don’t want in my child’s life. And he is out!”
      A crowd was forming, some folks already brought out their smartphones
and were recording the scene. The hospital security personnel were called
and already on the way, and the health workers were gathering, to steal a
glance of what was going on. And there were some other people, particularly
patients’ relatives, who were leaving, moving away from what could
potentially escalate into a violent exchange.
      Jude thought of how to defuse the already escalating situation. He was a
high-profile ambassador of the Believers’ Assembly. So was Krystal, and
Krystal’s parents; beyond that, he was a public figure, and the entire
situation there at the hospital foyer was unfortunate, to put it mildly.
        Just when he thought his life could not get more complicated!
   Jude wondered if Krystal already told the ‘blabbing idiot’ about his
infidelity, and exactly at what time they had to get together and have that
conversation, considering that he only confessed to Krystal that same
morning.
      “You are surprised?” Boye scoffed. “Krystal tells me everything. And this
morning, she told me about your latest escapades. And guess what, she’s
paying you back, big time, in your coin.”
        “Stop it already,” Krystal was frustrated.
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    Jude had been trying to control his anger ever since the man started
ranting, but he had exhausted his patience. With one hand, he grabbed Boye
by the neck, and the man began to choke. 
       “I can’t breathe! I can’t breathe!” Boye gasped for breath until he became
blue in the face, his eyes popping out. “He’s going to kill me!”
        Jude didn’t listen. Within seconds, he hit Boye with the other hand. 
        Boye fell on the floor, unresponsive.
        Krystal screamed. “You killed him. You just killed him. Did you kill him?”
     Jude watched. The security guys were now surrounding him. And Jude
could also see that more people had brought out their smartphones and were
recording them.
        People started screaming, “Call the doctor!” “Call the doctor!”
     Some medical or paramedical guys came out immediately to attend to
Boye on the floor where he fell.
        “Give us space,” one of them who appeared in charge cleared people away
from Boye, while the others health workers were on the floor next to him.
      One man was carrying the mobile defibrillator, the AED. He cut through
the cloth Boye was wearing, and he connected the electrodes to his chest,
while the other man connected the oxygen mask to the cylinder and fitted it
to Boye’s face.
     “Hello, Mister. Can you hear me?” a young lady knelt beside Boye and
called out.
        “He’s not responding,” she called out to her colleagues.
       “Is he breathing? Can you feel any pulse? Please start CPR!” the in-charge
guy yelled at his colleagues.
        “I see a good sinus rhythm on the monitor,” the AED guy said.
        “Yeah. I can feel good pulse here too,” the lady responded.
        “Just not breathing,” replied the first guy. It sounded like a question.
        “Saturation is coming up nicely.” That was the guy with the oxygen.
        ‘Why are they resuscitating the stupid guy?’ Jude thought. 
       He was angry that Krystal went to stay close to Cousin Boye. He could see
where her allegiance laid.



292

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

      Many seconds later, after sucking in oxygen, Boye woke up and jumped
on his feet, and started to run away.
        “He’s a killer pastor. He wants to kill me!” he breathed.
      The paramedics got hold of Boye; they put a collar around his neck, then
strapped him to the stretcher, and wheeled him into the emergency room.
Jude could see Krystal bending over him on the stretcher from the corner of
her eye as they wheeled him away.
       The security personnel also escorted Jude out of the hospital premises to
his vehicle at the car park.
        If his life was in shambles already, fuel had just been added to the fire.
        Jude wondered if he could ever recover from it, not when several random
outsiders had recorded stories about his life’s secrets and his indiscretion;
and now, they caught him in action – he was fighting in the public and was
being escorted by the security.
     His mother now had at least two incriminating video recordings of his
public misdemeanour.
      For the first time, Jude didn’t feel guilty for his angry outburst. At least the
target was not a female this time around, and he was glad the attack on Boye
produced the outcomes he expected. 
        That would put that idiot in his place, hopefully, for a very long time.



      Pastor Nathan watched Tara. It took a long time before he could finally
speak to her. 
        He was both hurt and disappointed. 
     Jude was like a brother to him. He had watched over Jude since Jude’s
accident. He had taken Jude under his wings and trained him. He had
groomed Jude to become the next Senior Pastor of their vast ministry.
      He had seen God at work in Jude’s life, and he genuinely wanted Jude to
succeed. God spoke to him about Jude since he arrived, hence his vested
interest in Jude’s personal life and progress. 
       When Jude first returned, he was one of the first to reach out to Jude. He
was even the one who suggested to Bishop and Lady Vickie that he would like
to step aside for Jude to take over as the Senior Pastor. 
        That was at a time he just lost his wife, and he was hoping to adjust to life
as a single parent of three kids, Shiloh, Zachary, and Mariah, two of whom
were already teenagers.
        The progress Jude made was evidence of his calling and his ministry.
    Jude had done extremely well, until a few months back when he got
distracted because someone from his past had come to haunt him. The shock
when he realised that Jude and Tara had a past together, whereas she never
told him for the two years of their friendship. 
        However, Tara kept infiltrating, and she has singlehandedly manipulated
and controlled all of them. And she did not stop until she got her target.
        Jude Okorie.
       “Tara, I once asked you what your endgame was.” Pastor Nathan scoffed.
He was livid. “You fooled me, Tara. I thought I could trust you. I thought we
could give you a chance. You see, we had this wrong perception that the
enemy was someone from outside, but Tara you pulled a fast one on us.”
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        “I told you that I didn’t have any agenda.”
      “But you do, darling, don’t lie!” Pastor Nathan replied impatiently. “You
are one extremely slick, scheming, conniving, and controlling young lady. I
regret allowing Jude to make you feel so comfortable with us.”
        “I can explain. I am not manipulative.”
        He shook his head.
      “But you took advantage of him in a vulnerable state. You knew he was
under suspension. Nobody wanted to suspend Jude; we were not happy
about the situation. But we couldn’t keep him as the Senior Pastor or the
head of our church organisation while investigations about him were
ongoing. We just wanted him to step aside while we investigated the
allegations that were raised, by you, by the same you, Tara, against him. We
didn’t realise it was all part of your grand scheme. You looked for the best
opportunity, and while he was down on his knees, you completed your work
on him. What a brave, calculated move. You should be proud!”
      “That was not what happened, and you’ve got to believe me.” She wiped
her eyes even though there were no tears.
       “Miss me with the explanation,” he responded angrily. “Adultery is a big
issue for us as Christians and as a church, particularly one of our standing. It
weakens the very fabrics the church is made up of. It breaks trust in
marriages and relationships, it brings lots of stigma upon the church, it
weakens people’s confidence in the church, it gives critics the power to judge
and condemn us. And guess what? It’s also a sin to God!”
        Tara looked at him, defiantly. She seemed to be blocking out any form of
reproof so far. He didn’t know Tara could be so stubborn.
        “Nathan,” she started, catching him unawares. 
        “That would be Pastor Nathan, my dear.” He raised his eyebrow. “But I’m
listening.”
        “Can I talk to you as my friend, not as my pastor?” her lips trembled.
       Nathan wasn’t interested in the friendship, not when he had had to take
up the responsibility of a Senior Pastor again, with the weight of the church
landing squarely on his shoulders in such turbulent times.
        “No! I’m your pastor. Let’s keep it that way. But I’m listening.”
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       “It was consensual. I did not seduce him. If anyone did the seduction, it
was him, not me.”
        Nathan looked at her, not convinced.
       “I loved him; I still do. I didn’t know it at that time, and I wasn’t trying to
get into his life or something. I didn’t want to have anything to do with him,
in that sense, until he came to me, and he brought out all that feeling in me. I
fell for him right away. He wanted us to run away, to leave everybody behind,
and to start a new life together. I didn’t want him to run, so I told him he
should stay. He didn’t like how he was living a double life; he felt the church
wanted him to be perfect. He loved God. He wanted to be religious,
moderately in his little corner. He told me he’s under a lot of pressure, and
that he kept his past secret because nobody would want to associate with him
once they found out about the dangerous and violent man he used to be. You
can ask him to confirm if I’m telling the truth.”
       Nathan looked at her, pain spreading through his chest. He felt Tara was
telling the truth; he didn’t think Jude would fall for the video if he didn’t care
enough about her. 
        He hoped to see Jude someday and have the chat with him.
    “I also want Jude to succeed,” Tara continued. “He’s a fine guy. But
sometimes he can’t accept the fact that God has forgiven him of his past
actions. He thinks he has not ‘suffered’ enough for all the wrongs he did in
the past, and just wants to continue to pay for it. We can’t let that happen.
Please don’t give up on him. I know you are close, that’s why I’m telling you
all these.”
        Tara concluded and rose to leave. 
       “I came to drop the key to Jude’s house. Please make sure he gets them.”    
      She brought out a small box tagged ‘keys’ and dropped it on the table for
Pastor Nathan. 
        “You’re leaving?” Nathan had a mixed feeling about that.
       “You all have left me with no choice. Please let Jude know that I love him;
I’ll always love him, but I also want him to go and make things right with the
people in his life. Please tell him to forgive Krystal; she’s a lovely lady and her
mistakes are forgivable.”
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        Nathan looked at her. She was too broken. 
       He wondered what Krystal did, but Tara said she was not under liberty to
mention it. Nathan tried to tell her to wait, but she said she had moved
already, and she only came to drop the keys.
        Nathan watched as Tara left her office.
      He stood heartbroken and paced back and forth. The situation between
Tara and Jude was a hard one for him to swallow. Regardless, he must be
strong and move forward with his calling.
      He picked the box Tara just dropped and let his mind wander. He was so
grateful that he never acted inappropriately with her. 
       In retrospect, he could understand what he felt for her from the start. It
wasn’t love; it wasn’t meant to be love. 
       It made sense to him how that he felt intrigued by her from the moment
he welcomed her to church over the phone. It was a nice thing that he kept
her close. He just wasn’t sure he did whatever it was that God wanted him to
accomplish in her life.
     But at least, he still had Jude. He might have failed with Tara, but he
couldn’t afford to fail with Jude. It was just strange that he never noticed that
the two still had some unfinished businesses with each other. 
        Even now, there were still lots of loose edges.
         ‘Perhaps they truly belong with each other,’ he thought.
        He still couldn’t get hold of Jude.



       Jude arrived at the Harry’s home later in the afternoon. He had not been
able to see Bishop or Lady Vickie. And he had not been able to see his new
successor, who happened to also be his predecessor. Pastor Nathan. 
        He also couldn’t reach Tara. 
      He went to the Lush Garden house earlier as scheduled, only to discover
that she wasn’t there. She had left, and she had taken all her belongings with
her as well. He had promised her earlier that morning that he would come
back to her, but it seemed she didn’t trust him enough to wait for him or
contact him in some way.
        He wondered where she went.
      It troubled him because he was looking forward to seeing her again that
night. His life had suddenly gone from bad to worse, and he needed her.
They could move together to his new home, and they could block out toxic
and unwanted people from their lives.
        Starting from his parents.
        And her parents.
        And the church.
        And Krystal and her toxic family.
       He could still remember Krystal’s parents rushing to meet him at the car
park earlier at the hospital before he drove off. 
       Elder Ejiofor was apologising to him profusely, calling Jude “my in-law”
in every other sentence, while Krystal’s mother went to drag her from Cousin
Boye to meet him there at the car park. 
     Jude hated to think that the Ejiofors were abusive parents; they looked
responsible from afar. But they definitely had been abusive to Krystal!
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      Seeing how they talked to Krystal at the hospital foyer and the way they
treated her again at the car park confirmed what Rose told him. 
        They were mean to Krystal. 
       It must be a nightmare having parents who treat their adult children that
way! In retrospect, he could understand Krystal’s insecurity.
     They profusely apologised to him as they confirmed everything. It was
true that Krystal indeed was Rose’s mother, and Boye was the father. But
Boye was a married man who was not ready to leave his family for Krystal.
     However, along the line, Krystal became pregnant with Rose, and the
family decided to protect Krystal from the shame and stigma, and they told a
big lie to cover it up. However, they had encouraged Krystal to tell him the
truth, just that she refused to do the right thing.
      He asked if Boye was the one blackmailing her, and what exactly did he
want. However, neither Krystal nor her parents were willing to answer that
question. So, Jude informed them that he was no longer interested in the
relationship.
        Right there and then, he called off the engagement.
     “My in-law, please, don’t do that.” “People make mistakes, she’s just a
stupid girl but she will learn.” “My in-law let’s talk this through.” “Our in-law,
let’s not give the devil a chance.”
        They kept begging. Krystal’s father kept calling him, “my in-law”, and her
mother, “our in-law”. 
       Jude was not interested in the back-and-forth. So, he told them he’d talk
to Krystal, one-on-one. He hated them right away and simply clammed up.
He was shocked that he could have such a heart-breaking experience right
from the church.
      “God bless you, my in-law.” Krystal’s parents responded. They were also
pushing Krystal to curtsy and apologise to him.
       Jude was still angry, but he had realised that he must deal with anger, no
matter how justified it was, otherwise he might truly end up hurting
someone.
        As if he hadn’t hurt people enough!
        Leaving the hospital, he drove straight to the Harry’s home.
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        Visiting the Harry’s house was quite a different experience for Jude.
    Jude had expected Pastor Nathan’s usual approach, which comprised
mostly of intense spirituality, prayers, and mentorship. Those were Bishop’s
approach too, and Lady Vee’s as well, with little tweaks here and there.
        Well, that was the training he got, and that was the training he gave.
        However, with Tolulope Harry, things were different. 
    “Welcome, Pastor Jude!” Tolulope Harry welcomed Jude to their lovely
home with a firm handshake.
        “Thank you, Mr Harry. But please call me Jude.”
        “That is if you will call me Tolulope. Or Tolu for short.”
        “Fair enough,” Jude replied after a few moments.
      Tolu was a very straight-to-the-point kind of person, a businessman to
the core. There were no interrogations; he didn’t even seem interested in
‘what happened’. He didn’t seem given to small talks either.
      “Let me show you your side of our home,” Tolu said without asking for
Jude’s opinion, or whether he would be staying with them or not.
     Tolu led him through a section of his vast property, while they chatted
lightly about unrelated issues like parenting and travels.
       Jude had been to the Harry’s home a few times; being the Senior Pastor,
part of his duties was to develop a friendship with the biggest financiers of
their church organisation. And Tolu was part of an exclusive group of friends
that raise a humongous amount of money to fund their church and their
ministries. And yes, the Harry’s home was beautiful.
         Soon, the two men were on their way to the penthouse. 
      It was a large cosy suite with basically everything a VIP guest like Jude
could need. It had a comfy bed and an adjoining large bath, a section that
could work as an office, and a living area where he could lounge and watch
the TV and just relax, which overlooked a beautiful outdoor. There was even
a small conference room in case he had guests.
      “I hope you like it. It’s not much, but at least you’ll get the basic stuff you
need.”



300

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

        “This is a lot, and I love it. Thank you!” Jude replied
         Tolu showed him around the penthouse. Jude could see that Tolu wanted
him to move in with them, and that was not open to negotiation.
       “If you take that lift,” Tolu pointed to him, “it will lead you straight to my
kitchen. So, if you’re keen, half-past five in the morning, I’m already there.
We can pray together.”
      Jude knew that Tolu had a side life as a celebrity chef; he had been to
Tolu’s home kitchen before. It was grand, with an industrial touch.
         Jude loved Tolu’s strategies already. He looked around his new home and
he could see possibilities. He loved the peace and calmness at Tolu’s home,
and the ambience had already begun to heal him. 
        He felt blessed that he had a place he could stay, pray and meditate, and
get his life right, far away from the toxicities from the outside world.
      “The Lord instructed Anita and me to invite you over,” Tolu told him as
they left the penthouse and he continued to show Jude around their property.
“I don’t know how long you would like to stay here, but if you want to stay for
a couple of days or even weeks to sort yourself out, know that our doors are
open. And you are more than welcome.”
        “Thank you!” was all he could say. 
        Jude choked up a little. 
      Amid all the chaos of his life, someone stepped up and invited him over,
gave him a luxurious living space, and practically volunteered to watch over
him. It felt refreshing to have the burden lifted off his shoulder; he could be a
normal person again, and not under the scrutiny of anyone.
       They were back in his suite at the penthouse; Tolu was still going on and
on, telling him how blessed they were to have their pastor under their roof. 
      “I am glad you could finally make it to our place. But I must get back to
work. If you have a minute, you can come downstairs, we can do some things
together. Hit that elevator, you know where it will lead you.”
        Jude smiled. “I’ll be there as soon as possible.”
        Tolu eventually left Jude to freshen up.

        Shortly afterwards, Jude was downstairs. 
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        He had taken the lift that Tolu showed him, and it took him directly to
his home Kitchen. It was massive; Tolu reminded him he was also a chef. 
       “I’m working alone today, but thank God, now I have an assistant. You,”
Tolu joked.
        Jude also found himself laugh and relax as they worked together. 
     All the burden of ministry and the choking cares of him wanting to be
perfect had melted away. He was learning new things, which was good, and
Tolu was not even asking him about the chaos he brought with him.
        Jude confessed he was terrible at cooking. 
        “I know how to mix a few things here and there, but most days, I eat out,
or food made by those who work for me.” He skipped Krystal’s obsession
with what went through his mouth.
       “You can be sure that I will teach you a few tricks before you leave,” Tolu
laughed. “And I promise you, the entire time you stay here, you will cook
every single meal you eat.”
        “I am in severe pain already!” Jude laughed back.
        “I’m sure Anita will not agree with my method. She will squeeze food into
your room if she has to.”
       Tolu explained to him he would be hosting a few guests that evening;
mostly missionaries, considering that he was a missionary himself. 
       They worked together that late afternoon; Jude listened as Tolu spoke to
him about the model of his ministry. Jude was impressed. No wonder Tolu
wouldn’t take up any position in the church.
       “I love missions; a lot of people think missions is something mysterious,
but it is something we do every day,” Tolu explained. “It is one of the most
rewarding jobs I’ve ever had. I am so busy these days; I don’t go out to the
fields myself anymore, but I still do my bit. We have an organised ministry,
or call it ‘non-profit’, that caters for missionaries; in fact, we sponsor quite a
number. We have lots of partners as well. We even have a trust fund set up
for that cause; that way, we have been able to put a few hundred of them on
the payroll for several years now. Every year, we renew their contracts based
on their output. And that also determines whether we should increase,
decrease, or withdraw our commitment to them.”
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        “That’s an amazing thing you’re doing.”
       “Absolutely. I mean, it’s embarrassing when missionaries are forgotten on
the field. You see, many people are into missionary work because of their
passion for souls. These individuals are not riffraff; most of them are
professionals who choose to focus on mission, and they still have to fund the
ministry from their pockets.”
        “That’s awful, I agree.” Jude was already feeling guilty.
      “You see, when I was fully on the field, as a single dad of a boy myself, I
worked with high school boys within the indigent communities here in
Lagos, and all the money came from my pocket, and trust me, it wasn’t
cheap. I partnered with lots of people, NGOs, and ministries, many of whom
I still partner with to date. And many times, I also had to fund them because
there were no free resources anywhere. So, as God blessed me, I decided to
give back to missions and support missionaries in their work. I’ve done that
for many years now, till date. And every now and again, I invite some of
them here just to relax and talk and catch up.”
    “I’m impressed, Tolu,” Jude confessed. “Will it be okay if I join your
meeting this evening? I will change into something nicer.”
        “Why not? That’d be fine. It’s a casual business meeting; you don’t need
to go over the top.”
      Jude smiled. Tolu was deliberate in his actions, and Jude could see how
the older man was intentionally guiding him to make certain decisions. 
        He must learn Tolu’s style. 



        Tolu and Jude completed their preparation for the event of the evening. 
        Tolu then led him to an adjoining outhouse. 
     Some of the household staffers had already prepared the venue for the
evening. Jude and his host just had to serve the tables, and wait on their
guests as they arrived, which Jude thought was a nice exercise for a change.
       Several scriptures filtered through Jude’s mind as he served tables for the
guests that he didn’t even know who they were. 
     He had always been the pastor, the high and mighty, and an extremely
privileged person in almost every gathering. It felt nice to serve tables for a
change. Particularly because he was serving people who were out on the field
serving others as well.
      Tolu’s guests began to arrive. Jude took a quick break to change his look
before coming to join them. He wore a simple collared shirt with khaki pants
and laced-up boots, topping the ensemble with a well-cut blazer. 
        On arrival, he noticed Tolu had done the same as well.
     It was a bit of a party. Jude could count about two dozen faces. Few of
them recognised him, thankfully it appeared they’d not heard ‘the story’, the
huge scandal that would soon take them by the storms. 
       Jude dreaded the coming Sunday because, on that day, it would be made
public. And he still hadn’t made time to see Pastor Nathan, or Lady Vickie or
Bishop.
     Jude joined the group of missionaries. He listened to their reports and
testimonies. He couldn’t sit down much, mainly because he was the one
serving tables and attending to the needs of the guests, he and Tolu Harry.  
     He wasn’t complaining; at least that was way better than sacrificing his
calling on the altar of immorality, with Tara, as he had planned earlier.
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        He still missed Tara though.
        The testimonies from those missionaries were quite inspiring to Jude.
     They all had something to say about their works, and the ease of their
relationship suggested to Jude that they were all quite familiar with one
another and quite comfortable with one another.
        ‘How come I never know about these works?’ Jude wondered.
       He was a pastor, and their ministry was involved in lots of mission work.
Their website had a page dedicated to mission efforts, and lots of pictures of
them making a difference, and there was a ‘donate’ button for people who
would like to support missions and missionaries. 
       They had lots of mission activities throughout the country. They also had
lots of foreign missions’ operations and partners throughout the continent.
        However, he had never considered the importance and the impacts of the
local, grassroots work those missionaries were doing. Most of them worked
within the city which was a surprise to him; he didn’t realise how much of
mission work still needed to be done in the cities, as opposed to poverty-
stricken villages in someplace far, far away.
        His heart burned within him, he had to repent for how he hadn’t cared so
much for the mission, as a person, as the head of a ministry, and as a church.
      One of the few ladies who were present spoke from where she sat. Jude
remembered her when they were being introduced. She came that evening
with her husband; both medical doctors, Dr Ameh and Dr Ameh, and they
worked with the same nonprofit, an organisation known as Gearing-Up. 
      Tolu told him both Amehs were public health professionals. It appeared
they liked being addressed by the same names. They came with a young
female assistant named Tasha. 
      The young lady caught Jude’s attention immediately. She was petit, not
his type, but she was also pretty. She was introduced as an undergraduate
student in social work, and it seemed she was a social media personality.
   The Amehs served at Gearing-Up, an organisation that focused on
adolescents and young adults who were mostly offending, unruly, and
troublesome; their organisation helped with addiction issues and substance
use disorders, mental health issues among youths, as well as rehabilitation.
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        Jude loved their work because it resonated with the life that he lived for a
long time. He was surprised that he never heard about them before.
       “Gearing-Up has been defunded. Again.” the female Dr Amen spoke. “And
our staff and missionaries are going to lose their jobs. Again.”
        “That’s terrible.” That was the consensus in the room.
        Jude wondered what that was about.
     “Don’t feel sorry for us. At least, Dr Ameh already got a few great jobs
offers, praise God, while I am still hoping,” she breathed. “But at least, we
got some advance from Mr Harry here to keep us going and keep body and
soul together in the meantime.”
     “People don’t take our work seriously; that is why the organisation gets
defunded all the time,” her husband Dr Ameh continued. Jude judged that he
must be in his mid-to-late fifties; he was a hearty man who cracked dry
humour all the time. “But we’ve been trying to hold on and keep going. It’s so
sad that people are going to lose their jobs, and aspiring youngsters like
Tasha here will be discouraged. However, the biggest losers are the people
we serve.”
        “Absolutely.” Everybody seemed interested.
      “Yeah,” the male Dr Ameh continued. “You see, people always believe we
are working with privileged and entitled, rich young people from already
wealthy homes, forgetting that these young men and women are severely
damaged and messed up in every sense of it.”
        Jude adjusted himself and paid attention. That was him!
       “We hear this all the time, that who will donate to people who are already
millionaires, and that if the parents are indeed concerned, they would check
them into some of those fancy rehab facilities. However, these young people
are lost. Completely lost in every sense of it. They have serious mental health
issues, addiction problems, they engage in risky behaviours which have
serious health implications, and because they have access to money, they are
a nuisance; not to mention the danger they constitute to society. There are
other social issues too, because the said rich parents hardly have their time,
or they are just fed up.”
        Jude loved the passion and the energy of the Amehs immediately. 
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      However, what touched him the most was how the truth resonated with
him. Because he was that kid that they were trying to save. If the Amehs
found him when he was sixteen, he wouldn’t have been the lost soul that he
was for the next twelve years of wandering.
    The evening wore on, and they all listened to more testimonies and
challenges from those missionaries. They prayed, shared the communion,
shared the word of God, enjoyed their dinner and socialised. 
        However, Jude couldn’t stop thinking about the Amehs. 
        And about the work they did.
     Eventually, the guests began to leave; he and Tolu had to wait to greet
them and to distribute goody bags Tolu already packaged for them.
        At the end of it all, it was just the two of them again.
        “Thank you, Pastor. I appreciate that you waited.”
        “Thank you, too, Mr Harry, for the opportunity.”
      However, Jude just stood there; he was too awed to leave. Tolu noticed
that as well, so, he invited Jude to a table where they sat and had their meal.
They talked into the night. The staffers came in to clean and clear the room,
but he and Tolu kept talking.
      Then, it was the two of them again, and an empty room, but they didn’t
stop talking. Jude could not stop himself; from the best to the worst, to the
best and the worst again, he let it all out. 
        He confessed everything, and Tolu listened.
     He was done covering his sins or the errors of his life. Talking to Tolu
Harry about his life was a relief. Finally, someone who would listen and
understand him in a way nobody else would. 
        “Do you think I should rot in hell?” Jude finally asked him.
        “I believe we all should!” Tolu answered solemnly, unable to veil the shock
on his face. “But I think that was why Jesus died. There is power in the name
of Jesus to break every chain. It’s a wonder-working power, it’s the power of
redemption, you know that already.”
        Tolu was in prayer mode. And he began to prophesy. And to sing.

There is power in the name of Jesus! There is power in the name of Jesus!
To break every chain, break every chain, break every chain!
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       Jude broke down in tears; Tolu too choked as he continued to sing about
the redemptive power in the name of Jesus. Jude continued to weep as Tolu
prayed for him and led him to rededicate his life to Jesus.
     Jude eventually left for his suite, but he couldn’t stop the tears, and he
continued to pray until he fell into a night of restorative sleep.

    Tolu waited to get back to his room before having his meltdown. He
couldn’t hold back anymore.
        Anita woke up and rushed to him, asking him what happened.
       He was glad that his wife was there to support him, but there was no way
he could express himself. The enormity of the experience overwhelmed him,
and every time he tried to calm down, he broke down again.
        “God told you to bring him here,” Anita massaged his back gently.
        “Why me?”
      “Because God knew he needed redemption, and He trusted you to guide
him through it. He wouldn’t lead you to Jude if He didn’t trust you. You’ve
prayed for him the entire week, even before this story broke. You’ve kept day
watches and night watches for him. You’ve fasted, you’ve interceded, you’ve
involved some of our trusted partners to pray for him. There’s a reason God
placed the burden in your heart because God knows you’re equipped to do
something about it.”
       “He wants me to teach him, train him, I cannot remember the exact word
he used. That guy is my pastor; he’s a world-renown anointed man! And he’s
only spent one evening in my house. I don’t know what to do.”
      “Then show him what you know. He has come to you to seek help in his
time of trouble. Just support him in the way you can.” Anita placed her hand
on his chest. “Whatever God places in your heart, no matter how grand, no
matter how ridiculous, do it. And let God do His perfect work in Jude’s life.”
        Tolu nodded. If God wants him to play a part, he would be ready to obey.



         Jude ended up spending two-and-half weeks at the Harry’s home. 
      It was a season of retreat and renewal for him; more like a boot camp,
where Jude did nothing but find his way back to God and back to his
purpose.
        Well, nothing else mattered.
        Jude spent many hours alone, praying and reflecting. He was able to look
at his past life from a better perspective; his past was real, it was rough, it
was violent, and would not appeal to those who expected nothing short of
perfection from him.
        However, he was eventually able to own it. 
     He realised there was nothing he could do to change history because it
happened. But he could finally accept the redemption that came through
faith in the Lord. He could let go of the guilt and he could embrace the joy of
salvation. He could have a relationship with the Father again. 
        And he was grateful Tolu helped him to rediscover himself. 
        He had asked Tolu to coach him, and Tolu took it seriously. Tolu took the
word hands-on to another level because Tolu showed him by practical
everyday activities and live events what he was trying to teach Jude.
         Jude shadowed Tolu every day. 
      He woke up early every day, hit the elevator so that he could make his
early morning grind with his host. 
       From their early morning prayers, hitting the gym, the cooking classes,
power lunches, brainstorming, parenting, meeting people, ministering, or
hanging out with friends, Tolu’s approach was calm and relaxed to the
onlooker, but it was nonetheless intense, and holistic.
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     Tolu was that light-hearted friend who was also a tough boss; Tolu got
under Jude’s skin very easily; he pushed Jude hard, and he did it calmly and
gracefully. Every occasion and activity was a teaching point; he would create
live scenarios and watch Jude wiggle himself out of them. Mostly, Tolu
showed him and then allowed him to make the big decisions about his life. 
        Tolu’s approach was different from Bishop’s or lady Vee’s, or Nathan’s. It
made sense because they were training him for ministry, but Tolu wasn’t.
Tolu simply wanted him to rediscover himself and find purpose on a more
hands-on basis. And Jude too wanted to prove to himself that he was not
willing to give up on himself. 
       Tolu was also great in outdoor life; he had lots of friends, but he kept his
inner circle small and strong. He hung with at least someone every day. 
      Jude met a few of Tolulope’s friends; perhaps his favourite was an older
couple Babs and Faith, mostly known as The FABS. Jude thought they should
be about his parents’ ages – Lady Vickie was in her late fifties and Bishop was
already in his early sixties. The FABs loved Jude, doted over him, and spoilt
him as though he was their lost long son. 
       He also met Fisayo often called Fash, and his wife Sophia and their little
twin girls; he knew the couple from the church through Pastor Nathan,
particularly because Fash was also one of their committed financiers, but
Jude wasn’t close to them. 
        Fash was Tolu’s best friend, and they hung out together almost every day.
Their wives, Sophia and Anita, were close as well. Fash was jovial and light-
spirited, but he was also brutally honest with Jude. Fash told him bluntly how
terrible he was at golfing, at gaming, at guessing, at cooking, at almost
everything. 
        But that was the beginning of the ‘abuse’ as his wife Sophie called it. 
      And after a while, Fash told him, “Pastor, what do you know how to do?
Just mention that one thing, because you are terrible at everything!” 
       However, Jude had the best time with Fash; Jude always felt safe because
he knew Fash was always watching over his shoulder. Nothing escaped
Fash’s microscopic scrutiny; even if others ignored his little errors, Fash
wouldn’t. Then later, they would joke about it.
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        And Jude learned how to cook because apparently, Tolu was serious when
he said Jude would have to prepare all his meals. And as he predicted, Anita
disapproved, and she would sneak food into Jude’s room.
       It felt nice to watch Tolu and Anita and how they lived their lives. The love
they shared acutely and constantly reminded Jude of what he was missing. 
        His relationship with Krystal was over.
        And Tara had blocked him out of hers.  Well, Jude couldn’t blame her, not
after her reputation had been smeared all over the place. 
     Jude realised that until he sorted out the chaos that he created around
himself, he shouldn’t be thinking about women. That would be grossly
irresponsible. But that didn’t stop him from missing his Dimps. 
       After a while of trying to reach her, Tara sent a long, sad, and angry voice
message to him. It was obvious that Tara was deeply hurt by the whole
situation, and she also believed that Jude brazenly used her to try to redeem
his image and that his church and his family treated her unfairly. 
        Thereafter, she effectively blocked him.
      With nothing else working for him, Jude decided to do the next sensible
thing, and that was to focus on the new phase of his life. 
       Jude learnt more life and ministry skills; he also learned what it entailed
to be actively involved in missionary work and non-profit organisations.
Tolu’s vested interest in saving Gearing-Up inspired him, and he followed
Tolu and both Dr Amehs to all the business meetings. 
       By the end of the second week, Jude realised what Tolu was intentionally
doing. Tolu wanted Jude to acquire Gearing-Up, however, Tolu wanted that
decision to come from him.
      Well, Jude didn’t need much convincing; he had had that impression on
him from the moment the couple shared the stories of the work they did, and
he had since had an unusual burden for their organisation. 
        He just didn’t know how to go about it. 
      After several days and many long hours of business meetings, research,
background check, and exploring other ramifications, Jude conceded. Tolu
gave him a team of experts to work with him and explore how they could save
the organisation. 
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      And true to form, Tolu withdrew a bit and watch him pull his weight in
gold.
     “I think there is a way we can save Gearing-Up!” Jude finally spoke at a
business meeting. “I’m placing an offer, and we can negotiate the terms.”
        “Excellent decision.” That was the consensus in the room.
      “This is a miracle!” Dr Ameh exclaimed. He was the operations director.
“It means we are safe again!” 
        “Absolutely.”
        “Now let’s get to business.”
      Jude was both grateful and surprised by his own business decision. He
went to Tolu’s home broken, frustrated, and disgraced. But he came back as
a business owner. 
   Granted, it was a non-profit organisation, but it was rather well-
established, it had lots of potentials, and he could pursue a purpose that was
close to his heart, not to mention that he would be saving people’s jobs, and
they would also save a lot of lives. 
       “I’m so proud of you,” Tolu told him during a dinner party thrown in his
honour before he left their home. “Just know that you are not alone. I’m here
with you.”
    “We’re in this with you together,” Fash patted him on the shoulder.
“Welcome to the club, buddy.”
        Jude choked. He couldn't have asked for a better circle of friends. 
      He was the youngest, but they accepted him, respected him, and saved
him. For that, he was eternally grateful.

       Jude returned to his official residence after the retreat that he had at the
Harry’s home. He walked through his entire residential home one last time. 
      That would be his last time there; he was leaving. The moving company
already moved his belonging earlier that morning; he had decided to return
to his Lush Garden residence. Well, he didn’t have lots of things to take
along, as everything he needed was in his other homes. 
        He only handpicked some personal and sentimental items.
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        The announcement of his fall from grace was made on the first Sunday.
       And the story of his life was spread, more like smeared, all over the news
and gossip outlets, including social media, and everybody seemed to have an
opinion about his life.
       Tolu’s wife, Pastor Anita Harry was kind enough to give him feedback on
stories as they emerged, particularly from the church’s perspective. 
        As he expected, the news shocked the church. However, Pastor Nathan
brought out all his machinery to save the day and ensure damage control. 
       Pastor Nathan called a press conference where he confirmed that indeed,
there was trouble around their embattled former pastor, and the official
statements released about him revealed that the church had cut ties with
Jude Okorie due to some serious allegations about him that the church could
not ignore, and that he could not remain the Senior Pastor of their church or
the President of their organisation while those investigations were ongoing.   
        He heard that the word ‘temporarily’ was emphasised in all the meetings. 
      Initially, Jude followed the story; he noticed there were lots of ‘insiders’
and ‘exclusive’ scoops about ‘what actually happened’, most of which were
hybrid stories of some truths intermingled with what never happened, and
scoops here and there that were made into stories of misinformation. 
        Then there were some others that were pure lies and fabrications. 
        Jude was portrayed as the pastor of the megachurch who had an ongoing
affair with his side chic who was a law undergraduate, and that Jude had her
tucked away from public stares in his multimillion mansion, while all along,
he was in a steady relationship with someone else. 
       And he then mismanaged church funds to go on expensive holidays with
the side girl. He was also said to be involved in armed robbery, he funded
terrorists, and he engaged in internet fraud, money laundering and all sorts. 
      There were many memes, caricatures, and cartoon flakes of him all over
the internet.
      And there was news of ‘all you need to know about Pastor Jude Okorie’s
side chic’, and ‘see the beauty who ruined pastor engagement with fiancée’. 
        Tara’s visit to the famous Sunday Lunch with Bishop was already on their
church website; it seemed that was where they got her picture and her story.
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        And they added their lies to keep it spicy. 
        There were also conspiracies about how much his parents knew about his
illicit affairs, and about the church’s stance on premarital sexual relations
and adultery,  since Bishop’s son was involved with two women at the same
time, perhaps three, considering that he was father-of-one. 
        It was however interesting to him that nobody connected Tara with JJ. 
        Thankfully.
       The video of the public fight that he had at the hospital also trended for a
while, which also generated mixed responses regarding the people involved,
particularly his fiancée Krystal and her parents who were all around during
the fight. It appeared that Krystal also granted some interviews, but there
was no way of him knowing for sure. However, the juiciest part of the story
was the adultery allegation which he did not refute.
        After a while, Jude stopped following the news.
        “Excellent decision,” Tolu and Fash told him when he informed them that
he stopped following the nasty news about him.
        “Focus on your life; that’s the ultimate revenge,” Fash told him.
    Reactions from the people were mixed about him, with more people
supporting him than hating on him, or so he heard. It was a good thing that
he disengaged his phone and cut all communication lines and had locked up
his social media accounts as soon as the stories first leaked.
        And nobody knew where he was. Not even Pastor Nathan.
       Tolu, Anita and their friends were so protective of him; their circle was so
tight, nobody said a word until he was ready to face the world. He didn’t
know how he would have survived without them protecting him. 
        He would probably have run away as usual. 
        However, he was blessed with those wonderful people who protected and
shielded him so well throughout those turbulent periods. 
      It was amazing because he lived his best life through a period when he
would have been disgraced. 
      He made completely new networks of friends, learnt new skills, made
peace with himself, with God, with nature; he even acquired a whole new
business. He gained a whole lot more than he lost.
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     Jude went through the display monitor by the desk in his home office,
which would be staying behind. He hadn’t touched it in almost a month. The
reminders of all the appointments he had missed continued to blink. He was
glad he was leaving it behind. His emails were flooded, both personal and
official. He knew that he would still have to respond to the public outcry at
some point, it just wasn’t time yet.
      He sat facing the monitor, and with a fresh determination, he typed out
his resignation letter as a pastor, signed it electronically, and hit “send”,
never minding he had already been fired. All the stakeholders who needed to
get it were all copied in the mail. He went ahead to print a single hard copy
and signed it. 
        It was time to go and see his parents.
      He sat and waited as he thought about his life. He felt so alone. And so
lonely.
       All that was left was to wait for Krystal. He had called her earlier that he
was at home, and Krystal told him that she was coming immediately. He sat
by the couch in his private lounge, expressions blank. His heart broke into a
million pieces. 
        He’d lost two women that were once precious to him.
     He dug out his phone and watched flipped through the few things that
connected him to Tara; the passionate video she sent to him, the angry voice
note, and her visit to Bishop. He was grateful that they’d not taken it down
from their church website. And the few pictures they took on her birthday –
the one he took of her, the one he took with her, and the one he took of her
and JJ. 
        He wondered where Tara was, or why she left. He had begged her to wait
for him, but she had left anyway and had blocked him out. If only she waited. 
        And Krystal? 
       Jude was suspicious when she forgave him so easily for his infidelity, not
knowing that she had lied to him every single day since he met her. How
come she never mentioned the truth about her relationship with Rose? He
too had a child outside wedlock, so why would she feel embarrassed about
that simple truth? 
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        And Krystal introduced Boye to him as a cousin. 
      Jude could not wrap his mind around the fact that Krystal had betrayed
him so much, and for so long.
        Lies! Lies! And secrets!
        He wondered what would have happened if Rose hadn’t prepared him for
the situation that he met at the hospital that day. Little Rose was also the first
person to hint him of the toxicity that was going on in their home. 
        And he had no words for her parents for the role they played in the whole
saga. It was plain disgusting.



    Krystal arrived, she looked sad and depressed. She dragged her feet
sluggishly into the home where she had reigned as queen for the past years. 
        Jude couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.
        “Come here, Kris,” he said. 
       Jude shifted sideways on the couch; he then beckoned Krystal to sit next
to him. He had shed tears for her with still at the Harry’s home, and he was
not ashamed to admit it. 
        He invested a lot into that relationship!
        He didn’t hate her, strangely, he wasn’t angry with her. He was just hurt. 
      He held her close as Krystal wept and shivered. He didn’t bother to stop
her; he didn’t bother to look at her face either. He just kept his hand steadily
across her shoulder.
        “I’m sorry, Jude.”
        Jude let out a ragged breath. He didn’t need her apology.
        “Why did you lie?”
     He listened unenthusiastically to what Krystal was saying, he held her
hand next to his, wove her fingers in his, and locked their fingers. He could
not keep her, no matter how much he tried.
      “Did you sleep with him? Cousin Boye?” That was the question that had
been eating him up.
        “I didn’t have a choice.” Krystal’s voice shook.
        Jude nodded, steadily, without any reaction. Talking about choices.
        “Are you not going to be angry?” Krystal asked.
      “Nope! We all make choices that we really can’t help, choices we are not
proud of, both the bad and the ugly. I understand you, believe me, I do.”
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        “Where does that leave us? Does that mean you’ve forgiven me? Does that
mean we’re even now?”
        Jude would have laughed if it weren’t so sad.
     “That guy said that you retaliated. So, did you sleep with him before or
after I told you about Dimples, or was it an ongoing thing? Were you dating
the two of us at the same time? I need to understand the timeline here. You
introduced that guy to me as your cousin; I can’t believe I fell for the cheapest
trick in the book!”
        “It’s complicated.” Krystal sounded cautious. “He was blackmailing me to
sleep with him.”
      Jude had earlier decided to be calm and never to be angry with Krystal.
Whatever her issues were, she must go and sort them out, but he would not
raise his voice or hurt her in any way.
      “Now that the truth is out, and you taught him some lessons, he backed
off. He has stopped disturbing me. And Rose.”
     “Krystal, you were sleeping with a man, a married man, while we were
together, while we were engaged!”
       “I stopped a long time ago,” she interrupted. “It started again because of
Dimples; I was insecure –”
        “Please Krystal, don’t mention Dimples. And no, we are not even.”
        “Please, Jude?”
        “We can’t be together anymore, you know that already, don’t you?”
        “So, you won’t forgive me?” Krystal was desperately begging now.
       “It’s not a matter of forgiveness, it’s a matter of principles. I hope we can
part ways amicably. I understand I have been given the opportunity to make
an appearance in church on Sunday. I’ll be making an announcement in
church, in my capacity, to let them know about my resignation as the Senior
Pastor. I think they deserve to know that we broke up as well. I’ll be glad if we
can put up one final appearance. We can’t just go down, without a little bit of
fight.”
        Jude’s eyes were filled with tears, heart aching, he sniffed. It finally made
sense why their wedding plans kept meeting with delays and obstructions.  
        He was just grateful the truth came out before tying the knot.
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        Krystal wept. She squeezed his hands, accepting defeat.
       “Thank you, Jude, for the fabulous life you gave me. I messed up; I know.
I was wrong. You are a good man, Jude. I love you so much. I know you love
me too. I wish we can still be together.”
        Jude nodded, sniffing back the tears. “I loved you too. I loved you. I knew
I brought a third party into our relationship. It was because I was afraid of
my past. I felt threatened by her. I was afraid to trust you too with my past.
But here we are today.” Jude sniffed. “I will miss you, Krystal. I will miss
Rose too. We could have made a beautiful family, but we ruined it. I did too.
We ruined it.” He kissed her knuckles and her ringed finger. “Thank you too,
Krystal. Thank you.”
       The day wore along lazily, they held on to each other, and for the longest
time. They had gone beyond redemption; there was no going forward for
them, their relationship couldn’t be saved.
     “You saved me. You saved Rose,” Krystal told him. “We have both been
living in fear, because of this man. Now that the truth is out, we managed to
get a restraining order.”
        “That’s not enough to stop him.”
        “I know. But at least, Rose now lives with me. I blocked my parents out of
my life too. If they were more caring, I might have been brave enough, you
know, to tell the truth. I never asked my Mum to lie for me. Gosh! They are
toxic! They were unkind to me. The two of them. I wasn’t allowed to make
any mistakes. I must always be perfect. They kept pushing me, and I kept
making those mistakes. They were verbally and emotionally abusive. Even at
my age, they still do that to me.”
        “I saw it at the hospital.”
      “I’ve decided to return to Ireland with Rose. I’m already on it. My other
option was I was hoping you’d change your mind, then I’d stay. I thought we
would be safe with you. But since that is not happening, returning to Cork
would be a perfect alternative.”
        “Have a great life in Ireland.”
       “I don’t know if that is a great life. Without you. Besides, the ministry is
all I know how to do. And being your fiancée was the perfect life I had.” 
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       She paused to wipe a stubborn tear. “What about you? Are you planning
to come back, you know, as the pastor?”
       “Honestly, I don’t know. Right now, the answer is no! I want to do other
things with my life.”
      “Wow! That’s so sad, Jude. You are such a great man of God. Don’t shut
the door. Please. Don’t give up on your calling.”
        Jude shrugged.
        “And Dimples?” Krystal was cautious again.
        “What about Dimples?”
      “Don’t let her go. There is something about her that is special. She’s an
unpolished diamond. And she loves you. I saw that in her since she arrived.
She adores you. And I know that deep down, you love her too. I saw it on her
birthday when you couldn’t stay away from her. Jude, you are free now; you
don’t have to deny it anymore.”
       Jude drew a sharp breath. It was difficult to admit it, but that was brave
of Krystal.
       “Thank you,” he replied. If only Dimples would come back to him. If only
he knew where to find her.
     When Krystal finally took her leave, Jude thought about all he had lost
within such a short period. He tried to be strong, but he eventually lost it. He
broke down and wept.



      “Oh! You’re still alive?” Lady Vickie said to Jude immediately he stepped
into his parent’s palatial home.
        “I can see you surprised. But I’m pleased to disappoint you!” 
     Jude finally had enough courage to go back home to Bishop’s Place. He
hadn’t met with them ever since the now infamous Sunday when he attacked
Tara at the Lunch and Bishop banned him from their home. 
    “Am I surprised? Yes! Bishop, the only father that you have, was sick.
Hospitalised. Had major surgery. And you were nowhere to be found.”
       “I was there. I was at the theatre.” Jude proudly displayed the pictures he
took at the theatre to Lady Vickie. “You see, I could be serious if I wanted to.
I’m not such a bad kid.”
       While he and his mother exchanged words, his father came in, supported
by Yvonne.
      “Son!” Bishop said with excitement. “It’s so good to see you. We thought
you’d gone for good.” Bishop reached out to him and held his shoulders. He
then pointed proudly towards Yvonne. “See, I have a new daughter here, who
has been taking care of me.” 
       Bishop was happy to see Jude. He bragged about Yvonne who just helped
him in. Yvonne and his father shared a bond; well, she was the sister he never
had, and a part of their family, in every sense of it. 
       And despite the elephant in the room which was yet to be addressed, Jude
was grateful that they could all talk as a family again. 
      “How’s your back?” Jude asked as he helped his father back to his comfy
chair.
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      “Slowly but surely, I’m getting there. With Yvonne here, I don’t have to
worry about a thing. She worried that Lady Vee would hurt herself with
stress. So, she stepped up into that role.”
        “Thank you, Sis,” Jude told Yvonne who simply winked back.
        They went ahead to discuss the past weeks, the surgery and everything in
between. Bishop was discharged from the hospital a week after the back
operation, and thankfully the pain had disappeared, to a large extent. 
        And he was not paralysed as his mother had feared. 
        His back had improved, he had started his exercises, he’s doing well.
     “Good to see you, Son!” Bishop repeated. “The doctor told me that you
were there at the theatre during the surgery. Benjamin Azuquo. But I didn’t
believe him; you know he sometimes makes things up,” he laughed.
        “I was just returning the favour,” Jude replied, choking. “I had long hours
of surgery too, and you were there to support.”
        “That was so kind of you!”
     “Really, Bishop? And you didn’t think you should tell me?” his mother
interrupted before they could continue with their discussion.
       “It wasn’t confirmed. I didn’t want to hurt you, and I didn’t want to raise
your hopes unnecessarily.” Bishop tried to explain.
        “Your wife thought I was dead,” Jude shifted the focus back to himself.
        “Jude, you need to understand your mother.” Bishop eventually broke the
silence about the elephant in the room. “She was hurt and disappointed. Me
too. We’ve put in so much effort. It was too painful to see it all go down the
drain. We received lots of disturbing information about you, and we saw lots
of disturbing videos about you. And that girl you brought to us, she took
advantage of you, and we were hurt.” 
    Jude stood and leaned against the wall. He hated to see the pain and
disappointment on his father’s face. 
        It had been a very emotional day for him as well. 
        Losing Krystal was painful. 
      He had planned to break up with her, initially, so that he could be with
Tara. But a lot of things had changed since then, and he never thought that
the actual breaking up would be that painful.
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        Well, he came for something else.  And now that he had spoken to Bishop
and Lady Vickie, he knew it wouldn’t be easy. Bishop was calling the truce
despite the obvious disappointment, but Lady Vee was still livid.
        “I sent my resignation letter. I’m not sure if you received it already.”
        He could hear audible gasps.
     “It’s our off day today, Jude.” Bishop quickly jumped in. “And we have
requested not to be disturbed. So, no, we did not receive your message yet.”
      “Jude, you cannot send in your resignation,” Lady Vickie was not taking
the bait. “You are already fired, and we have announced to everyone that you
are no longer recognised as a member or a minister of our church and
organisation. You wanted it your way, Jude! You were stubborn and very
unrepentant. I gave you grace upon grace upon grace, but you wouldn’t do
anything sensible.”
     “There we go again,” Jude rolled his eyes. “Yvonne, do you need a new
Mum as well? Two for the price of one! I have one for free!”
       “Son,” Lady Vickie was not done. “You disrespected me; you disrespected
your father; you disrespected the anointing of God upon your head. Even
right in our presence, you thrashed our home, you attacked our guest, and
you assaulted me.”
        “Oh! Mother!”
       “I asked for a simple explanation. ‘Why did you fail to disclose your past?’
I expected you to explain, or to motivate, but instead, you took off. You
disappeared, the next thing, you were sleeping with that same girl! And
fighting in public. With all the anointing you had, you sacrificed everything.
For nothing! What kind of person does that? You keep disappearing at every
opportunity. Every time you’re attacked, you disappear. Every time you are
criticised, you disappear. Every little thing, you run away. That’s not how to
live; that’s the way of a coward. You’re a coward, Pastor, a coward! That’s
who you are!”
       Jude hated the way his mother now referred to him as ‘Pastor’. From the
corner of his eye, he could see Yvonne tiptoeing away, but came back when
she realised Jude saw her.
        “Lady Vee, am I a random pastor to you now?”
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      “Worse!” His mother did not mince words. “You disgust me. You are not
part of our ministry anymore. I think that is okay. Let’s know those who are
serious-minded who take the anointing seriously. And those who are fickle-
minded can as well leave.”
        Jude had had enough. He was ready to leave again.
       “I’m not begging to be a part of your ministry. I only came to drop these.”
Jude slammed the letter he held onto a side table and stormed towards the
entrance. 
        Yvonne rushed after him.
       “Running away again!” Lady Vickie called after him. “I guess we’ll see you
in church on Sunday then. Just so you know, I will be at home, with Bishop,
watching you on TV. You better put up a good show!”

      Lady Vickie had not planned to fight with her son, but that was her only
defence mechanism; she was too emotional about how everything had
spiralled from bad to worse, and beyond their control.
        And Jude had not made any active efforts to fix the situation. 
   While they were trying to figure out the issues surrounding Jude’s
undisclosed past life, Tara’s video came out. And while they were trying to do
damage control and fix the immorality situation, Jude went to fight in public
over girlfriend issues, and he choked and knocked off the opponent at the
hospital. It was all over the place. Their son, the Senior Pastor of their
ministry, was fighting in public like someone without class or pedigree.
        It seemed no matter what they did, Jude could not be saved.
        She had prayed for Jude all his life. She had laboured endlessly for him.
        Now she was tired.
       And to top it all, they had to deal with the Krystal scandal! Tara’s betrayal
paled in comparison to Krystal’s. And her family. They had lied and cheated
and put Jude in an extremely difficult corner. And the story had broken out
to a public place as well. They are still busy trying to do another damage
control. And now, she heard that Jude and Krystal would be making an
appearance in church on Sunday.
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       Lady Vickie had decided not to step an inch out of the house on that day;
she would not entertain any guests or receive any call, and no virtual
conferences either.
     In recent times, she had been carrying the proverbial fire extinguisher
around wherever she went because there were always fires of rumours and
scandal threatening their ministry that needed to be quenched!
        Right now, she was tired. Dog tired. Done.
      She could see that Yvonne managed to pacify Jude and bring him back.
Bishop was trying to appease her as well. But she was done!
        “Jude, you are on your own!” she descended on Jude again.
        “Thank you, Lady Vee! I am not complaining!” Jude fired back.
        “I’m still wondering where you keep getting all these horrible girls,” Lady
Vickie was mostly talking to herself. “God delivered us from Tara. We
dodged a bullet with Krystal.”
        “Please don’t disrespect Krystal; she is a good person.”
       “Oh, there we go, Bishop. Krystal is the good girl now. Now Krystal is the
good girl. Really? Yet you cheated on her. We know Tara seduced you, but
you are so fickle. How did you manage to fall for that girl? Because she sent
you a video? And you fell for that trick? I am embarrassed. Tara is a devil, we
accommodated her for so long.”
       “Mum, I don’t want to be rude to you. Please stop being rude to people in
my life. Don’t be rude to Krystal. And for the love of God, don’t be rude to
Tara. I am begging you. Stop it already!”
      Lady Vickie paused a bit. She could see that Jude was hurt too about the
situation, even though he had been extremely calm about it. 
        She cautioned herself. 
     First, Jude refused to fight or try to defend himself. Rather, he allowed
himself to be dragged and for his name to be smeared. Second, he did not try
to hold on to power or any influential position; he did not motivate or make
excuses. Rather, he gave up his tremendous privileges and had now handed
in his resignation. 
        Lady Vickie felt those were strange behaviours; she did not understand
why he kept doing that. 
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       However, when it came to the ladies, he pushed back a little. Perhaps that
was a good sign that Jude was finally waking up from his deep slumber. 
        She watched Jude as he handed over whatever he brought to Bishop.
        “It’s just the key to the house. I have moved already. I thought I could just
bring the keys personally. I have sent my resignation to you by email, this is
just a hard copy.”
       Lady Vickie’s heart broke. She had been shouting at him, but she had not
expected him to take moving so seriously.
        “You’re seriously leaving?” she asked, now gently.
        No response.
        Bishop passed the letter to her. It was a standard resignation letter, but it
stabbed her very deeply. They had lost their precious son, and he had chosen
to go down, without putting up a fight.
        “You don’t have to do this Jude,” she whispered, tearfully.
       “I’m sorry it came to this. But we all knew it would this day was going to
come.”
       “Why are you leaving the ministry? I know I’ve been shouting at you. But
it was because I wanted you to respond, to react, to put up a fight, to tell the
world that you were a better person and that your past didn’t define you. But
you gave up so quickly, so easily.”
       “The decision has been made already.”  Jude looked emotionally drained.
“I intend to make the announcement on Sunday. Krystal and I have also
decided to inform the church that we have broken up. I promise it will not
take long. And we’ll put up a good show!”
        Lady Vickie looked at her husband; Bishop was distraught.
       “We failed you, Son, we’re sorry,” Bishop eventually responded. “Nathan
called to say that he will conduct the service. Lady Vee and I will be watching
from home.”
      Lady Vickie sniffed; she had been humiliated long enough, but she was
not about to let the devil win.
        “What will you be doing now?” Bishop asked. “Have you thought about it?
      “Well, I have a few opportunities here and there. I am willing to explore
them.”
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        “Oh, really?” 
     Bishop sounded surprised. Lady Vickie too felt the pang; they’d always
thought a rival would come from ‘outside’ and not from within. 
   Jude was a fine pastor, a handsome young man, charismatic and
influential; Lady Vickie could see a hoard of backstabbers warming up to
Jude already and wanting him to be their pastor. 
      That was not the first time the poachers wanted to steal their ministers.
The church was blessed to still have Nathan; those vicious rustlers would
have whisked him away a long time ago if he allowed them!
       Jude was about to leave, but Lady Vickie felt she needed to get a question
out of her chest. 
       She didn’t believe that video clip from Tara. She didn’t believe that a lady
who was attacked by Jude right in their presence could win Jude over by a
silly seductive video just a few days later. Bishop too shared her sentiment.
He too never thought Jude would fall for Tara if he didn’t feel something for
her previously.
        “What about Tara?” she asked.
        “What about her?” Jude replied.
        “Do you love her?” 
        “Who wants to know? My employer or my Mum?”
        “I care about you, Jude. Do you love that girl, Tara, Dimples?”
        “Yes. I do. Not that it matters anymore. She left as well.”
    “Yeah. I know she left, but we can hardly blame her not after all she
suffered from all of us and the public. I also threatened to take JJ from her,
permanently.”
        “You did? 
        “I’m sorry. I was angry. She visited Nathan though.”
        “She did?”
        “Yeah, but just to drop off keys and stuff.”
        “And Pastor Nathan didn’t mention where she went?”
        “She wouldn’t tell him.”
     She saw Jude’s eyes fall, but he said nothing. He simply headed for the
door, looking deeply hurt. 
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    If only they could all get it right again as a family. But they had all
scattered, and the joy they once shared as a happy, boisterous family had
evaporated. 
       Indeed, there had been a shift in the spirit! It wasn’t the happy shift they
wanted, and none of them had been spared. They were all hurting; they were
all broken.
        Bishop got up and called Jude, who was already by the door.
       “Son, you’re released, I am releasing you,” Bishop said as he reached Jude
in few pained steps. “You’re free to go. I’m sorry we failed you. But now I am
releasing you; you have my blessing. Lady Vee and I will be praying for you.
Please visit often. I want to know what is happening to you and how you’re
faring. I hope you will come back to us one day, whenever you are ready. But
I want you to know that this is always home for you.”
        Jude nodded.
        And without another word, he left.
        Lady Vickie broke down in tears, as she fell on her husband’s feet.
        “You released him? You let him go? Why would you do that?”
     “I had no choice. I had to let him go. I could not let him live with that
burden. But I did not release him. I only gave him a long rope. Let him live
his life. Let him explore the world. But whenever the time is ripe, the Lord
will pull him back.”
        “I hope you are right. I really hope you are right.”



        Jude started his new life by taking baby steps.
       He moved to his new home at the Lush Garden, all alone. The house held
lots of cherished memories, but they were all gone, and he was all alone, and
his life was empty and void. 
      His relationship with Krystal ended in the rudest way ever, and his new
love interest in Tara ended before it had a chance to start. He had also lost
the prestigious positions and the treasured relationships he once enjoyed
with his church.
       And his mother Lady Vickie had stopped releasing JJ to him, not even in
the company of Yvonne, citing that Jude could not be trusted with a kid yet,
and that she worried that JJ would lose the stability he was already used to.
        Typical Mum!
      The only left that was working for him was the new relationship he had
with Tolulope Harry. It seemed like a narrow open door, but it was an open
door, nonetheless, a lifestyle he wasn’t used to.
       Well, he had never lived a normal life. He grew up an only child who was
abandoned while his parents aggressively built their ministry. He spent his
younger adult years being vicious, violent, and dangerous. And then he was
thrust to the other extreme of being a Godly man and the head of a massive
religious organisation.
        Now that he had left all those things behind, the new life he was adopting
was again far from normal, because now he was being thrust into the
corporate world, a business executive himself, and mingling with a network
of extremely wealthy people who were CEOs of corporations and C-level
executives of successful establishments.
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    He had recently acquired Gearing-Up, one he initially thought was just
about reaching out and saving souls, but after reading the fine print,
extensive collaborations, brainstorming, and remodelling, he realised that
the operations were way more elaborate. Or they should be.
       Besides, Tolu also had a business model in mind, one originally proposed
by the Amehs but never saw the light of the day because there was no
funding; they always struggled with funding even for the basic day-to-day
operations. And now that Jude was in charge, Tolu thought they could
experiment with the plan.
       “You don’t know what you’re capable of until you push yourself,” Tolu told
him during a briefing he had with Tolu and Dr Ameh.
        “The work at Gearing-Up is quite sensitive,” Dr Ameh chipped in, “and we
cannot afford the gaps that we keep having because of lack of funding.
Hence, we need a model that will work, both in terms of raising funds and
generating ours as well.”
       “Absolutely! I don’t want you to depend only on donors and the generosity
of other organisations. Because when these big organisations decide to
defund you, or donations are not forthcoming, you’ll go back to square one. I
want your business to take care of its own business and charity.”
     Jude took up the challenge; it was an opportunity to learn the business
from individuals who were already successful at what they did, particularly
now that he had two mentors, Tolu and Fash, who were hands-on, and
working together, and willing to get down to business with him.
     Granted, he had managed a big organisation before; he was the Senior
Pastor of a megachurch and President of their ministry, but he had countless
help, including heavyweights like Nathan and his parents, not to mention the
hero worship he got. 
        But now that the buck ended with him, there was nowhere to hide. 
        He had to learn. And fast.
        And no, it wasn’t easy.
       However, after many months of training, internship, and apprenticeship,
under the tutelage of his Godsent angel Mr Tolu Harry, and Tolu’s closest
friends, Jude began to get a hang of it. 
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        And yes, he could begin to breathe more easily.
        God was indeed watching over him!

      After months of shadowing Tolu Harry, Jude discovered exactly what he
wanted to do with his life. 
      Beyond the fancy offices, executive meetings, power lunches, expensive
outfits, and grandiose business plans, Jude enjoyed his community projects
and outreaches the most. 
       It was a privilege to meet his younger self in the numerous young people
he encountered every day; the many ‘Sauls’ that needed the life-changing
experiences that would lead them to the right path and to be at peace with
God. 
      Helping them to find their ways out of their wicked and self-destructive
ways was always a humbling experience for him.
        ‘I’ve been there, done that! And here I am, standing!’
      His life was the testimony of the redemptive power of God; sharing his
stories, mostly one-on-one and small groups with the hardened souls gave
him a sense of purpose, one he could never achieve by preaching from his
powerful pulpit. 
      These young men and women would never come to church, they would
never watch Christian sermons or listen to Christian podcasts. 
        They needed someone to go out there and reach them.
        They listened to him, and they could trust him and his team.
       And the more they trusted him, the more they exposed him to other key
individuals from their gangs and covens, and the more he understood their
ways, the more he could help them find deliverance from their twisted lives.

“Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, 
we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

        And 
“Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. 

The old has passed away. Behold, the new has come! All this is from God, who
reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation.”
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      Those were his anchor scripture verses as he advanced his career in the
corporate world and advanced his ministry. It was fascinating to him how
these two worlds merged as one; it gave all the fulfilment he ever desired.
       Jude was grateful to be blessed with a capable team; and particularly, his
director of operations, the male Dr Ameh, who had the most community-
oriented mindset he had ever seen. 
     Dr Ameh was an idea generator, an indefatigable working machine; he
always had lots of alternation and possible courses of action mapped out and
well planned. He always knew what the communities needed, and what they
could do to make a difference, whom they could partner with, and just about
every other thing. 
       Well, to Dr Ameh’s credit, he had been in the NGO space for almost three
decades of his life; he knew his job inside and out. He wasn’t just director of
operations for nothing. Jude was glad that his months of hard work
eventually paid off; he not only was able to save the peoples’ jobs but also, the
staff could earn decent pay without having to depend on the likes of Mr
Harry for support and supplementation.
      Their work continued to attract attention and more funding, and most
importantly, they made more impact. Jude was happy with his new life, his
new home, job, and network. 
        And so far, it had worked for him.
      It was a slow and gradual process, but his relationship with his parents
became more cordial; he even returned to the church, with occasional
attendance, but he maintained an extremely low profile. He and Nathan
spoke more often, even though their conversations were few, short and far
apart. He felt at peace when Nathan told him that Tara left a message for
him, that she loved him. But that seemed like forever ago.
     He truly appreciated that Pastor Nathan accepted him unconditionally;
Nathan wasn’t pushing him, and most importantly, the pastor-turned-
brother respected and believed in what Jude was doing, and he gave Jude a
right hand of fellowship.
        It felt nice to start rebuilding the broken bridges again.
        However, with building bridges also came distraction.
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      Since his resignation, Jude had been inundated with countless calls and
invitations – men and women who believed God was leading them to partner
in ministry with Jude, and those who believed Jude would be a credit to their
ministries.
        If only he got paid for every time some told him, “The Lord led me to you!”
    Jude got numerous preaching invitations and ‘platforms’ offers, short-
term and long-term job offers, and several other offers and deals that were
quite generous and lucrative. There were also those ladies who believed God
was leading them to be his wife. 
        And many other unusual requests like that.
       And his answers were always this same. A resounding ‘No’. He got his life
back; he knew what he wanted to devote his life to, and he was not going to
sacrifice it for any fancy church position. Not ever.
        However, the churches kept courting him; they wanted him back.
        Most importantly, his church, the Believers Assembly, wanted him back. 
     There was hardly a week that passed without one person or a group of
people contacting him on individual capacities, on the same subject. 
      He had however learnt to be patient. He still loved the Lord; only that he
now served God in a completely different capacity. 
        And with time, the pressure became more intense, more organised.
     He honoured a few of those scheduled meetings with members of the
Pastoral Team and the Board of deacons. The themes remained the same;
they wanted to hint him that his case was being considered and deliberated
upon by the Eldership and the church Board and that there were ongoing
talks for him to be ‘forgiven and restored’.
       On the first anniversary of his fall from grace, an important and poignant
meeting was held in his home office, between him and a high-powered
delegation chaired by Pastor Nathan. 
        The message was clear: “Come back to church!”
        It seemed they were done with individual talks and innuendos.
        Lady Vickie was there as well, even though she said no word.
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     Pastor Leke, one of the senior members of the Eldership took over the
meeting and acted as their spokesman, while the others gave their approval
from time to time. 
     That man was a troublemaker himself, but over time, he won people’s
admiration.
     “We are pleased to inform you that we as a church have concluded our
internal investigation and explored all the legal implications, and we have
been able to clear any darkness shrouding the stories about your past life,
Pastor Jude,” Pastor Leke started.
      Jude almost laughed at the seriousness Pastor Leke exuded. Meanwhile,
the same pastor was one of those who already contacted him and told him
that they concluded the investigations six months ago!
       “While we are upset with the secrecy and the other issues that erupted in
rapid sequences around the same time, I believe we as a church are ever so
eager to magnify the redemptive power of God in your life, Pastor,” Pastor
Leke continued. “We are equally excited that you have been visiting us; you
have been stopping by our Believers Cathedral and visiting the very many
different arms of our ministry as time permits you, Pastor Jude. We are
particularly impressed by your loyalty and devotion to our Bishop Jeffery and
Lady Vickie Okorie, most importantly because you did not join forces with
any of our rivals, and that’s not for lack of pressure from their sides.”
     Pastor Leke paused as others contributed before he continued with his
address.
    “I believe I speak for everybody here and on behalf of the Eldership,
Pastoral Team, and the Board of deacons, that we as a church have forgiven
Pastor Jude Okorie all the indiscretions that led to his suspension as the
Senior Pastor and eventual departure from the church. We are willing to
work with Pastor to explore how you can be restored to your esteemed
position in our church in due course.”
      Jude listened without interrupting, however, his eyes mostly focused on
his mother, Lady Vickie, who remained mute all through. He could see how
devastated she was by his decision to sever his relationship with the church
even after such a long time, and his stubborn refusal to return.
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        Pastor Nathan continued from where Pastor Leke stopped. 
    “Following lots of prayers, consultations, deliberations, and words of
knowledge, it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and us for Pastor Jude Okorie
to be forgiven and restored. Pastor, we are glad to welcome you back to the
ministry, and we’ll embark on the process of reinstating you as a minister in
the Believers Assembly as soon as you are ready to join us.”
        Jude shook his head. Sadly, he was no longer interested. 
      However, as the delegation left, he fell with his face to the ground as he
prayed and worshipped. Every time he should have been ruined, disgraced,
killed, destroyed, God always showed up for him. He’d been highly favoured
and he didn’t understand why God cared for him so much. 

Who am I, that the Lord of all the earth, 
 Would care to know my name; would care to feel my hurt!
 And as Your mercy pours, I'll raise my hands and praise 

 The God who takes away and who gives again!
 
 

       It had been several months after that meeting, and Jude still hadn’t found
his way back to church or any of their ministries. He didn’t want to. Perhaps
he never would. He knew his mission now. He had found healing, he had
found purpose, and he had broken through the barriers. 
       He wasn’t afraid of his imperfections, and he wasn’t ashamed of his past
anymore. He was busy, and he did not want to be distracted. 
        Souls were perishing, and he needed to save as many as he could. 
        And he just didn’t want to go back to the life he left behind.
     However, somewhere in his heart, he could hear the still, small Voice,
tugging him to find his way back. He had been pretending like he wasn’t
sure, but he knew now without a doubt. He had to go back. 
        How exciting, that God spoke to him! 
        And God continued to speak to him.
        However, he was not ready! 
        He would run forever; he just wasn’t ready to yield. No, not yet. 
        Perhaps he would never be ready.



        Jude finally made time to meet their latest Gearing-Up intern. 
     They got interns and volunteers all the time; however, due to the high
turnover and large volume, particularly of volunteers, Jude was rarely
involved in their recruitment, trusting Dr Ameh to handle it or delegate it.  
   He however always created time to meet them and make them feel
welcomed.
       Jude listened half-heartedly to Dr Ameh as he went on and on telling him
how much they needed a team meeting, with Jude present, for morale. 
     “For team spirit, Jude,” Dr Ameh told him earlier, right before jumping
into the other agenda for the meeting. “And you can meet the new G-U intern
as well. She’s quite an asset; I’m sure you’d love her.”
        Dr Ameh was a pleasant middle-aged man, with a dry sense of humour. 
      Over time, Jude had learnt to trust him, and being his right-hand man,
Jude often leaned on him for much of the decision-making process. They
shared a close bond; however, Dr Ameh could be overbearing sometimes.
     And right now, Jude was struggling to catch up with the talkative older
friend of his.
        Jude had his concerns; an irritating Voice that would not let him go. 
       It had been months since he had the meeting with the church delegation,
and he still hadn’t considered their offer even though Nathan kept nagging
him. 
    He had been discussing the matter and having consultations with the
people in his circle, Tolu and Pastor Anita and their friends, the people who
took him under their wings from the moment his life was about to topple
over. 
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        He shared his concerns and convictions with them. 
   Gearing-Up was thriving, he was making a huge difference in the
communities that they adopted, and that was all he wanted to do. But even
he could not deny the call of God; God had been speaking to him. And while it
was an ecstatic experience to have re-established that relationship with God
and gradually with the church, he felt it was a distraction.
    “Do you think I’m having midlife crises?” he asked one evening while
hanging out with the Harrys and their friend Fash, and they all drank from
the bottles.
        The trio burst into laughter because they thought it was funny.
    “You are too young for that, man!” Fash laughed and hit him on the
shoulder. “Leave midlife crisis to us; we are gradually getting there.”
     However, listening to his older friends, and how they had successfully
merged their corporate life with the calling and ministry, reassured him that
it was possible.
      “There is no dichotomy between the spiritual and the secular,” Tolu told
him. “It is doable, man.”
      “I agree with that, whatever that means,” Fash replied as he drank from
his bottle, “even though I don’t see ‘secular’ here, Jude. Your organisation is
predominantly religious, so I don’t see why you can’t make it work, that is if
you choose to go back.”
      “Obviously, you have to re-strategize, but whatever decision you make,
I’m fully in support,” Tolu said.
        “Makes two of us,” Fash replied.
        “Makes three of us,” Pastor Anita added.
       However, it was Tolu’s testimony that pinched it for him. Tolu had a way
of making him do things without even saying it. And that night, Tolu did not
mince word. 
       “The church needs its pastor,” Tolu told him. “Our calling doesn’t shrink
to fit into our lives; we grow into it. And if we do all the things that we are
capable of, we will literally blow our own minds.”
      Tolu then devoted the next couple of weeks to visit Jude in his home so
that they could talk and pray and strategize. 
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        “You don’t have to jump in and become the Senior Pastor right away, but
I think you should increase your visibility and your impact in the church. Let
them know that you are back. Let them see your fighting spirit. Let them
know you were not the same person who ran away when the pressure was
high. Let them realise that you are now your person, with your own identity,
and you are not afraid or threatened by anybody. Let them realise that
whatever position you hold in that church is out of merit, and not necessarily
because your parents are the founding ministers. And let them realise that
you are now the big man of Gearing-Up!”
     Jude nodded. He realised how easily Tolu could achieve what the other
people from the church had not been able to achieve for almost two years.
        Jude finally reached the point where he knew he could not run again.
        It was all a matter of time.
     “Are you even listening to me right now?” Dr Ameh interrupted Jude’s
protracted ruminations, jolting him back to reality.
        ‘Why is Dr Ameh so talkative?’ Jude wondered. 
      “I’ll join you by two.” He finally conceded, and he was relieved when the
contented man rushed out of his office.

     It was two in the afternoon, and Jude jogged down the stairs from his
office to the boardroom. 
     It was a ‘spirit’ meeting, one to boost the psyche of the team that kept
Gearing-Up moving. 
      So, Jude hoped for a leisurely and chatty meeting, with lots of laughter,
and platters for refreshments. No doubts they would find something to tease
him about, but he anticipated nothing hectic. 
     That was unless Dr Ameh decided to bore them again with other of his
innovative and revolutionary ideas.
        The boardroom was already filling by the time he got there, with almost a
dozen team members, all inhouse staff, except for the new addition, the
‘intern’, who was having a chat and laughing hysterically with Tasha. 
        Tasha had been with them for a while and she would soon be leaving.
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        And Jude thought he heard Dr Ameh mention earlier that they could hire
the new intern to take up Tasha’s post.
        Only that he wasn’t ready for any of the shenanigans. 
       At first, Jude tried to ignore his obvious discomfort as he slipped onto an
available seat and decided to keep the meeting professional. However,
within the first ten minutes, his chest continued to constrict, and he couldn’t
stop hyperventilating. He soon ran out of breath, ran out of patience, and
had to stop the meeting.
        “Dr Ameh, what the hell is going on here?” he asked.
      Everybody looked confused, particularly Dr Ameh. Jude realised that he
was probably not making much sense, but that did not stop him.
        “Is this your new intern?” he barked. “Where did you find her?”
        “Jude, I believe we had this conversation already.”
       “When? How?” Jude asked. And since when did Dr Ameh start consulting
him for his direct involvement in recruiting interns? 
        “I had that conversation with you!” Ameh insisted.
       Then it struck Jude. Dr Ameh did tell him they were hiring a lawyer who
was also the daughter of a Senior Advocate, he remembered telling Dr Ameh
that they did not need that skill set, considering that they had their own
highly effective legal team. 
        He couldn’t believe they still managed to hire her.
        “Is this the lawyer?” Jude fired again.
      Dr Ameh couldn’t understand his outburst and was trying to calm him,
pleading with him to keep his voice low.
        “I told you she came highly recommended,” Ameh explained.
     “Well, she’s fired, effective immediately. Prepare her severance package
and get her out of here! And you, Ameh, in my office, now!”
        With that, Jude got up and left the meeting.

        “Whoopsie! That was hectic,” Tasha spoke out loudly for everyone to hear.
“And when did you become ‘Dimples?’ I thought your name was Tara,” Tasha
whispered to her.
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        “It’s just a nickname.” Tara’s eyes fell.
        “So, you knew the big Boss?”
        “A little,” she lied.
     Tara watched as the relaxed mood in the room suddenly became tense,
and nobody could understand what just happened. That is, nobody, except
her. Meanwhile, it actually took lots of courage for her to come back to Jude.
       She suspected that the staff must have heard the news or read the story,
and she thought they might be able to recognise her or at least her name. But
then, the big scandal involving Jude, and the fallout between her and Jude
happened a long time ago. 
      Two years had come and gone! And she and Jude had both grown from
whom they used to be. So, it made sense if nobody noticed the connection. 
        Or perhaps they were just being polite.
      People came to surround her and tell her to calm down, citing that Jude
was a nice person, and they’d never seen him being that angry or irrational
before.
       “Something must have triggered him, my dear,” the female Dr Ameh told
her. “Trust me, that outburst has got nothing to do with you; he’s most likely
having a bad day.”
        Tara swallowed hard. Numb. She could see that Jude was surprised to see
her, shocked even. 
        Perhaps, she should have warned him in advance.
     She had only worked there for a little over a week; and just as she was
awestruck when she first started visiting the church many years back, it was
the same feeling of déjà vu!
        It seemed whatever Jude touched always turned to gold. 
        She had seen him in different worlds, when he was with the underworld,
in the church world, and now in the corporate world, and he excelled
effortlessly.
        Well, he fired her now.
        ‘Well played, Jude, excellent decision!’ she thought. 
     She knew she always caused problems for him. He probably made the
right decision. 
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     When she told her parents she got a job, and her mother was ecstatic,
mainly because her father made her an honorary partner, and the older
woman pretended to be jealous.
        Akinolu-Ajai and Akinolu-Ajai, the second one being her!
      Life with her parents had been amazing. She proudly rubbed it on their
faces that she could succeed with or without them, and her parents accepted
her with open hands. 
      They did not even talk about her past mistakes, rather, they threw a big
graduation party for her. They supported her through Law School, and she
had been working with her father ever since.
      She came back to Jude not because she was desperate for a job, and not
because she didn’t have a great life. 
       Tara regretted coming; she should have stayed back at Daddy’s firm, she
reasoned. She must just go back home, enough of exploring. And enough of
trying to fit into Jude’s world.
        Well, she wasn’t just exploring; she was invited to come to join him.
        By someone whom she could not refuse.
        Lady Vickie Okorie.



        “I need you to explain to me what just happened out there. That was not
acceptable!” Dr Ameh demanded. 
      The middle-aged doctor was already panting after climbing the flight of
stairs, but the man recently announced that he had decided to stop using the
elevator and start using stairs as a form of exercise. 
        Excellent choice, Ameh! And thanks for the news flash!
        “She’s fired,” Jude snapped. “I don’t owe you any explanation. And I don’t
want to talk about it.”
       “But you can’t just fire her. She has as a contract. Need I remind you that
she’s a lawyer herself, and she knows her rights.”
     “And I’m ready to fight it if I have to,” Jude replied calmly. “That lady,
Dimples, I don’t want to see her in any of our facilities. She’s not welcome.”
       “This doesn’t make any sense, you know. Lady Vickie Okorie spoke to me
that she was sending someone to us for exposure in charity work; she had a
job, but she took time out to learn from Gearing-Up, and I was so excited and
inspired to train her; that was why I mentioned it to you.”
      “So, you are working in cahoots with Lady Vee on this? How typical! You
see, Ameh, you don’t know this girl. That’s what she does, and that’s how she
operates. She works independently with different people within the same
organisation; she then sets them against one another and then sets herself in
the centre of it all. That’s her modus operandi!”
      “Flip! That’s the lousiest conspiracy theory I have ever heard!” Dr Ameh
replied. “Are you afraid of her?”
     “Yes! You’re happy now?” Jude paced back and forth. He couldn’t make
himself think about Tara, whether good or bad; he just wanted her gone, far
away from Gearing-Up, and far away from his life.
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       “Okay. I’ll let you calm down, and then we’ll talk about this when you are
ready to engage reasonably!” Dr Ameh replied, and he was leaving. 
      “Dr Ameh,” Jude called as he was leaving. He calmed down a little. “I’m
sorry. I was just shocked to see her. Send her to me; I need to know what’s
going on. I need to know what she wants.”
        “Will do. Only if you promise not to be rude to her.”
        “Promise!” 

        Jude stood speechless as Tara walked into his office. 
      Memories flooded his mind. He still remembered the look she gave him
the last morning they were together at Lush Garden. He begged her to wait
for him, but she left. 
      The next time he heard from her, it was an angry voice note. That was
right before she blocked him out. They’d spotted each other twice afterwards
in public, but she simply shot him an angry look and walked past. 
        He tried to close the chapter, if just for his own mental health. 
       He couldn’t believe it had been two years since their fallout, since his fall
from grace. A lot had changed ever since. 
        He had changed; he could see she had changed a lot as well. 
      Tara was dressed in a soft aqua top and a knee-length flared navy skirt,
and a shawl neck blazer with an asymmetrical hem, complete with teal
necklace, a top-handle leather tote bag, and a pointed navy high heels, giving
her a polish of professionalism. 
      She had a confident aura around her, and Jude couldn’t ignore her well-
toned legs; she looked better and was in a better form than Jude had ever
seen her.
        Some intern! Jude scoffed. Little wonder, Dr Ameh was impressed.
        Jude wasn’t sure of what to do, or why he called for her to see him. 
      He simply stood and studied her; his eyes darted back and forth, and he
continued to hyperventilate as Tara took first steps towards him. She kept on
walking until she reached him.
        He wondered how she still managed to make him feel that way.
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       “I should have warned you in advance,” she said. “My bad. I am sorry if I
ruined your day.”
        She was right in his face; Jude looked at her and remained speechless. 
      He reached out to touch her like he was not sure if the vision in front of
him was real. He ran his hand gently over the outline of her face down to her
arm until he reached the arc of her lower back, growing breathless with each
move. 
        She quivered a bit but said nothing, and she did not pull away from him.
        “I was rude to you earlier; I’m sorry.”
     “I missed you. Every single day,” Tara replied, catching him unawares.
“I’m sorry about the way things ended between us.”
        Jude swallowed hard; he missed her as well. But she was so far away from
him, far away from his reach.
      “Things don’t have to end between us,” Jude flashed a lopsided smile. “I
missed you too. But you left. I told you that I was coming back, but by the
time I returned, you had left. And you blocked me out. What was I supposed
to do?”
        “Those were dark days,” Tara responded. 
        “Yeah, I agree. Those were dark days,” he agreed.
     He saw Tara’s eyes well up, but she turned her face away. Jude drew a
sharp breath and waited for her. She soon looked back at him, better
composed.
        Moments passed between them. 
       He watched as Tara pulled her blazer, revealing her toned arms, and she
returned to his waiting arms. His eyes danced all over her briefly before he
gently pulled back to himself.
        “Where have you been?” Jude asked.
        “I told you about my plans.”
        “You went back home?” Jude was surprised.
        “Yes, I did.”
        “How was it?”
     “Nice. They loved me. And accepted me. And they did not bother me. I
made partner, Akinolu-Ajai and Akinolu-Ajai,” she winked.
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        “I’m glad.” It was a relief that her parents accepted her back.
       “Dad finally got his lawyer girl. So, nothing else mattered. I couldn’t even
hold it against him, because I was happy to be back. He was so protective.”
        “Oh! my goodness!” Jude smiled. “So, I am holding a partner to one of the
toughest guys in the country!”
       “Honorary partner,” Tara corrected. “It turned out they had been hoping
that I would reach out to them all along. But they were too proud to contact
me. They were excited when I came back. They even asked to meet my son,
but I told them that I gave him up, but his new parents allowed me to see him
at some point. They were so heartbroken,” she drew a sharp breath.
        “I’m sorry.”
        “I know. But I didn’t regret going through those rough patches by myself.
It made me a better person. Stronger, more independent, and I now know
what I want.”
       “I bet you are one of the new sharks around. Don’t mess with JJ’s mum,”
Jude teased.
      “Yeah, I suppose. You can’t blame me; my parents are tough. For me to
work with them, I must learn their ways.”
      More moments passed; Jude held her and playfully ran his hands down
her bare arms; she trembled and let out a soft moan. 
       “Dimps,” Jude continued. “You have everything working for you, but you
prefer to be an intern here?”
     “The same reason you don’t want to work for your parents,” she smiled
back and then got serious. “I’d rather choose a life around the Okories a
million times over. The months I spent at Lush Garden were my happiest.”
        Jude watched with surprise. Tara did not come to play; she was pulling all
the loose strings in his heart and tightening her grips on him; he could never
escape from her spells.
        “I found out about our parents. They shared a history.” Tara continued.
        “That doesn’t affect us.”
        “You knew?”
       “Yeah. When I became the pastor. I found out. But we never spoke about
it. They did not know that I found out, but they always referred to it. You see,
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your father was doing his job, my father was guilty, the rest is history. It
doesn’t affect us.”
        “But I still find it strange. How did we find each other?”
      “I guess some things are just meant to be. Lady Vickie told me she was
mean to you. She said she was sorry.”
        “Yeah. I met her. We talked at length.”
        “You did?”
    “Yeah. Sometime last month. You were right; she could never hold a
grudge. She was so warm. She told me about you. She said you were
struggling and that you needed help. She said to me, ‘a needy man cannot be
choosy’, those were her exact words. I told her that I would love to help, and
she asked me to see Dr Ameh. But when I got here, I realised you were not
that helpless. But I loved it here, so I stayed. It’s my second week now.”
        Jude laughed. Lady Vickie called him ‘needy’. Typical Mum!
     “She wasn’t talking about work, I suppose.” His Mum was such a lousy
matchmaker!
        “Yeah. I see that now,” she quivered again.
        “I need you. Yes, Dimples. But you can’t work for me.” 
       He missed her. He pulled her closer to himself, his heart racing wildly.
He pulled her into his embrace and caressed her gently.
        “I see that now,” she conceded, moaning lightly.
     Feeling Tara’s hands gently massaging him in a decisive motion sent a
sweet sensation all over him. He loved her still. Perhaps she also did.
       Their little fling was short, and it ended abruptly, but it revived a feeling
in him. The feeling was back again, drowning him, overwhelming him; he
welcomed it, and he made no attempt to fight it. 
        Seeing how quickly Tara melted in his arms triggered in him a cascade of
emotions he could hardly control;  he and Dimples could never get over each
other, no matter how many years they spent running away from each other. 
        “I love you, Babe!” That was all he could manage to say.
       His lips met hers and they kissed with the pent-up energy of the past two
years. Jude could not decide who wanted the other person more between him
and Tara, but he was euphoric to see that she still cared so much about him. 
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      He thought of all he could do to Tara; for starters, he could take her to
Lush Garden, and they could continue from where they stopped. 
        He missed her; he loved her, he wanted her so much. 
      However, he knew that he couldn’t. Things were different now. He had
chosen to embrace his calling; he now carried the fire for the altar, and it was
required of him to be holy.
       “Does the offer still stand?” Tara asked through an uneven breath in the
heat of passion. “You asked me to move in with you. Remember?”
        “Things are a bit different now. I can’t have that kind of relationship with
you just yet, but I want you in my life. I need you in my life. Please say yes,
Dimples.”
        “Yes,” she moaned, and then smiled. “I understand. You’re the Pastor.”
         Jude let out a relieved breath. 
     He didn’t intend to go the path of Krystal, with years of chastity that
turned out to be a farce, and with Krystal cheating on him throughout their
relationship. But he also couldn’t keep the kind of relationship he once had
with Tara either. 
       He was going back to his call, to his ministry, and he wanted Tara in his
new world. That meant he needed to balance his passion with his holiness. 
        It might be a struggle, but it was a discipline he had to do. 
      However, that did not stop him from lifting Tara onto his desk; he was
just so smitten, and Tara was already a mess. His hands were going to the
wrong places as he gently steered them above her knees when his phone
rang, distracting him. 
        It seemed Tara too was grateful for the distraction.
        God sure has a dry sense of humour!
        It was Dr Ameh.
        “Can I come and take her now?” Ameh sounded impatient.
        “She resigned,” Jude replied, while still pulling Tara close to him.
        “I don’t believe you! I’m coming to take her right away!”
        “Be my guest,” he replied and ended the call.
       Jude smiled and he reached back for his woman again, not minding that
Dr Ameh might come in anytime now.



       “For heaven’s sake! You two, go get a room!” Dr Ameh said immediately
he barged in.
        “I believe this is my private space.” Jude gave a cheeky laugh. 
     “The last time I checked, this was an office space,” Ameh said without
looking at them. “But I hear you loud and clear. I shall be expecting her
resignation letter first thing in the morning. And might I remind you,
Pastor, that this is a Christian organisation.”
        Jude laughed again as Dr Ameh continued fuming and talking to himself.
Jude later got serious and explained as he moved a bit away from Tara. Tara
too tidied herself and followed Jude. 
       “Just so we are clear, Dr Ameh. This is JJ’s Mum. Tara. ‘Dimples’ is just a
nickname.” 
       “Oh! My freaking world!” Dr Ameh turned to them again; he looked from
Jude to Tara and continued his monologue. “I had no idea! That explains it.
The nickname, the outburst, and everything! Wow! That’s why one shouldn’t
take sides when it comes to couples. Thank God I used my common sense;
my HQ! I would have been in a lot of trouble.”
      “Seriously now, Dr Ameh, which rock have you been living under all this
while?” Jude asked.  
        “None,” he answered with seriousness, and then looked towards Tara. 
        “Is that true?” he asked.
        Tara simply shrugged. “It’s a long story.”
       “Oh! I bet it is! Welcome back, young lady. Welcome back! I can’t believe
all of you conspired to put me in the middle of your family situation. You,
you, Lady Vickie… Do you want to put me in trouble? Now I feel stupid,” he
laughed. “But this is an excellent choice. Everybody downstairs will be so
excited.”
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      Jude slipped his arm firmly across Tara’s waist as they both watched Dr
Ameh leave. 
      Jude felt a thrill, and he didn’t even understand why; only that he knew
that it had something to do with Tara, but he still couldn’t figure it out. He
was so in love. And soon, he held her back into his embrace like she would
disappear again from him if he didn’t.

      Tara looked at Jude as he held her. She couldn’t help but agree that she
made the right decision to come back. She feared Jude had moved on, but
she was afraid of coming back to verify. Until the day Yvonne reached out.
     “The family is still fallen apart,” Yvonne wrote to her. “And Jude is still
miserable. He misses you. I can see it. One day, I caught him watching a
video clip. Yeah, that same one. And Lady Vickie and Bishop talked about you
sometimes, in a nice way. And JJ, he asks for you. We all miss you around
here. If you’re game, call me.”
      She and Yvonne started talking again, and they agreed to meet and talk
over lunch. However, the day she was finally supposed to meet up with
Yvonne, she met Jude’s mother instead, already waiting for her. 
    “Yvonne said I would meet you here,” Lady Vickie told her when she
spotted the older woman, and she was about to run away. 
        “Oh!” Tara gasped. She could not believe Yvonne set her up like that.
     Lady Vickie opened her two arms and held her in an embrace with no
conditions attached. And just like that, Tara was accepted back to the family. 
    She was surprised how the Okories easily let go of offence; she still
remembered the day the couple welcomed her to The Lunch on Sunday, not
minding that they previously had some disagreements. 
      It seemed Jude was also like that. He always accepted her regardless of
why and how long they were separated.
        “Please don’t leave me ever again,” Jude distracted her thoughts. “Life has
been miserable without you in it. When you left, I felt my world was
collapsing, and that was the truth. I still have all the clips you sent. When I
miss you too much, I listened to them. I think about you a lot.”
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        “Oh my God!” she choked.
        “I was busy searching for myself. I didn’t want to bring you into the chaos
I created then.”
       “I can see you’ve found where you belonged, Gearing-Up and stuff,” Tara
responded, tucking her arms around him, and leaning to kiss him. “I’m so
proud of you. I’m sure JJ too would.”
        Jude choked. He gently caressed her as he kissed her back. 
    “JJ is back at Bishop’s Place still,” he explained. “A lot has changed,
Dimples. I live alone now at Lush Garden.  I take life one day at a time, but I
can’t complain. I’ve been blessed without measure. When I thought my life
would collapse, when I was faced with certain shame, and when I thought I
didn’t stand a chance, God opened a ginormous double door for me and led
unbelievably outstanding people into my world. I am grateful. I am still
searching, but now that I found you again, things just go a lot better.”
        Jude smiled. She smiled back.
       Tara listened with mixed emotions. 
     She loved Jude too, so much, more than she could explain herself. And
meeting him again opened that torrent of emotions like she couldn’t have
enough of him. 
        And she needed him to know how much she cared. 
    She leaned on him and stayed there for as long as possible, as they
continued to talk. It was easy, nothing heavy, and he seemed happy with her.
        “You have the golden touch, Jude. Everything you touch comes alive.”
        “Thank you. But I couldn’t have done it alone.”
     She listened as he spoke about the workings of God in his life, and the
people he met in the process.
       “I want you in my life, and in my world, Dimples. And I hope, one day, to
marry you. I’m serious.”
        Tara swallowed hard. 
     That was the second time he was talking marriage in clear terms. She
would marry him right away. She loved him that much.  She worried that
admitting her love for him would push him away, but it did not.
        “I’d love to. I’m back, Jude. I’m not going anywhere anymore.”
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       “That’s great news to me because I don’t want you to ever leave me again,”
he smiled. “My greatest regret now is waiting for so long and not fighting
hard enough for you. And I’m so sorry. But I don’t want to waste any more
minutes. I love you, Tara, I love you so much.”
      Tara closed her eyes as she drew in more breaths. 
       She smiled as she felt Jude all over her again. She finally got the man she
had always wanted, the man she fell in love with. It took a while, if only she
had been a little braver early enough to go get him.
        ‘The timing is perfect now,’ she reminded herself, ‘for him and me.’ 
        “Next stop, Lush Garden,” Jude said.
        “I can’t wait.” 
       She truly couldn’t wait to jump into the new life ahead of her, a new life
with Jude, with the man she loved more than life itself. And as they walked
out together, she knew her life had changed forever.

      Dr Ameh knew that he shouldn’t be eavesdropping, but despite his age,
religious, moral, and professional standards, it’d been long since he last
broke a big gossip. And now there was a new one brewing right under his
nose, and he wanted all the scoop he could get.
        He sent a message to his wife to assemble the team. 
       “We’re still having that ‘spirit’ meeting,” he spoke gently over the phone.
“I’ve got a major... exposé.”
       “You don’t say! Well, everybody is still here.” It turned out everybody was
interested in the gossip. And they were all waiting for the big gist.
        “Are you guys not supposed to be working?” he yelled quietly.
        “Morale is down, doc!” the female Dr Ameh laughed.
       Shortly afterwards, he rushed down the stairs again, panting breathlessly
by the time he arrived at the boardroom where the others were waiting. 
    “Is there like a thunderstorm or whirlwind going on upstairs?” Tasha
asked. “I worry for that girl.”
        “Fear not! my dear lastborn,” Dr Ameh replied, calling Tasha her favourite
nickname being the youngest member of the team. “There is a whirlwind, no
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doubts, but not the way you think. It’s an old flame, and now, it has just
become a wild forest fire. Mm-hmmm!” He added in a failed attempt to be
professional and discrete.
        “You don’t say!” his wife replied with mischief.
     “No way!” Tasha screamed. “That girl looked so innocent; little did we
know that she came for the boss.”
        “Who could have guessed,” replied another female team member.
      “We’re supposed to be serious-minded people, not to be sneaking up on
the boss,” replied another team member. “But I knew something big was up
when the peacemaker Jude Okorie fired someone on the spot.”
       “All of them set me up and put me in the centre of their family trouble. I
think the lady is his ex-wife. That is his son’s mother. JJ’s mother.”
       “Oh! No wonder! I’ve been wondering why he’s not yet married. Divorce
is a bad sha. See as dem fit each other, dem come go divorce.” 
        “But she’s brave. Working for an ex-husband as an intern! It gives me the
shivers,” Tasha responded. “Is it desperation? Because I don’t know what’s
she’s doing here in the first place. She’s a beautiful, classy lady. She doesn’t
look like she’s suffering.”
       “Don’t forget to add the daughter of a SAN. Akin Akinolu-Ajai. How you
come expect her to suffer? I swear, my man Jude sef nor dey fear! You dey
divorce lawyer wey be de daughter of a SAN.”
        “Omo! The guy chop liver sha.”
        “Money good o. If you are rich, you go get fine babe wey go marry you.”
        “And that cheeky Jude asked me which rock I was living under, like which
rock I was living under. How was I supposed to know?” Dr Ameh asked.
      “You guys don’t know anything,” another team member mentioned. He
had been arguing with one of his colleagues over something over the phone.
“We just googled both of them now, and guys, you won't believe this. There’s
a big story between these two.”
      “Yeah,” replied the colleague. I was suspecting her; I was like, ‘she looks
familiar’. Now we know.”
        “You don’t say!” replied female Dr Ameh again as she also brought out her
phone to search the big story.
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        The discussion went through different angles, with his team deliberating
and dropping the formality Dr Ameh always insisted on at the workplace and
changing into more broken English. At least, they finally got their ‘spirit’
meeting to boost morale; their boss being the topic for office gossip.
       “I love love stories!” That was the general feeling in the room. Jude found
the long-lost love of his life, and they thought it was worth celebrating.
    “History is being made, guys,” Tasha said. Tasha was a social media
influencer with massive followership. “This is great news and a great love
story. We need to celebrate it and give our wife Tara Okorie a big Gearing-Up
welcome. Let’s surprise them because this news needs to go viral. I’m
breaking it! I’ll put it online and on my pages. And we’ll take it from there.
What saith ye, guys?” 
      The team decided to surprise the couple whenever they came out. It was
Dr Ameh’s job to make sure their rushed plan did not fail.
       He did his best, and when the couple exited the elevator, the surprise on
their faces made his day. 
      It was a small thing, given the ultrashort notice, but at least, the new
addition to their work family, Tara, could feel the love and acceptance. 
        And Jude could feel the love as well.
      “Thank you,” Jude said. “It is true that Tara and I have some unfinished
business, and I apologise for my behaviour and for my earlier outburst. But 
 Tara and I did have a conversation, and we’re all good again.”
        “Awwwwwwwww!”
      “However, she is not going to be working here, at least not as an intern,
but we are both grateful for the love and acceptance.”
        “Yeah, thank you,” Tara added with a smile.
        Dr Ameh smiled as he watched them leave. Love is a beautiful thing.



        “Someone is in a good mood,” Lady Vickie sounded cheeky.
        Jude came to Bishop’s Place to visit. 
       Lately, he had been visiting more frequently, although it was mostly out
of a sense of duty, to see his son JJ and his brother Josh, or just to hang out
with Yvonne. And sometimes for scheduled meetings with Bishop.
        But rarely her.
        Now, he visited simply to hug her.
        “Thank you,” he said.
      “I take it that you have finally found your missing diamond. Or should I
call her your missing rib?
       “Lady Vee! My rib is not missing. But thank you. You just blew my mind.
You never mentioned that you met Dimples.”
      “Well, it turns out that you are not the only person who can keep a secret
in this family,” she replied. “You mentioned that you loved her, and I believed
you. I thought you would snap out of your bad mood and go look for her, but
you never did. I’m glad I could help.”
        “I found it funny though, Lady Vee, the matchmaker.” That was Bishop.
      “Hey, Dad!” Jude called out to Bishop. Lady Vickie agreed that Jude must
be truly in a good mood. He rarely called Bishop ‘Dad’. 
      “Welcome home, Son.” Bishop was always excited to see Jude, and Lady
Vickie now appreciated the normal father-son relationship that they never
had when Jude was fully in ministry. “When are you bringing her?”
      “Soon,” Jude replied excitedly.  “I took her to Lush Garden, and we were
able to talk over issues. She just left now for her house, and I decided to come
and see Lady Vee, to thank her for her intervention.”
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     Lady Vickie wondered if all they did was talk. She quickly pushed the
thoughts away; Jude was an adult.
       “And when are you two getting married?” she asked, as Jude was nearing
thirty-four. “When I was your age, I was already ten years married.”
        “Oh! My goodness! What?” Jude laughed.
        “I’m not joking. Anyway, before you and Tara get carried away again, just
make sure you use protection. I don’t want you pulling another JJ before the
wedding.”
      “Bishop, can you listen to your wife right now? Lady Vee, are you giving
me a license to sin?”
        “Did I give you a license the last time?”
    “Lady Vee, stop embarrassing the young man.” Bishop laughed again.
“Don’t mind your Mum, for ambushing you at work like that. I’ve always told
her to run her plans by me, but she wouldn’t listen.”
        “But you know I love you so much, Jude, don’t you?” Lady Vickie choked. 
     She loved his son; Jude was her only child for almost twenty years, and
even though he wandered away, again and again, God kept watch over him.  
        She still couldn’t believe how the heavens opened over Jude’s life.
     She was grateful for how her son discovered his purpose, and she was
proud of his work and achievements at Gearing-Up. However, it still pained
her that Jude refused to return to their church or to their ministries to take
his place as their President and Senior Pastor.
    And even though they still struggled with their family life, things had
progressively gotten better. 
     She and Bishop had learnt to love Jude and accept him unconditionally.
And it didn’t matter how their son chose to live his life, or whom he chose to
live it with, whether he wanted ministry or whether he wanted marriage or
not, she and Bishop had decided to accept and support him just like that.
      Vickie wished she could have faith like her husband Bishop because the
man knew how to play the long game. He would hold on to the sure words of
prophecy and carry on as though they were not going through the fire. 
      However, nothing could have prepared her for the next question Bishop
would pose, or the answer they would get.
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        “Son, when are you coming back to us,” Bishop asked as he took his seat.
        “Soon, Sir!” Jude replied.
    “Oh! My God that answers prayers!” Bishop exclaimed. “Jude, are you
serious?” Bishop shifted to the edge of the seat.
       “Never been more serious about it.” Jude shrugged. “It seems I can’t run
any further. I may as well just come back and do whatever God has called me
to do.”
        Lady Vickie looked at the two men. What were they talking about?
       Then it hit her. She stood, dazed. Did Jude just say he was coming back?
To church?
        “You’re coming back to the ministry?” she asked, her heart racing.
        “I don’t know the details yet because I love what I do currently at Gearing-
Up. But it’s like having a child and thinking you can never love another. And
then when you have another child, and your heart grows bigger, and you find
yourself loving them both.”
      Lady Vickie nodded. She always used that analogy because that was her
experience. She had only Jude for a long time. Then came Josh. And later, JJ. 
        And she loved them all.
      “I realise that the calling doesn’t shrink to fit into our little corners, but
that we grow into it. It’s all about service. And if God wants me to serve Him
in other ways beyond what I do now, I must just learn to submit to His Will
and instructions. It is a privilege to have another chance to get it right, this
time around from a place of strength and assurance, and with nothing to
hide.”
        She and Bishop watched Jude, as his word resonated with them.
      “God assured us in no hidden terms that you were coming back. It was
just a matter of time,” Bishop tried to be brave, but she could hear that his
voice shook. “Welcome back, Son. Welcome back.”
     At that point, Bishop could no longer hide his emotions. He had been
strong all this while, but when it eventually happened, he became emotional.
Lady Vickie rushed to the side of her husband and wept alongside as they
both prayed and worship.
        Jude joined them.
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        She hugged Jude so tightly and she started to pray. 
      She had prayed for him every single day since Bishop released him. And
she had watched the Lord pull him back, one step at a time. Her heart was so
full of gratitude, she could hardly breathe. 
        She burst into songs of appreciation.

Onye Ịnapụtara na sị gị imela, imela papa mo!
Onye nzọpụta, Imego mu mma eh, Imego mu mma eh!

        Minutes later, they were all worshipping. Praying together. 
        The three spent the rest of the afternoon. In prayers. And worship.



       Jude Okorie eventually agreed to a press conference, mainly to highlight
the new events of his life, and to a lesser extent, clear the rumours of the
recent past, although the media and gossips seemed to be more interested in
the juicy rumours.
    Tara returned to his life right about the time he decided to return to
ministry, and the story of his reunion with her was broken by his staffers at
the same time his decision to return to ministry was broken by the church. 
      Jude was trending again, however, this time, in a positive light. The old
stories were getting dug out from the archives, but the current events around
his life were overwhelmingly positive. 
   Pastor Nathan believed speaking out to the media was part of the
transparency required; Jude was coming back to the Believers Assembly, and
he would be taking up a major leadership position in the ministry, it was just
right for him to clear any rumours around his life and boost peoples’
confidence in him. 
        Very importantly, people needed to hear him talk about it.
      Besides, they’d been receiving lots of calls, emails, and other messages,
including public call-outs. 
    So, since he was on the news again about the same time that he was
making a comeback, then it was a perfect time to clear the air. Jude
eventually agreed to just one of such conferences, even though he would have
preferred a one-on-one interview.
        “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for coming,” Pastor Nathan started.
       Jude joined Pastor Nathan as they both took their reserved seats and they
addressed the group of men and women who were already waiting for at the
conference room, people who would gladly shred Jude with their questions.
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      It was also an opportunity to showcase the missions close to his heart;
Gearing-Up and the Believers Assembly and many missions and non-profit
groups he was affiliated with, the logos of which were right there as their
backdrop.
        Jude answered the questions as accurately as he could.
     “No, I do not deny the life I lived in the past as a much younger man,
although I deeply regret it.”
        “Yeah, I did serve time for it.”
        “Well, I guess I will just pass on that question.”
        “It was an absolute honour to serve as the Senior Pastor.”
      “Yeah, I did go off the radar after I was suspended as the Senior Pastor.
But I was incredibly blessed for the opportunity to use that time for sober
reflections and self-development.”
        “Yeah. Gearing-Up. That’s the organisation I acquired, and we’re making
a lot of difference, which is quite fulfilling... I love it. I love it!”
     “I see myself in many of those young men and women; it’s something
definitely close to my heart because I’ve been there.”
       “No, I did not. Guys, listen, this interview is about me and not about the
women in my life, but I’m going to indulge you, only within reason.”
       “I agree that something did happen between us, which was unfortunate,
but that was not what led to the breakup between Krystal and me.”
       “The reality is that behind the perfect smiles and the public façade Krystal
and I had, we struggled behind the scenes. We were far from perfect. I
agreed that the infidelity could have contributed a little to it, but that was not
the last straw like you put it. Far from it.”
       “I didn’t mismanage church fund; I didn’t even have any direct access to
the church fund... You want to know how I made my money? Okay. I earned
a decent salary as a full-time senior minister in our ministry; I got whatever
money was allocated to my office for ministry which never entered my
personal account, and I earned from gifts, honorarium, and royalties, and I
had my personal business interests which generated money. So, there was no
way that I could spend church money on Tara or Krystal, or whoever.”
        “Yes. She was on the church payroll, and yes, I recommended her.”
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        “Yeah, but that was because she was working for the church; it would be a
bigger sin to not pay her. And what she earned was in keeping with our
salary structure; nothing special. She was an undergraduate for God’s sake,
and an indigent one at that.”
       “If you cannot understand how the daughter of a SAN could be indigent,
you should ask her family, not me. I cannot comment on that.” 
      “Yeah. She was qualified to be part of our security; she trained as one...
No, guys, that was the prerogative of the company that hired her for us. I
cannot comment any further on that.”
       “I did not hide her in my multimillion mansion, and I did not take her on
any expensive holiday whether in the country or overseas. We hardly even
had any contact. She got into the house via an agency that we hired. So, I
wasn’t having any direct communication with her. She needed somewhere to
live, and our circumstances warranted that I supported her in that sense.
End of story!” 
        He was not going to drag his son’s name into that conversation.
       “Believe me, there was nothing between us. Our relationship was heavily
chaperoned; we were always with people. In fact, I can’t remember us being
together alone. Maybe once or twice. We did not have any ongoing romantic
relationship before or after the isolated incident until now.”
        “Yeah, we’re engaged now. We are getting married soon.”
        “I will accept your congratulations. You guys owe us.”
        “I believe Krystal is fine… No, we rarely communicated, but we are sort of
on good terms. Krystal and her daughter relocated to Ireland. She got
married recently, she met this amazing minister who needed a wife, and
Krystal was great with ministry; so, she moved on and they got married. You
know, one man’s trash is another man’s treasure.”
        “Yeah… I wish her the absolute best… Yeah, Rose is her daughter.”
       “Well... My future aspirations are quite straightforward. Marriage is top
on my mind now. I will continue with my work at Gearing-Up, and I will
support my parents, Bishops Jeffery and Victoria Okorie in the ministry.”
     “That’s a possibility. But the decision is up to the church if they think I
deserve to become the Senior Pastor or not. Those are not decisions that I
can make unilaterally.”
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     After about forty-five minutes of being dragged in the name of a press
conference, it was eventually over.
      “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for your time,” Pastor Nathan spoke
again as he rounded up the session. Pastor Nathan was quiet for most of the
interview, but his presence was encouraging and empowering for Jude.  
       The two men got up as they thanked the media personalities who came.
From the corner of his eyes, Jude could see Tara emerged from the entrance.
Jude was glad when Tara marched towards him and pressed her lips on his.
        “Well done! You did great,” she said.
        “Thank you, Babe,” he replied and held her. 
     People rushed towards them to take pictures and ask them a few more
questions, but neither of them was keen.
      “Dimps, let’s get out of here,” Jude said to Tara as they both held hands
and walked towards the entrance and left the building. 

       The evening arrived and Jude was lying leisurely on the chaise sofa in the
covered patio of his Lush Garden residence. His home was coming alive
again; he had set up an office there and hired a few household staffers.
       He would get busier; as if Gearing-Up was not busy enough, now he was
returning to the ministry which was just as demanding if not more. At least,
he wouldn’t be alone; he had support, he now understood more than ever the
value of strong social capital, and he was determined to use it adequately.
       His heart did a double flip dance as Tara emerged from the side entrance
that led to the covered patio where he was reclining. 
       She had changed from the formal look she had earlier when they left for
the press interview and now wore a much more comfortable look, a short
floral dress complete with a pair of sneakers.
      Tara ignored all the available furniture at the patio, and she decided to
share the chaise sofa with him, reclining snugly on him. He kissed her and
gently caressed her as he wrapped his arms around her. 
       He thought about life as a married man. For one, it would mean taking
off whatever she was wearing without feeling guilty.



361

BEYOND THE WINDING PATH BY KEMI OWONIBI

      They were getting married;  immediately after they reconnected, he and 
 Tara picked a date for the ceremony as they didn’t see the value in delaying
any further. 
    And Tara had moved almost all her earthly possessions into the Lush
Garden house already, ahead of their wedding.
       He would have asked her to move in with him, but that would not be
acceptable. He also didn’t want to tempt himself, not when they could have
avoided it. He couldn’t afford any more unnecessary scandals. 
     And he couldn’t wait for the time Tara wouldn’t have to go back home
every night.  
       Their wedding preparations were already in top gear, and with the entire
Believers Family on board. It was already promising to be the wedding of the
year, a seamless blend between the Yoruba and the Igbo cultures, a situation
that resonated with something their church strongly stood for, being a
multi-ethnic and multicultural church organisation.
      Their parents, the Okories and the Akinolu-Ajais had also met on several
occasions, even though Jude knew those were just easy excuses for the four
of them to get together; those hangouts had almost nothing to do with him
or Tara or their wedding plans. 
     In fact, the four of them had already planned to go on some expensive
vacation immediately after the wedding.
     “It’s our honeymoon, not yours,” Tara challenged them on one of those
meetings when he and Tara were invited.
      “Girl, this is none of your business,” her mother responded as the others
laughed.
       Jude was however glad that their parents were getting along despite their
past.
      “I stopped by JJ’s room, that was why it took me so long,” Tara started as
she interrupted his protracted musings. JJ was coming back to live with them
at Lush Garden, and Tara used every opportunity to adjust something in JJ’s
room. They truly couldn’t wait to have their son back. 
       “I still can’t believe that he’s coming to live with us,” Jude replied, sniffing
back the tears. He was still quite emotional about it.
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        Their son Jude Jachike would be ten in the next two weeks.
     After many consultations and all the paperwork, the guardianship was
terminated, and Bishop and Lady Vickie already agreed to release JJ to them
permanently after the birthday, a gesture that reduced him and Tara to tears. 
        He, Tara, and Jachike could be a family again, just like he envisioned.
      He and Tara had decided to be actively involved in their son’s life, which
meant they would have to make the difficult decision of relieving Yvonne of
her duty of watching over JJ, something Yvonne had done for ten years. 
      It was going to be a big change for all of them, but one necessary; Jude
wanted the independence of his household. Besides, if Tolu and Anita could
raise their kids, he did not have an excuse.
        It was getting dark, and Tara wanted to leave. 
       “Why do you have to leave every day?” he asked Tara, pulling her closer to
him on the narrow sofa they shared.
      “I suppose I can stay a bit longer, but Jude I must leave. There’s work to
do; I have to earn that office on merit,” she winked, and then quickly
changed the topic. “You’re ready for Sunday?”
        “I was born ready, I guess.”
     “I’m so proud of you,” Tara reassured him. “You’ve got this, I have no
doubts at all. And I will be here to support you, come rain, come shine, come
anything.”
      Jude smiled. He knew how hard Tara was trying to learn about ministry
and to be more involved. 
     She had joined their ministry as a full-time staff; she had already been
given an office now at the church office complex on the same floor as him as
per her status as Jude’s fiancée even though she would only resume work the
following month. Lady Vee had also already assigned people to be there to
teach her and to show her what ministry entailed.
     “Dimps, give yourself time,” he told her. “It took me a long time too to
understand. Just know that we are in this together.”
        “Together,” she replied.



        It was Sunday morning at the Believers Cathedral. 
       Jude stood and faced the large crowd of people; he felt both anxious and
excited at the same time. He had just been introduced by his friend, brother,
mentor, and Pastor, Nathan Idahosa, the man who held the office before
him, and the man who kept the office alive when he could not be there.
     Jude got up the podium with mixed feelings. He had an entire speech
prepared and rehearsed; he hadn’t done that in years! 
      However, as he stood up there, and as the standing ovation went on for
like forever, Jude became overwhelmed. And there, it suddenly dawned on
him that it was already three years from the sermon that started it all. 
        The sermon he titled, ‘A changed life.’
       The irony of it all was not lost to him. Yes. He was the Saul. And yes, his
life was changed in more ways than one. Everything about his life had
changed. Every single thing.
        He dropped his iPad on the podium by the side of the stage, and he began
to speak from his heart the words that God had given him, ditching his well-
prepared speech.
       Jude hesitated; he didn’t know what the response would be. He saw the
standing ovation and heard the loud applause as soon as Pastor Nathan
introduced him, but he didn’t want to be carried away.
        Breathe. Jude. Just breathe.
       “It was exactly three years ago,” he started, “when I stood before you, the
people of God, to declare the message that the Lord gave me. It was about a
gentleman from the Bible known as Saul, the man we now know today as
Paul, and how he met the Lord at the point where he could no longer control
the narrative. 
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       “I knew very much at that time that it was a message for me, more than
anyone else. But little did I know how much my life would change from that
moment on because on that same day, a word of prophecy was released by
my father, and my Father-in-the-Lord, Bishop Jeffery Okorie, that there
would be a shift in the spirit. I asked Bishop what he meant, but he never
explained. 
      “However, right there, I knew that we are in for a treat. It would not be
pleasant, I was certain of that, but it was necessary. The fire of revival will
burn the chaffs, the dross, the dirt so that we can come out polished and
shiny, and fit for the work that the Lord has called us to accomplish.
       “It was a journey, for me, for my entire family. It was quite a journey for
the larger community as well, for the church of God, for all our ministries.
None of us was spared. And for me, it was also a journey of redemption.
      “However, through those extremely difficult times, we could all see the
hand of God, bringing those pieces together, and we were reassured that we
were not alone. That even though God takes us through the winepress,
through the fire, through the storms, through shame and disgrace, through
the hardship of every kind, His mighty hands will see us through.
       “Apostle Paul wrote in two Corinthians four, from verse seven to ten. He
wrote: Now we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this surpassingly
great power is from God and not from us. We are hard-pressed on all sides,
but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not forsaken;
struck down, but not destroyed. We always carry around in our body the
death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body.”
     At this point, he could feel the power of God descend in no uncertain
terms, and more and more people were on their feet, some on their knees,
raising holy hands, praying, worshipping, cheering, chanting.
        He choked with emotions as he continued.
     “Today, I stand before you, with an understanding, with humility, and
with gratitude. I thank you for your love. Support. Kindness. And for being
generous with your forgiveness. I am overwhelmed by the extravagant grace
that you have given me to stand here before you as your Senior Pastor once
again. I do not take it for granted.”
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        He paused as the applause continued, the standing ovation never ended,
until he choked and began to weep. 
     Pastor Nathan came upstage to join him, pulling him into an embrace.
Jude could hear Pastor Nathan as he began to sing, raising his free hand. 

“You unravel me with a melody, you surround me with a song
 Of deliverance from my enemies, ‘til all my fears are gone

 I’m no longer a slave to fear I am a child of God!”
       The music team and the whole congregation joined and began to sing in
loud voices, chanting, “I am a child of God!”
        After a while, he too joined in the song, lifting holy hands in worship.

You split the sea so I could walk right through it
 My fears are drowned in perfect love

 You rescued me so I could stand and say I am a child of God!
       Jude knew indeed his deliverance was complete. His heart sang songs of
deliverance, knowing that he had been set free to serve God for the rest of his
life.
       He looked ahead at his inner circle, the people whom all rose to surround
him and to shelter him through his turbulent times. 
      His parents, Bishop and Lady Vickie Okorie were standing together and
holding hands. 
        Tolulope Harry was there as well; he stood by his wife Pastor Anita Harry,
right beside Jude’s parents; they were both his personal pastors and mentors
who together with their friends got involved in his life and would never give
up on him. To their left were the two empty seats – his and Pastor Nathan’s.
And then Tara was there, and Yvonne. 
        They were the closest to him; a circle he would never take for granted. 
        He intended to keep it close and strong.
        He held Tara’s gaze. “Come,” he said. But she wouldn’t.
       So, he climbed down and held her by the hands, and brought him up the
stage as Pastor Nathan tried to calm the loud ovation.
       However, as soon as he returned to the podium, now with an unfamiliar
woman by his side, a new bout of ovation erupted. Finally, he could dry his
tears and smile at them, as Tara gave him a new boost of courage.
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       Jude continued from where he stopped as he appreciated people by name;
those who stood by him during his years of wandering. It was his stage and
having Pastor Nathan stand with him brought him an extra boost of courage.
    “This is home,” he told them. “I was away in search of purpose. And
purpose I did find. I left alone, empty, frustrated, afraid, dejected. And I’m
back, full. I did not come back alone. But I have returned with this amazing,
beautiful, and extraordinary young woman. I’m going to go a little bit cheeky
here; I hope her father is not watching, and I hope he will not arrest me,” he
joked, especially because Tara’s parents were right there in front of him. “But
may I present to you Omotara ‘Tara’ Akinolu-Ajai-soon-to-be Okorie! I know
most of you have not met her, but I do believe you must have met our son.
Jude Jachike Okorie. We are blessed and immensely privileged to have our
family together once again.”
        Well, the standing ovation only grew louder.
      He further called Tara’s parents together with Bishop and lady Vickie to
please join them. He felt grateful to show the world what a blessed young
man he was. 
        They were having one service that day; it was worth every minute of it.
        He had been restored, reinstated, and blessed.
       Later in the service, the Eldership came up, as well as the guest ministers
specifically handpicked by his parents, Bishop and Lady Vickie for the
occasion. They prayed for Jude, anointed him, and commissioned him, him
as well as the woman he had chosen to spend the rest of his life with.
        Tara Akinolu-Ajai-soon-to-be-Okorie.
     A new chapter had been opened. And it was time to see what God was
about to do in his life, in their lives, and in their ministries.
        He could hardly wait.



        A family gathered in the beautiful home situated in the Lush Garden.
      The decorations were up, the tables were already set, and the attendants
and ushers all took their place, while music playing softly in the background.
    Jude Okorie and his fiancée Tara, in the company of their son, Jude
Jachike, stood together as they welcomed their guests to their special Sunday
Lunch at Lush Garden, after his restoration to the office of the Senior Pastor
of the Believers Assembly, once again.
    It was amazing to him, how God transformed people, because Tara’s
parents, who once persecuted their church came for their service, waited the
entire day at the church, visited Bishop and Lady Vickie at their place, and
thereafter came to their Lush Garden home to have lunch with them. 
     Tara’s siblings were also invited, and all three of them came. Jude had
never met them before, and it was nice to finally meet them in person.
    Bishop Okorie and Lady Vickie were there as well, together with their
second son, his younger brother Josh Okorie.
        Pastor Nathan came with his first daughter, Shiloh Idahosa. 
       Shiloh and Tara hit it off so easily, and Shiloh immediately demanded to
be on the bridal train.
      “I believe there is an unwritten code somewhere, that as the daughter of
Pastor Nathan Idahosa, I would be part of your bridal train.” Shiloh baited
Tara.
        “Absolutely!” Tara agreed in a heartbeat.
        The comparison was not lost to him.
      He saw how Yvonne cared for Tara as a younger sister, and somehow, he
could see that relationship budding between Tara and Shiloh already. Yvonne
was the sister Jude never had; it hurt him that they had to let her go, but
Yvonne would forever remain a part of their lives.

epilogue
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        Dr Ameh and Dr Ameh were both there, as well as Tasha from his team at
Gearing-Up, the first to break the news about him and Tara. And just like
Shiloh, Tasha too fell in love with his fiancée and Shiloh group immediately.
      The four ladies, Yvonne, Tara, Tasha and Shiloh hung out together for a
large chunk of the evening.
    Akin and Alice, the couple who saved Tara’s life many years ago were
invited as well. They quickly formed a bond with the Amehs.
      Tolu Harry arrived in the company of his wife Pastor Anita Harry, Fash
Fasuan came with his wife Sophia, and the two families brought their kids. 
        Just perfect! Josh and JJ would have an entire tribe of kids to run after. 
      He was also grateful that the FABs also came because they were not sure
of their schedule earlier. 
        Tara and Jude welcomed their guests as they all mingled before gathering
around the long table where lunch was served. However, he and Tara were all
over the place until a time they were both together, away from the guests.
        “Did you notice something strange about Pastor Nathan?” Tara giggled as
she whispered to him.
        “What might that be?”
        “I think he likes Yvonne.”
        Jude laughed; he could never picture them together. “Why would you say
that?”
      “I’ve been watching for a while. They pretend to be at war, but they are
quite comfortable with each other. Never an awkward moment! Just look at
them again. Of all the seats on the table, they sat next to each other.”
      “I think that’s a coincidence. There are three seats left. Us and him. He
can’t possibly sit in the middle.”
        “So, why not on the other side?”
        “You mean next to your mum?” Jude smiled.
     “All right, you win. But I know what I see. And it’s not just today; it
happens all the time. I know love when I see one.”
      “Like you and I?” Jude wrapped his arm around her and kissed her, and
they swayed to the music.
       “Jude, I know it’s so cosy in here, but we are in the public, and we’re the
hosts,” Tara whispered as she pretended to want to wiggle herself out of
Jude’s cosy embrace.
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       “The public knows that we are engaged. And the public is not looking at
us at this point,” Jude replied.
        “Why do I love you so much?”
        “Maybe because I love you more. I’ll forever love you, Dimples.”
       Tara closed her eyes and let out a breath. That was his cue. They probable
got carried away in their small bubble as they shared a sweet kiss. But it was
a beautiful feeling, finding love, finding purpose, and seeing everything else
fall into place.
        From a place far, far away, Jude could hear someone speak. It was Pastor
Nathan. Jude and Tara turned to see quite a few guests looking in their
direction.
       “We have got to be more responsible now,” Tara whispered to him, as she
chuckled nervously. 
       “Can I have your attention, please?” Pastor Nathan started, as he raised a
glass, gaining the attention of the guests again. “I know our hosts are kind of
busy right now, in their little world somewhere, but I’d like to propose a
toast. To Tara and Jude.”
        “To Tara and Jude,” came the unanimous response.
        “To the bride and groom,” that was Tara’s mother.
     Jude pulled Tara close to him and they both smiled as they faced their
guests who from the distance just made a toast to them. From the distance,
Jude smiled as he caught Nathan’s gaze.
        “Congratulations,” Nathan mouthed.
        “Thank you,” Jude replied. 
        Next stop, his son, JJ’s tenth birthday, and the next stop, his wedding. 
        He could hardly wait.



        Dear diary, today was special. 
        It wasn’t because it was meant to be my fifteenth wedding anniversary.
No, not at all. Okay, you win, it was part of it, but this was something else.
        A new life just started. 
        Jude and Tara got married. Yippee!
    I woke up this morning, and I got dressed for the wedding, draped
impeccably in the uniform aso-ebi traditional outfit. I walked into my closet
and picked those accessories begging to kiss the sun again. My flawless skin
glowed, matching my almost confident look. 
    Then I put on my regular mask, pulled out my wedding invite which
doubled as a pass, and I said to myself, “It’s showtime!” 
        But the day had other plans lined up.
      First, it was Tara. She sent to me a beautiful picture of herself showing
her gorgeous, gorgeous face and part of her wedding dress. And she wrote, 

“I dedicate this smile to you, Yvonne, I owe you, 
a debt I could never pay you back.”

        That was so special, wasn’t it?
     Well, I got to church, and I made a quick stop by my Bishop and Lady
Vickie, the proud parents standing tall in all their majesty, surrounded by
close friends and family, ready to make a statement as they proceeded into
the Believers Cathedral as a convoy. 
       “It still feels like a dream,” they said to me. “Who could have thought that
this day would come? God is faithful!”
        I totally understood.
       And then I went to see Jude, the heir to the throne, the man of the hour,
the groom himself. He looked dashing in his tux, surrounded by his trusted
men in matching outfits. 

dear diary...
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       He was nervous a bit, but I told him, “Wait until you see your wife.” He
asked if I had seen her, and when I said yes, he brightened up immediately. 
         “I love you much, Sis,” he told me.
         Love you more, Bruh!
         I found my reserved seat, you know, as the sister of the groom.
    Uplifting music played, filling our Cathedral, and Jude with his best
buddies marched down the aisle to wait for his wife, while the entire
congregation stood. 
         It was a breath-taking, glorious moment.
        I watched Tara, the beautiful bride, flanked by her parents, as she walked
down the aisle to meet the love of her life. 
         Young love!  So pure! So beautiful! So innocent! 
         The Believers Assembly just made the best investment, I reckoned.
   At that moment, what was left of my resolve gave way; I became
overwhelmed, and I broke down in tears. 
        “No, Yvonne, these are not the stuff showtimes are made of!” I reminded
myself. I let out a controlled breath to stop myself from tearing, but I failed. I
still could not stop the tears. 
      Perhaps if I didn’t see Jude when he first returned, written off for dead,
holes drilled in his skull, while tied up to the ventilator, I would have taken
the moment for granted. 
      Perhaps if I didn’t see Tara the first day she came, a recovering junkie,
scruffy and dishevelled, I would have taken the moment for granted. 
        Perhaps if I hadn’t held their son, Jude Jachike, in my arms just days after
he was born, given away because his mother did not have the mental capacity
to take care of him, and perhaps if I hadn’t watched over him for the next ten
years, I would have taken the moment for granted.
       And perhaps if I didn’t see how God delivered Jude from the toxic web of
Krystal and her family, I would have taken the moment for granted.
        But I couldn’t. The memories were all vivid. 
        It didn’t matter that I was in the public, I was a complete mess.
        “How God brings hope out of hopeless situations!” I sniffed.
        And then someone spoke to my ears, changing how the day went.
        “Yvonne, are you okay?” the voice whispered into my ears.
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        The voice was soothing and strangely familiar. 
        And the presence was overwhelming and strangely comforting. 
     Following a moment of disorientation, wondering which family of the
groom knew me that well, I blinked back the tears, and turned to the right to
look at the owner of the concerned voice. And I gasped.
        It was Nathan Idahosa. With concern etched on his face.
        Sweet Lord, not that guy! I didn’t need Nathan messing with my brain. But
he did. He got under my skin, though not in a bad way. 
     He flirted brazenly; I was going to resist him, but it was too late. I felt
something, and that was not supposed to happen! That was like treading on a
dangerous territory; I could not afford to let down my guards, or to open my
heart to anyone, least of all, Nathan! 
      But the guard let itself down and my feelings betrayed me. It was so real
and so overwhelming that I ran from him; the earlier I snapped out of it, the
better. 
     Only to run into Shiloh Idahosa. Oh, sweet baby Jesus! What happened to
that girl? She’s so messed up! Grace would be so disappointed!
        Oh! Yvonne! Enough already of thoughts about Nathan, or Grace, or Shiloh! 
        Today is about Tara and Jude. And the love they share!
       And perhaps about me and my imaginary fifteenth wedding anniversary.
Fifteen years! I can’t believe it. Where did the time go? And it’s his birthday
today as well. Heck! He’s forty-three. Well, I’m not going to call him.
       I’m not going to try to be strong today either; no! I’m not strong enough.
But that’s okay. 
      I’m simply going to pretend that all is well; I’ll step into the jacuzzi, and
with a bottle of wine, I’ll celebrate. 
       I’ll celebrate the beautiful life I once had and then I’ll live with the joy that
my little brother Jude and my baby sister Tara found each other, rekindled
their love, and today they are married. And that my baby, Jude Jachike, is
finally reunited with his Daddy and Mummy!
        I’m rooting for you, Tara and Jude, and I’m praying for you.
        With all my love.
        Yvonne Teniola.
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If you would love to read about the incredible love story 
between Yvonne and Nathan Idahosa, 

then you must watch out for the third book of the trilogy, 
‘Safe in His Arms’. 

I believe they have a story to tell, and I am rooting for them; 
I suspect you are as well. 

This much I will say, it is mind-blowing. 
 
 

The End



Thank you for taking this journey with me through and beyond the winding
path with the first family of the Believers Assembly. 

Beyond the Winding Path is the second of The Believers Assembly trilogy.
 

Several years ago, I must be a teenager then, I picked up a Christian
magazine, and I read the caption about a young man who left home when he

was sixteen and left a note for his parents. I was intrigued by that caption,
and right there, I wanted to write a story about such a kid. 

 
However, as the story evolved in my head over the years, 

I began to have a better understanding of whom he was, his family situation,
the divine calling, the falling away, and most importantly, his growth and

redemption. 
 

Beyond the Winding Path, for me, is a journey of growth and progress, and
of how God orchestrates the everyday events of our lives to fulfil His perfect

will for us.  It is always astonishing for me, in hindsight, when I see how God
has pieced together our past victories and defeats to make us who we are,

and we are still a work in progress. It is also a testament that life is about the
choices we make and the chances that we get.

 
Beyond the Winding Path also showcases a myriad of issues that are

remarkably close to my heart, from medicine to ministry and missions,
charity to child health and women’s health, relationships to redemption,

drugs to designs, family life to church life, and several other issues I touched
on in this novel.

 

A WORD FROM THE AUTHOR
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I like to call this novel a project because it is quite a long story. 

Several times, I am tempted to cut off many parts, but I will always decide
against it because it is not just a story, it is also a message. 

And I just have to release it as it is because it is the Word of God
for me and for many other people, I believe.

 
It is my prayer that this novel will accomplish the purpose for which it has

been released, and bring about healing, redemption, and transformation of
lives and destinies. I also pray that you would find growth, insight,

encouragement, inspiration, deep understanding, and spiritual equipping
from the pages of this book!

 
Please do well to share this novel with all your friends, families, 

colleagues, church members, ministers, small groups, and everyone else 
that you know!

 
I always love to read from you.

Follow me on social media @kemiowonibi on most platforms.
Email author: kd.owonibi@gmail.com

Visit the author’s website www.kemiowonibi.com 
www.realbiblepeople.wordpress.com 

 
Safe in His Arms is the third book of the trilogy, and I trust God for its

release in due course. If you love After Lights Out and Beyond the Winding
Path, you will love Safe in His Arms. Besides, you should want to know how

the story ends.
 

Next stop, Safe in His Arms. Until then, Enjoy!
 

Kemi Owonibi,  the Author
 

http://www.kemiowonibi.com/
http://www.realbiblepeople.wordpress.com/
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When Bishop Jeffery Okorie 
prophesied a shift in the spirit 
casually over dinner, his household 
expected a season of revival, open heavens, 
and prosperity over their megachurch. 

It turned out to be everything but! 
There was a shaking indeed, but it was nothing 
like they ever anticipated, because it  started right from 
Bishop’s household and none of them were spared.

 
Jude Okorie was the charming young pastor with a secret past that he
desperately tried to hide. Krystal Ejiofor was the ambitious church girl and
perfect fiancée with deep-seated issues. And Tara Akinolu-Ajai was the trodden
down young woman who had nothing to lose. 

There were blasts from the past rattling them, the lies they had securely tucked
away coming back to haunt them, and medical emergencies grounding them all!

And before long, the house of cards came crashing! Their ministry was burning
right from the top, and it was not a happy fire, but one that was necessary!

 
Beyond the Winding Path is a story of lies, secrets, and betrayals, passion and
intrigue, love and lust, friendship and support, and growth and redemption. 
It is faith-based contemporary romance fiction and the second of the Believers
Assembly Trilogy.
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